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Background: In recent years, the rise of “AI+arts” has increased public attention towards emerging digital collectibles and garnered significant interest among young adult collectors globally. However, there has been limited investigation into how emerging media effects may influence consumers’ purchase of digital collectibles from the perspective of relevant theories, particularly in collectivistic cultural contexts. To address this gap, the present study is guided by the extended Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB), integrated with ideal self-congruence, and rigorously examines the effect of exposure to Non-Fungible Token digital art information on the intention to purchase digital collectibles among young Chinese adults (aged 18–34).

Methods: A total of 259 responses were obtained through an online survey. Statistical analyses, including direct, indirect, and serial mediation, were conducted using SPSS 25.0 and Jamovi 2.6.24.

Results: The findings indicate that both TPB and ideal self-congruence act as mediators in this relationship. Additionally, a serial mediation process involving ideal self-congruence and attitudes toward intelligence was identified.

Conclusion: These findings provide valuable insights into the complex factors influencing the purchase intention of digital collectibles among young Chinese adults. Furthermore, the findings offer recommendations for digital collectible platforms and relevant stakeholders.
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1 Introduction

Non-Fungible Token (NFT) is recognized as a unique digital asset that is enabled by blockchain technology (Scheiding, 2023). This cutting-edge form of digital property is primarily applied in contexts such as digital art and in-game items (Popescu, 2021). NFTs are distinguished by their non-interchangeable nature, providing verifiable ownership and authenticity, and have emerged as a significant innovation within these industries. In addition, NFTs have emerged as a significant sector within the art and collectibles market, attracting considerable attention from digital artists, art collectors, and enthusiasts. This growing interest has further stimulated participation in the evolving marketplace (Allen et al., 2022). In particular, digital collectibles, such as NFT-based items like Cryptopunks, have gained substantial recognition in the contemporary art market, with trading activities capturing significant attention (Yilmaz et al., 2022). A key milestone in this trend occurred between late 2020 and 2021, when NFTs garnered widespread recognition, notably exemplified by the sale of Beeple’s digital artwork for $69 million, a pivotal moment in the sector’s development (Mehr and Shahim, 2023). Furthermore, COVID-19 pandemic played a key role in fostering digital maximization, creating a conducive environment for the proliferation of NFTs (Perez et al., 2023). The increasing popularity of NFTs has also attracted a diverse range of stakeholders, including celebrities, influencers, and investors, who have contributed to the expansion of this nascent market (Pawelzik and Thies, 2022). In addition, NFTs have facilitated the growth of digital media assets across various sectors, including gaming, film, art, and AI design (Perez et al., 2023; Düzenli and Perdahçı, 2024).

In China, NFT discussion platforms have gained significant popularity among Chinese users, partly due to the interactive experiences they offer post-purchase, as well as the presence of social media platforms that facilitate discussions and sharing of digital artwork (QaQ, 2023). Xiaohongshu, in particular, has emerged as one of the leading platforms, attracting considerable attention from Chinese users (Tan, 2024). The present study aims to explore the influence of Xiaohongshu in this context. The platform’s role as a critical space for communication can be attributed to two key aspects. First, compared to Alibaba and JD.com (two major Chinese e-commerce platforms), Xiaohongshu consistently releases a higher volume of digital collectibles on a daily basis (Nft College, 2022). Second, Xiaohongshu establishes a direct connection between digital collectibles and their creators, with many artists’ posts incorporating links to their personal websites, offering additional information about the collectibles (QaQ, 2023). Given the platform’s significant impact on young Chinese adults, this study aims to assess how exposure to NFT digital art information (ENDAI) on Xiaohongshu influences users’ behavior, specifically their purchase of NFT digital collectibles.

Recent discussions surrounding NFTs and the exploration of related platforms have steadily increased globally. Specifically, young adults have emerged as a key demographic, demonstrating a higher level of engagement and understanding of NFT digital collectibles. For instance, prior research highlights that consumers aged 24–33 show significant familiarity with the virtual art and collectibles market (Li et al., 2024). Similarly, Generation Z (born 1997–2003) and Millennials (born 1981–1996) have grown up with cutting-edge technologies, which has facilitated their adoption of technological trends and innovations, particularly NFTs (Perez et al., 2023). However, recent studies suggest that older adults face greater challenges in adopting artificial intelligence products due to perceived higher expectation disconfirmation and technology anxiety (Hong et al., 2023). As a result, this may lead to relatively lower engagement with NFT platforms within this age group. Given these demographic trends and the greater exposure of younger individuals to digital collectibles, this study focuses specifically on young Chinese adults aged 18–34.

Although NFT digital collectibles have gained prominence, the factors influencing their purchase remain unclear. While previous research has examined consumer willingness to purchase non-AI-generated designs (Shuqair et al., 2016; Sethna et al., 2017; Geng and Chen, 2021; Mathur et al., 2022), the impact of media exposure on NFT purchases, particularly within collectivistic cultures, remains underexplored. A pioneering study on NFT purchasing behavior in China (He et al., 2022). However, it was limited by a small sample size and reliance on semi-structured interviews, leaving the relationship between key antecedents and purchase behavior inadequately explored. Furthermore, prior studies have addressed consumer behavior regarding NFTs in contexts such as digital art, virtual trading cards, and in-game items (Trautman, 2021; Vomberg and Von Gegerfelt, 2025), but tend to overlook the type of art or platform motivating purchases. Given these limitations, the current study conceptualizes NFT digital collectibles from the perspectives of trendy films, art, and AI-generated designs, created by both companies and individual designers at comparable price points. Additionally, the intention to purchase (IP) is defined as the tendency of young Chinese adults to acquire these collectibles, with a particular focus on content generated by both corporate and independent designers on Xiaohongshu.

As mentioned above, the current study aims to comprehensively explore whether ENDAI on Xiaohongshu influences IP among young Chinese adults. Building on the TPB, which has been shown to effectively explain social media purchasing behaviors (Liu M. T. et al., 2020), this research extends TPB by incorporating the framework of ideal self-congruence. This extension further examines the nuanced relationships through direct, mediated, and serially mediated effects. Ultimately, the study seeks to provide valuable insights for stakeholders in NFT digital collectibles and contribute to the scholarly understanding of the dynamics underlying digital collectible purchases.



2 Literature review


2.1 The extended TPB model

TPB was developed by Ajzen by extending perceived behavioral control in the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) (Ajzen and Madden, 1986). TPB is recognized as one of the most impactful theories specifically applied in the fields of social psychology, health promotion, and consumer behavior studies (Kaiser et al., 2007; Sassen and Sassen, 2018; Rozenkowska, 2023). The theory posits that the higher an individual’s intention to engage in a behavior, the more likely he or she is to engage in that behavior (Shah Alam and Mohamed Sayuti, 2011). Furthermore, individuals’ intentions are often influenced by three major predictors: attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control (Ajzen, 1991; Fishbein and Ajzen, 2010). To date, the TPB has been widely accepted and successfully applied to most phenomena to reveal how individuals perform behaviors (Sommer, 2011).

While the TPB has demonstrated significant and promising applications across various contexts (Sniehotta et al., 2014), studies have questioned whether the original components of TPB alone can fully explain an individual’s intention to engage in certain behaviors. Specifically, the model’s original constructs may not adequately capture emotions, desires, or aspects of self-identity, which are critical drivers of behavior (Heuckmann et al., 2019). Moreover, research has found that external factors have a significant influence on behavior, comparable to the constructs proposed by TPB (Sniehotta et al., 2014). In response to these limitations, there has been a growing openness to incorporating additional predictors into the TPB framework, which enhances the explanatory power of the original theoretical model, as evidenced by recent studies (Savari and Gharechaee, 2020; Shalender and Sharma, 2021).

The integration of theoretical extensions has been a consistent approach in research. However, identity-related factors have not been thoroughly examined in the context of individuals’ purchasing intentions. For instance, ideal self-congruence (ISC) is recognized as a crucial antecedent, defined as the alignment between an individual’s perception of their ideal self and their actual self-concept (Sheeraz et al., 2020). This alignment reflects the consistency between one’s actions, feelings, and thoughts. ISC has also been recognized as the congruence between product personality traits and consumers’ perceived self-images (Yu et al., 2020). In the present study, ISC refers specifically to the congruence between how young Chinese adults envision their ideal selves and how NFT digital art information resonates with their aspirations, subsequently influencing their purchasing decisions.

Integrating ISC into the TPB is crucial for twofold reasons. First, while TPB effectively simplifies consumers’ purchasing behaviors into attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control, it overlooks emotional and aspirational factors (Ho et al., 2024). Second, considering the collectivist nature of Chinese society, social culture plays a significant role in shaping individuals’ behaviors within socially accepted frameworks (Kawamura, 2012). Consequently, ISC becomes particularly relevant as it reflects the desire to align one’s aspirations with societal expectations. This framework will serve as a guidance to examine the intricate influence of ENDAI on purchase intentions among young Chinese adults.



2.2 Trends and impact of NFT digital art information on Xiaohongshu

In China, the innovative social media platform Xiaohongshu has garnered significant popularity, particularly among young adults. It is one of the nation’s most actively utilized platforms, featuring an extensive collection of user-generated posts, including reviews, recommendations, and personal experiences (Qin et al., 2024). Distinct from other social media platforms, Xiaohongshu fosters an environment where users are encouraged to actively share, engage with, and discuss their personal experiences (Zhang, 2024). User engagement is particularly notable in popular categories such as cosmetics, travel, and shopping (Wang et al., 2022; Han, 2023; Sun and Ly, 2023).

Recent studies have highlighted the growing influence of NFT-related information on Xiaohongshu users, sparking an increasing interest in cutting-edge and virtual art (AIXZJ, 2023; Xinbang, 2024). For example, a prominent Chinese digital art designer has attracted approximately 25,000 followers on Xiaohongshu by consistently showcasing works that fuse traditional Chinese artistic elements with AI-generated contemporary styles and technologies (YHXY, 2024).

The most-viewed NFT digital art information features unique creations such as cartoons, portraits, and Chinese paintings, many of which are available for purchase through the Jingtan trade market (Collectibles, 2025). Xiaohongshu has also facilitated stronger connections between digital collectible creators and their audiences. Many artists share links to their personal websites on the platform, offering detailed information about their work and fostering greater user engagement. As a leading platform for the production and dissemination of NFT digital art information in China, Xiaohongshu’s role warrants further exploration to assess whether exposure to ENDAI influences IP among young Chinese adult.



2.3 Exposure to NFT digital art information, psychological and cognitive factors

Social science theorists have identified three primary predictors that significantly influence individuals’ intentions: attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control (Ajzen, 1991; Fishbein and Ajzen, 2010). Among these, PBC has been recognized as a key cognitive factor in predicting an individual’s willingness to engage in specific behaviors, including purchase decisions (Yadav and Pathak, 2017). PBC is conceptualized as an individual’s perception of the ease or difficulty of performing a particular behavior (La Barbera and Ajzen, 2020). In this study, PBC refers to young Chinese adults’ perceived control over their willingness to purchase NFT digital collectibles.

Attitude, another core predictor, reflects the degree to which an individual evaluates a behavior as favorable or unfavorable (Ajzen et al., 2018). In the context of this research, attitude toward intelligence (ATI) is defined as young Chinese adults’ composite beliefs and affective responses regarding the functionality and impact of NFT digital collectibles.

Subjective norms, traditionally another significant determinant of behavioral intention, have been further distinguished into two distinct constructs: injunctive norms (IN) and descriptive norms (DN) (Smith-McLallen and Fishbein, 2008). IN pertain to individuals’ perceptions of what they believe they ought to do, while descriptive norms reflect individuals’ perceptions of the likelihood that others within their social groups engage in a specific behavior (Croson and Konow, 2009). Prior studies have demonstrated that descriptive norms significantly shape behavioral intentions by influencing individuals’ reliance on heuristic processing or mental shortcuts. Such cognitive processes often emerge in scenarios where cognitive resources, such as information or mental effort, are constrained. Observing the behavior of others, for example, herd behavior, can therefore act as a catalyst for behavior adoption (Zarouali et al., 2021). This effect has been documented in the context of behaviors such as smoking, vaping, and alcohol consumption (Brooks-Russell et al., 2014). In this study, descriptive norms (DN) are specifically conceptualized as young Chinese adults’ perceptions of the likelihood that their peers or cohorts will engage in purchasing NFT digital collectibles.

In the current study, DN were exclusively selected as a key predictor to examine their direct mechanism on IP, rather than subjective norms or a combination of DN and IN, for the following critical reasons. First, DN focus on an individual’s perception of others engaging in certain behaviors within a group-oriented society, which has often been identified as a critical antecedent of engagement behaviors in collectivist cultures (Chen and Hong, 2015). For instance, previous research found that individuals from collectivist cultures (such as South Korea) exhibited significantly higher purchase intentions influenced by DN, whereas individuals from individualistic cultures (e.g., the United States) showed a lesser impact of DN (Han, 2018). Second, empirical evidence suggests that DN have greater significance and stronger path effects compared to IN, which have shown only a weak association with behavior. Furthermore, considering both norms together as subjective norms did not yield significant effects on certain behaviors in the context of China (Gao et al., 2017). Given the key empirical findings from the targeted context, this study specifically aims to investigate whether DN serve as antecedents of IP among young Chinese adults. Abbreviations of key concepts are summarized in Appendix A.

Prior studies have thoroughly confirmed the influence of information exposure on individuals’ TPB variables (i.e., perceived behavioral control, attitude, and subjective norms) (Lee, 2011; Leung and Jiang, 2018; Yang et al., 2023). For example, a previous study indicated that exposure to public service announcement information has a significant positive effect on city residents’ perceived behavioral control of recycling behavior (Liu et al., 2022). In addition, campaign exposure was found to be an essential predictor that influences individuals’ perceived behavioral control of physical activity (Paek et al., 2012). In recent years, there has been a growing body of research examining the relationship between information exposure and attitudes. For example, exposure to user-generated travel-related information increased individuals’ attitudes toward a destination (Wang et al., 2017). Similarly, frequent exposure to social media influencers positively influenced British citizens’ attitudes toward cervical cancer screening (Fielden and Holch, 2022). Previous studies have also examined the effect of media exposure on consumers’ subjective norms. A recent study examined the effect of exposure to information about adolescent substance use (e.g., alcohol use and marijuana use) on individuals’ descriptive norms (Cristello et al., 2024). It was found that the greater the exposure to the information, the greater individuals’ descriptive norms of alcohol and marijuana use. In addition, exposure to environmental information on social media predicted subjective norms among young people in Hong Kong (Lee, 2011). Therefore, the following hypotheses are proposed:


Hypothesis 1: ENDAI has a significant and positive effect on young Chinese adults’ TPB factors (PBC, ATI, and DN).
 

Previous research on media effects and their influence on congruence factors has attracted considerable scholarly attention (Xu and Pratt, 2018; Zogaj, 2023). Studies examining the role of information exposure in shaping individuals’ ISC has become increasingly relevant. For instance, exposure to thin versus non-idealized model images has been found to significantly influence self-evaluation schemas, which align with the concept of ISC (Yu and Jung, 2018). Similarly, exposure to thin ideals in television and magazines has been reported to induce individuals’ internalization of ideal self-concepts (Nouri et al., 2011). Building on these empirical findings, the current study posits a direct association between ENDAI and ISC among young Chinese adults. Thus, the following hypotheses are proposed:


Hypothesis 2: ENDAI has a significant and positive effect on young Chinese adults’ ISC.
 



2.4 The mediating roles TPB variables and ideal self-congruence

Previous research has explored the positive influence of information exposure on the three core components of TPB: attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control (Lee, 2011; Paek et al., 2012; Wang et al., 2017; Leung and Jiang, 2018; Fielden and Holch, 2022; Yang et al., 2023; Cristello et al., 2024). Furthermore, studies have demonstrated that these components mediate the relationship between information exposure and engagement in various behaviors, including food purchasing, energy conservation, and public transportation usage (De Groot and Steg, 2007; Shah Alam and Mohamed Sayuti, 2011; Liu X. et al., 2020). For example, prior research has indicated that increased exposure to public service information is associated with greater perceived behavioral control over recycling behaviors (Liu et al., 2022). Similarly, perceived behavioral control has been found to positively influence engagement in energy-saving behaviors (Gao et al., 2017).

In line with research exploring mediated mechanisms that influence behavioral engagement, congruence factors have also received considerable attention. For example, exposure to information about body types has been identified as an antecedent that significantly and positively influences self-evaluation schemas, which align with the concept of ISC (Yu and Jung, 2018). Furthermore, higher levels of ISC have been associated with greater engagement in purchasing behaviors (Tooray and Oodith, 2017). In addition, a positive relationship has been observed between exposure to thin-ideal information and individuals’ internalization of ideal self-concept (Nouri et al., 2011). Internalized ideals have also been shown to influence individuals’ engagement in body-shaping behaviors (Guðnadóttir and Garðarsdóttir, 2014). Based on these findings, we propose the following hypotheses:


Hypothesis 3: TPB factors (PBC, ATI, and DN) have a mediating effect on the relationship between ENDAI and young Chinese adults’ IP.

Hypothesis 4: ISC has a mediating role in the relationship between ENDAI and young Chinese adults’ IP.
 

While scholars have confirmed the direct effect of ISC on various behaviors, several studies have provided empirical evidence suggesting that ISC not only has a direct effect, but also exerts its effect through serial mediation involving ISC and attitudes. For example, ISC was found to positively influence individuals’ attitudes toward functional brands (Zogaj et al., 2021). Furthermore, attitudes have been shown to be positively correlated with online purchase behavior among Malaysian consumers (Sentosa and Mat, 2012). Similarly, congruence with influencers improved individuals’ attitudes (Shan et al., 2020), which subsequently increased their willingness to purchase green products (Liu M. T. et al., 2020) Based on these findings, it is proposed that the relationship between ENDAI and young Chinese adults’ IP may be serially mediated by ISC and attitudes. This study has developed a hypothesized model to illustrate these relationships (see Figure 1).

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Model of predictors of intention to purchase digital collectibles.



Hypothesis 5: The relationship between ENDAI and young Chinese adults’ IP is serially mediated by ISC and ATI.
 




3 Methods


3.1 Measurement of variables

The current survey questionnaire was improved based on the previous studies (Ho et al., 2015; Maichum et al., 2016; Shen et al., 2018; Kim et al., 2021; Kılıçaslan and Ekizler, 2022), and included six scales (ENDAI, IP, PBC, ATI, DN and ISC). Given the contextual differences across countries, a few scale items were modified through a three-step process to better align with the current literature (Su et al., 2021; Wheaton et al., 2021; Dai and Wang, 2025). First, two language experts translated the original measures from English into Chinese, and two other experts translated them back to increase validity (Dai and Wang, 2025; Pang and Zhang, 2024). Second, three professional experts in the field of media and consumer behavior were hired to evaluate and revise the measures using content and face validity methods (Jabeen et al., 2023; Rasmussen et al., 2024).

Conducting a pilot study is essential to ensuring the accuracy and validity of modified measurements within different contexts (Kaddourah et al., 2018). Accordingly, a rigorous online pilot study was conducted. Following established methodologies (Puljak et al., 2020; He and Chen, 2024), twenty volunteers from Central China Normal University were recruited on January 8, 2024 to participate and provide feedback on any ambiguous terms. All scales demonstrated acceptable reliability (α = 0.80–0.90).

Ethical approval for this study was granted by the School of Journalism and Communication, Beijing Institute of Graphic Communication Academic Committee (SC20231225). Written informed consent was provided at the beginning of the online questionnaire and respondents were promised confidentiality. Therefore, participants who agreed to the informed consent were allowed to receive the link to the online survey. Eligibility criteria for the current study were as follows: (1) 18–34 years of age, (2) currently exposed to NFT digital art information. Recruitment of participants began on January 10 and ended on March 10, 2024. Factor loadings, Composite Reliability (CR), and Average Variance Extracted (AVE) values for all items are presented in Appendix B.



3.2 Data collection procedures

Following the aforementioned modification methods, the questionnaire underwent careful revision and was then uploaded to Tengxunwenjuan (Tencent survey), which has broadly used online survey platform in China (Weng and Li, 2020; Ding and Wu, 2023). As Tengxunwenjuan has a large sample pool, many industry professionals and researchers use it for market surveys and research. The current study collected data from January 10 to March 10, 2024. Of the 290 respondents invited to participate, 265 ultimately completed the survey. After careful data cleaning to eliminate abnormal samples such as straight answers and speeders, the final valid sample size was 259 respondents.

The required sample size was assessed using G-Power 3.1, a popular tool among scholars in various contexts (Cho et al., 2022). Following Cho et al. (2022), the present study set a statistical significance level of 0.05, a power of 0.8, and an effect size of 0.15 with five predictors (Cho et al., 2022). The results recommended a minimum sample size of 92. To further confirm the required sample size for the mediated hypothesis model, a Monte Carlo power analysis was performed. This analysis was run with a target power of 0.8, 1,000 replications, and a 95% confidence interval. The results indicated that the minimum required sample size was 101. Therefore, the current sample size (N = 259) meets the recommended sample size.

Considering that the present study was conducted as a cross-sectional study, it is crucial to confirm the common method bias (CMB) before testing the hypotheses. Specifically, this confirmation will determine whether systematic error occurs when similar methods are used across multiple variables. Therefore, the current study applied Harman’s one-factor test to address CMB. The results demonstrated that a single factor accounted for 46.93% of the variance, which is below the critical value of 50%. Therefore, CMB was not evident in this research.

Examining discriminant validity is critical to confirming that measurement constructs are distinct and accurately capture unique concepts (Henseler et al., 2015). The Fornell-Larcker criterion was chosen, as it has been widely applied in previous studies. As demonstrated in Table 1, the square root of each AVE score exceeded the corresponding correlations with other factors. Thus, the measurements exhibited satisfactory discriminant validity.



TABLE 1 Fornell-Larcker criterion for discriminant validity.
[image: Table1]

A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) is a widely used method to assess whether items are measuring a single underlying factor. Consistent with the analysis methods employed in prior studies, this study conducted a one-factor model to evaluate the model fit for each key variable. CFA was performed using Jamovi 2.6.24. Following established procedures, all variables were treated as a single common factor in the one-factor model (Zhang et al., 2024). The goodness-of-fit indices for the model indicated the following: χ2/df = 3.02, CFI = 0.91, TLI = 0.89, RMSEA = 0.08, with a 90% confidence interval of 0.07 to 0.09. Overall, the results suggest an adequate model fit.



3.3 Data analysis methods

Data analysis was conducted using SPSS 25.0 and Jamovi 2.6.24. SPSS was employed to perform the following procedures: (1) Cronbach’s alpha reliability test, (2) CMB assessment, (3) Fornell-Larcker criterion, (4) descriptive analysis, and (5) serial mediation analysis. Jamovi was solely used for (1) CFA and (2) structural equation modeling (SEM). Furthermore, the goodness-of-fit indices, including χ2/df (chi-square divided by degrees of freedom), CFI (comparative fit index), RMSEA (root mean square error of approximation), and TLI (Tucker-Lewis Index), were applied to determine the extent to which the hypothesized models fit the data.




4 Results


4.1 Descriptive data

A total of 259 valid respondent’ responses were collected. Table 2 shows the key demographic characteristics of the respondents.



TABLE 2 Key demographic characteristics of the survey participants.
[image: Table2]

They were mostly female (N = 146, 56.4%). The majority were either undergraduates (N = 163, 62.9%) or high school students (N = 75, 29.0%). Additionally, the majority of respondents were between 18 and 23 years old (N = 104, 40.2%), followed by 24 to 28 years old (N = 85, 32.8%). Lastly, their monthly incomes showed that the majority earned between 9,000 and 13,999 RMB (N = 80, 30.8%) and between 4,000 and 8,999 RMB (N = 75, 28.9%).



4.2 Path analysis tests

To test Hypotheses 1 and 2, path analysis was performed using Jamovi 2.6.24. In the analysis, PBC, ATI, and DN were set as endogenous variables, while ENDAI was entered as an exogenous variable. The model fit indices were as follows: χ2/df = 3.22, TLI = 0.94, CFI = 0.98, and RMSEA = 0.09, indicating an adequate fit. The results for the first direct pathway (Hypothesis 1) revealed that ENDAI explained 23% of the variance in PBC (R2 = 0.23, p < 0.001), with a significant positive relationship (B = 0.47, z = 8.61, p < 0.001). Similarly, ENDAI explained 18% of the variance in ATI (R2 = 0.18, p < 0.001), with a positive association (B = 0.36, z = 7.56, p < 0.001). Additionally, ENDAI explained 30% of the variance in DN (R2 = 0.30, p < 0.001), with a positive relationship (B = 0.52, z = 9.56, p < 0.001). Therefore, Hypothesis 1 was supported. For the second direct pathway (Hypothesis 2), the results indicated that ENDAI explained 32% of the variance in ISC (R2 = 0.32, p < 0.001), with a significant positive effect (B = 0.60, z = 10.81, p < 0.001). Thus, Hypothesis 2 was also supported. A summary of each path analysis test is presented in Table 3.



TABLE 3 Summary of the path analysis tests.
[image: Table3]

Bootstrapping was performed to obtain bias-corrected 95% confidence intervals, with 2000 resamples used to estimate indirect effects (Zhao and Wu, 2021). ENDAI was a significant predictor of PBC (B = 0.47, z = 8.73, p < 0.001). PBC positively predicted IP (B = 0.51, z = 10.10, p < 0.001), and the indirect effect was significant (B = 0.25, z = 6.61, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.16, 0.34]). The results of the second indirect effect indicated that ENDAI was a significant predictor of ATI (B = 0.36, z = 7.56, p < 0.001). ATI positively predicted IP (B = 0.43, z = 6.85, p < 0.001), and the indirect effect was significant (B = 0.16, z = 5.08, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.10, 0.22]). The third indirect effect also showed a positive association. ENDAI was a significant predictor of DN (B = 0.52, z = 9.66, p < 0.001), and DN positively predicted IP (B = 0.76, z = 20.16, p < 0.001). The indirect effect was significant (B = 0.39, z = 8.71, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.31, 0.49]). Therefore, hypothesis 3 was fully supported. Furthermore, in the fourth indirect effect, ENDAI was a significant predictor of ISC (B = 0.60, z = 10.81, p < 0.001). ISC positively predicted IP (B = 0.59, z = 13.09, p < 0.001), and the indirect effect was significant (B = 0.36, z = 8.34, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.27, 0.45]). Thus, hypothesis 4 was supported.

The serial mediated effect of ISC and ATI on the relationship between ENDAI and IP in young Chinese adults was tested using the PROCESS macro (model 6). The results indicated that ENDAI positively predicted ISC (B = 0.60, t = 10.77, p < 0.001) and ATI (B = 0.15, t = 2.83, p < 0.01). ISC positively predicted ATI (B = 0.35, t = 7.18, p < 0.001) and IP (B = 0.54, t = 10.81, p < 0.001). Moreover, ATI positively predicted IP (B = 0.18, t = 3.06, p < 0.01). The serial mediation effect was significant (B = 0.37, t = 11.38, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.01, 0.06]). Therefore, hypothesis 5 was fully supported. Table 4 provides a summary of the mediated hypotheses, proposed relationships, and hypothesis testing results.



TABLE 4 Summary of mediated hypothesis testing results.
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In addition, Figure 2 presents the comprehensive research findings for all respondents.

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 The effects of predictors of intention to purchase digital collectibles.





5 Discussion

This study is guided by the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB), integration of the model with ideal self-congruence as a framework. It aims to explore the effectiveness of exposure to NFT digital art information in fostering the intention to purchase digital collectibles among young Chinese adults (aged 18–34). Furthermore, a key objective of this study is to rigorously examine the nuanced effects within this relationship, specifically exploring the mediated mechanisms of psychological and congruence factors.


5.1 The influence of exposure to NFT digital art information

In terms of direct effects, the current study found that exposure to NFT digital art information influences young Chinese adults’ TPB factors (Hypothesis 1). These findings are consistent with previous studies, which suggest that increased exposure to health and travel related information enhances individuals perceived behavioral control, attitudes, and subjective norms (Lee, 2011; Leung and Jiang, 2018; Liu et al., 2022; Fielden and Holch, 2022; Yang et al., 2023). This suggests that the findings also shed light on the strong direct mechanisms of media exposure on TPB factors within the context of collectivist cultures (e.g., China). Furthermore, with regard to the second direct effect (Hypothesis 2), the results indicated that exposure to NFT digital art information was positively associated with young Chinese adults’ ideal self-congruence. In other words, frequent exposure to NFT digital art information on Xiaohongshu is likely to foster the internalization of their ideal self, as well as the envisioning of their ideal selves and aspirations through NFT digital art. This finding aligns with prior empirical research, which shows that greater exposure to idealized versus non-idealized model information is associated with higher levels of ideal self-congruence (Nouri et al., 2011; Yu and Jung, 2018).



5.2 The key mediating factors and behavioral outcomes

The mediated effect was examined rigorously. The first mediated effect of the TPB factors, namely, perceived behavioral control, attitudes toward intelligence, and descriptive norms, were found to be significant in the relationship between exposure to NFT digital art information and young Chinese adults’ intention to purchase digital collectibles (Hypothesis 3). These findings are consistent with prior research indicating that information exposure enhances individuals’ TPB constructs (Lee, 2011; Leung and Jiang, 2018; Yang et al., 2023). Additionally, these TPB factors have been shown to influence a variety of behaviors, including food purchasing, energy conservation, and public transportation usage (De Groot and Steg, 2007; Shah Alam and Mohamed Sayuti, 2011; Liu X. et al., 2020). Furthermore, the extended factor of ideal self-congruence was also examined to determine whether it played a mediating role in this relationship (Hypothesis 4). The results indicated that exposure to NFT digital art information positively influenced ideal self-congruence among young Chinese adults, which, in turn, increased their intention to purchase digital collectibles. Consistent with prior empirical evidence, ideal self-congruence was found to be a critical mediator in the relationship between exposure to ideal images and individuals’ willingness to engage in body-shaping behaviors (Nouri et al., 2011; Guðnadóttir and Garðarsdóttir, 2014). Lastly, Hypothesis 5 of the study, which confirmed the serial mediated mechanism involving ideal self-congruence and attitudes toward intelligence, yielded significant results. The findings demonstrated that ideal self-congruence is positively associated with young Chinese adults’ attitudes toward intelligence. Furthermore, higher levels of attitudes toward intelligence were found to lead to a greater intention to purchase digital collectibles. These results support previous empirical evidence suggesting that ideal self-congruence influences individuals’ attitudes toward functional brands (Zogaj et al., 2021). Additionally, attitudes have been shown to have a positive effect on the intention to purchase green products (Sentosa and Mat, 2012). Similarly, congruence with influencers has been shown to have a positive association with individuals’ attitudes (Shan et al., 2020), which, in turn, enhances their willingness to purchase green products (Liu M. T. et al., 2020).



5.3 Theoretical and empirical contributions

This study makes three significant theoretical contributions. First, consistent with previous research, the integration of theoretical frameworks has been a common approach in prior research (Savari and Gharechaee, 2020; Shalender and Sharma, 2021). Specifically, ideal self-congruence, considered in parallel with the constructs of the TPB, has been explored for its mediating role in the exposure to NFT digital art information and its influence on the intention to purchase digital collectibles among young Chinese adults. This aspect has been largely overlooked in prior research. Therefore, this study provides valuable insights by incorporating ideal self-congruence into the TPB framework. Second, this research is among the first to examine young Chinese adults’ intention to purchase digital collectibles, addressing the existing gap wherein theoretical frameworks have been predominantly applied in Western contexts. By shedding light on this phenomenon within a collectivistic cultural setting, this study contributes to the explanatory power of the theory in such contexts. Finally, this study offers a foundation for future research to further develop and refine the integration of TPB. Future studies could continue exploring key factors, such as contextual influences, that may extend the original theoretical model and enhance its applicability in diverse cultural settings.

The practical implications of this study are threefold. Firstly, it recommends the utilization of interactive social media strategies, such as live streaming, to enhance Chinese consumers’ intention to purchase digital collectibles. Existing research suggests that live streaming effectively provides credible product information, thereby positively influencing purchasing decisions (Zhang et al., 2020). Additionally, short-form video content on Xiaohongshu, particularly that produced by celebrity creators, has the potential to enhance user engagement and perceived attractiveness (Qin et al., 2024). Given this influence, digital collectible platforms can strategically collaborate with content creators to develop diverse NFT digital art content, ultimately fostering greater consumer purchase intentions. Secondly, it is important to strengthen the brand identification of NFT digital art information, which can further increase brand loyalty. Furthermore, this will lead to their continued purchase of products. A previous study suggested that the application of practical media effect (such as the implementation of advertising and promotion strategies) can significantly enhance the brand image to consumers, which would lead to their willingness to purchase fashion-related products (Ihzaturrahma and Kusumawati, 2021). Finally, enhancing customer participation in NFT digital art themes may also increase their engagement with AIGC artwork, brands, and related content. Previous research on consumer behavior suggests that higher levels of user participation contribute to greater recognition of product attributes and brand perception, which, in turn, can enhance the willingness to purchase products promoted through social media (Jokinen, 2016). These mechanisms can also be practically applied in the context of NFT digital art information and the purchase of digital collectibles.




6 Limitations and conclusions

The following limitations should be noted for future studies. First, this study used a cross-sectional design, which limits the ability to establish causal effects of exposure to NFT digital art information on young Chinese adults’ intention to purchase digital collectibles. To more comprehensively investigate the mechanisms in this relationship, longitudinal and experimental designs are recommended for future research. Second, the current study does not examine whether social factors mediate the effect of information exposure on the purchase behavior of young Chinese adults. Therefore, further investigation is needed to explore the additional critical antecedents of purchase behavior. Third, the sample size of this study is limited. Therefore, future research should aim to collect a larger and more diverse sample to enhance the generalizability of the findings. Finally, self-selection bias commonly occurs in online survey methods due to varying levels of respondent interest in the survey topic and differences in their decision-making processes. Specifically, individuals may carefully evaluate their decision to participate through multiple steps or make this decision more spontaneously (Donzowa et al., 2023). Therefore, future research should carefully consider effective strategies to mitigate such bias, such as the application of incentives.

The present study was grounded in the extended TPB, integrated with the concept of ideal self-congruence, and rigorously examined the combined effect of exposure to NFT digital art information on the intention to purchase digital collectibles among young Chinese adults (ages 18–34). A total of 259 responses were collected through an online survey using carefully designed measures. Statistical analyses, including direct, indirect, and serial mediation, were performed using SPSS 25.0 and Jamovi 2.6.24. The findings indicated that all five hypotheses were supported. This study concluded that TPB factors demonstrate strong mediated mechanisms in this relationship. Additionally, ideal self-congruence was found to have significant explanatory power when integrated with the TPB model. These findings provide valuable insights into collectivistic cultural settings, which have been overlooked in prior studies. Furthermore, the study recommends that digital collectible platforms and stakeholders strategically collaborate with content creators to develop diverse NFT digital art content, thereby enhancing brand image among consumers. Ultimately, these implications may lead to fostering greater consumer purchase intentions.
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