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As a symbol of Chinese culture, the Palace Museum undertakes the mission of spreading Chinese culture. In recent years, through the innovative integration of traditional culture, the Palace Museum has provided a series of cultural and creative products to meet consumers’ personalized expectations, which has attracted wide attention from both academia and practice. Cultural and creative products, as one of the means of cultural dissemination by museums, affect the revenue and sustainable development of museums. Thus, it is of great significance to study how consumers arrive at the decision to purchase these products. This article explores the influence mechanism of design aesthetics on consumers’ purchase intention (N = 201). The results show that design aesthetics has a positive influence on consumers’ purchase intention through perceived value and that Chinese traditionality moderates the indirect influence of perceived value. The contributions and implications are discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

With the development of the economy, Chinese people are more likely to pursue quality of life and spiritual culture (Li et al., 2018). As a place that exhibits the traditional culture of past dynasties, museums naturally become a location where people can cultivate their sentiments and enrich their cultural connotations. For a long time, museums have played an important role in carrying forward excellent traditional cultures, educating the public, enlightening them, and enriching their spiritual lives (Song and Li, 2018). Furthermore, the arrival of the “Internet of Things” era has promoted the functional transformation of museums, requiring them to not only fully optimize the collection and display of cultural relics but also realize the output of cultural value through the sale of cultural and creative products. Museums need to effectively use information and communication technology to promote the spread of cultural and creative designs so that consumers can feel the cultural charm of the museum more deeply. As a representative of Chinese culture, the Palace Museum in Beijing (Forbidden City) has established the most advanced digital museum in the world with the application of information technology. The museum has vigorously launched innovative cultural and creative products and passed traditional Chinese cultural concepts on to the public through the promotion of products that have had a great influence in China and abroad (Xu, 2017).

The rapid development of the cultural and creative industry is not only meeting the spiritual and cultural needs of contemporary people but also improving the financial situation of museums themselves, which is important for their sustainable improvement. By promoting cultural products, museums can avoid financial struggles and enhance their surroundings and operating conditions (Du and Zhang, 2016), which is an inevitable way for museums to adapt to the changing world (Jiang et al., 2019). As an emerging industry, the cultural and creative industry should not only take the dissemination of traditional culture as its purpose but also consider its social and economic benefits.

If a museum intends to survive the fierce market competition, it needs to also survive severe challenges, such as resource constraints, fierce competition, and public concerns (Yu et al., 2020; Yu and Wang, 2021). In the face of these challenges, innovation is the most important factor. Product innovation is mainly reflected in design, which increases the perceived value of products and services (Li Z. et al., 2021). Consequently, innovative products win the recognition of consumers. From the perspective of design, some scholars suggest that cultural and innovative products have two functions: one is to meet people’s desires for material or non-material services, and the other is the reconstruction and interpretation of art (Nechita, 2014). Accordingly, cultural and creative products are no longer simple replications of cold history and modern utensils but need to be integrated into modern social life. The design of cultural and creative products should fit modern life and pay attention to the integration of modern science and technology (Nechita, 2014) in order to firmly grasp the attention of the audience. With its special design, the Palace Museum has steadily gained the admiration of people through the integration of Chinese cultural elements and internet technology, digital technology and new media technology. Also, online and offline customer services and a cultural exchange space need to be built to create a new user experience so people can become more familiar with the Forbidden City and a better inheritance and traditional Chinese culture dissemination can be promoted (Nechita, 2014).

The overwhelming acceptance of cultural and creative products by the public is reflected in their sales volume. Therefore, it is of great importance to study consumers’ intention to purchase cultural and creative products, which affects whether traditional culture can be transmitted in a lasting and far-reaching manner. Consumer purchase intention is the basis of consumer purchase behavior (Ajzen, 2002), and it refers to the fundamental cognitive psychology and content material to the patronization of products or services, considering the stimulation of exterior factors, and is an essential indicator that can predict patron shopping for conduct (Gill et al., 2005). Research on purchase intention is mainly reflected in its influencing factors, such as individuals’ identities (Chetioui et al., 2020), the atmospheres of social media platforms (McClure and Seock, 2020), advertisement information (Alalwan, 2018), brand awareness (Shahid et al., 2017), and corporate reputation (Bianchi et al., 2019). Although scholars have conducted many studies on purchase intention, the purchase intention of the Forbidden City cultural and creative products is still limited, and no in-depth inquiry has been carried out. Therefore, this study commences by outlining the elements affecting consumers’ purchase intention of cultural and creative products and discusses the influence mechanism of design aesthetics on consumers’ purchase intention. In addition, perceived value and Chinese traditionality are introduced as the mediating and moderating variables respectively, to further explore the influencing mechanism with the aim of providing guidance for the further promotion of museums’ cultural and creative products.



HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT


Design Aesthetics and Purchase Intention

In behavioral research, the concept of aesthetics was first proposed by Fechner (Liu, 2003). Its purpose is to find the relationship between different design dimensions and perceived attraction by the design of rectangles and ellipses with visual impact, to determine the factors affecting the attraction of objects, such as shape, tone, color and texture (Liu, 2003). With the deepening of research on aesthetics, scholars have begun to pay attention to design aesthetics. Toufani et al. (2017) describes design aesthetics as a sensory perception of beauty, order and harmony; Schultz (2005) believes that design aesthetics is a kind of art, balance or emotional appeal that can be expressed through elements such as color, shape, and music. Moreover, design aesthetics is also considered a communication tool to interpret product functions; tangible and visual design features are carriers to convey information such as aesthetics, function, and symbolic significance of innovative products to consumers (Talke et al., 2009).

Compared with business products, the cultural and innovative products of museums are viewed more as carriers of cultural expression rather than commodities. Therefore, when they are sold, consumers’ doubts are easily aroused, and this may weaken consumers’ purchase intention and hinder the development of cultural and creative industries. However, existing studies have pointed out that design aesthetics can significantly affect consumer behavior (Cai and Xu, 2011; Hagtvedt and Patrick, 2014), and that product design aesthetics can influence consumers’ first impression (Diefenbach and Hassenzahl, 2011). When product design draws the interests or emotions of consumers, they may not care too much about the price of the product (Norman, 2004). Additionally, some research has pointed out that there are enormous variations in consumers’ purchase intentions for products with high design aesthetics and products with low design aesthetics (Shi et al., 2021). Therefore, design aesthetics has a positive influence on consumers’ purchase intention (Hagtvedt and Patrick, 2014). Based on this, we propose the following:

H1: Design aesthetics is positively correlated with consumers’ purchase intention.



The Mediating Role of Perceived Value

The notion of perceived value was first presented in Porter’s competitive advantage (Porter, 1985). Thereafter, scholars have proposed definitions of perceived value based on different perspectives. Zeithaml (1988) opined that perceived value can be regarded as consumers’ overall evaluation of product utility, as nicely as consumers’ perceived preference and evaluation of product features and attributes (Woodruff, 1997). Moreover, scholars have divided perceived value into dimensions, and some scholars believe that a product’s perceived value has intangible and tangible dimensions (Snoj et al., 2004). Sweeney and Soutar (2001) put forward four dimensions of consumers’ perceived value: quality value, functional value, social value, and emotional value. Sheth et al. (1991) believed that perceived value could be divided into five value dimensions—namely, functionality, emotion, sociality, cognition, and conditionality—and pointed out that all these would affect consumers’ purchasing decisions.

In this article, we endorse that perceived value performs a mediating function in the relationship between design aesthetics and consumers’ purchase intention. Existing literature suggests that although cultural and creative products can also be questioned by consumers when they are sold as commodities, design aesthetics can alleviate such feelings. On the one hand, design aesthetics can improve product functions (Hagtvedt and Patrick, 2014), which can promote consumer trust in the product and develop the perceived value of the product. On the other hand, design aesthetics can increase the potential value of products and influence consumers’ preferences (Stanton et al., 2016). The response of consumers to products with high design aesthetics has a positive impact on their judgment of products—that is, design aesthetics has a positive impact on consumers’ perceived value (Schultz, 2005). Therefore, cultural and creative products with high design aesthetics may be more likely to trigger consumers’ perceived value than those with low design aesthetics.

In addition, based on the analysis of utility theory, perceived value is a trade-off between the benefits obtained from the transaction and the costs paid by consumers. No matter the consumption situation, the purchase purpose of consumers is to obtain maximum utility at the minimum cost. Therefore, under the condition of their own limited resources, consumers will first decide whether to buy goods based on their subconscious judgment of the utility of the goods. The higher the value of goods as perceived by consumers, the more willing they are to pay (Zeithaml, 1988). Eggert and Ulaga (2002) also found that consumers make purchase decisions in accordance with the maximization of perceived value, believing that perceived value is the most important factor that truly drives users to pay. Kleijnen et al. (2007) and Ko et al. (2009) also found that consumers’ perceived value of products and services can well explain their purchase intention when studying consumers’ purchasing behaviors. Therefore, consumers’ perceived value will affect their purchase intention (Wood and Scheer, 1996; Al-Sabbahy et al., 2004; Chen and Chang, 2012; Weng and de Run, 2013). Based on this, we propose the following:

H2: Perceived value mediates the relationship between design aesthetics and purchase intention.



The Moderating Role of Chinese Traditionality

Chinese traditionality is a cultural variable that describes the fundamental cognition, concept, attitude, conduct and values below the impact of regular culture, and refers to the degree of personal identification with traditional Chinese values (Hui et al., 2004). Chinese traditionality comprises five dimensions—namely, obedience to authority, filial piety and ancestor worship, conservatism and patience, fatalism and defense, and male dominance (Yang et al., 1989). Among them, obedience to authority is the most outstanding dimension (Farh et al., 1997, 2007). In organizations that center attention on obedience to authority, Chinese traditionality is described as the degree to which humans apprehend and adhere to the typical hierarchical position of relationships in Confucian social ethics (Farh et al., 1997).

Based on the theory of cultural self-representation, this article explores the mechanism of moderated mediation. The theory holds that there is a connection between the macro level of culture and the micro level of individual behavior, and people’s behaviors are influenced via the formation of cognition through the interpretation of culture (Erez and Earley, 1993). More specifically, the information in a cultural environment is endowed with meaning by individuals and influences individual behavior through the process of selective identification, evaluation, and interpretation (Erez and Earley, 1993). There is a large amount of literature that introduces Chinese traditionality into the study of individual behavior, focusing on its influence on individual perception, motivation, attitude, and behavior (Kirkman and Shapiro, 2001; Wang et al., 2002; Ng et al., 2009; Zhao et al., 2019). Studies have found that individual behavior may be influenced by Chinese traditionality (Farh et al., 2007; Zhang et al., 2014), as individuals with high levels of Chinese traditionality may be more inclined to produce certain behaviors (Hui et al., 2007; Ngo and Li, 2015; Li J. et al., 2021). Thus, we believe that Chinese tradition, as an important factor affecting individual cognition and behavior (Farh et al., 1997, 2007; Hui et al., 2004; Spreitzer et al., 2005; Chen and Aryee, 2007), may also have a certain impact on consumers’ purchasing behavior.

The theory of rational behavior points out that behavioral intention drives rational behavior and is influenced by attitudes related to behavior (Douglass, 1977; Karnowski et al., 2018). Also, attitudes depend on individual beliefs about object attributes or behavioral outcomes (Montano and Kasprzyk, 2015)—for example, people who believe that a behavior will produce a positive value will hold a positive attitude toward the behavior (Bang et al., 2000). In this article, high Chinese traditionality means that individuals perceive cultural and innovative products with design aesthetics as having a higher symbolic value of traditional Chinese culture and can better spread Chinese culture. In this case, consumers will have a positive attitude toward cultural and creative products, which enhances their perceived value of these products, and this consequently generates willingness and action to purchase them.

However, low Chinese traditionality means that the level of individuals’ perception of traditional Chinese culture symbolized by the cultural and creative products of museums is low, which will have a negative impact on the dissemination of Chinese culture. According to rational action theory, people who perceive negative results will stimulate their negative attitudes (Bang et al., 2000), so consumers who think the cultural and creative products of museums have low symbols of traditional Chinese culture will have a negative attitude toward them, which is not conducive to consumers’ perceived value of cultural and creative products. Hence, we propose that Chinese traditionality level moderates the relationship between design aesthetics and perceived value.

H3: Chinese traditionality moderates the relationship between design aesthetics and perceived value, and this relationship is stronger when Chinese traditionality is high rather than low.

Based on the assumption of H1 and H3, we propose a moderated mediation model—that is, Chinese traditionality moderates the indirect effect of design aesthetics on purchase intention via perceived value. Therefore, we assume the following:

H4: Chinese traditionality moderates the indirect effect of design aesthetics on purchase intention via perceived value, such that the indirect effect is stronger when perceived value is high rather than low.

Figure 1 shows the theoretical model used in this article.
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FIGURE 1. Hypothesized conceptual model.





MATERIALS AND METHODS


Sample and Procedures

The data in this article were collected in a university town in eastern China, and the participants were students in this area. We used the snowball sampling procedure to collect the data (Goodman, 1961) by informing them of the academic research purpose of the questionnaire and the confidentiality of the questionnaire information, thus ensuring the authenticity of the data. In total, 201 valid questionnaires were collected. Among them, 65.67% were men, 34.32% were women. Participants answered questions on a five-point Likert scale (1 = completely disagree to 5 = strongly agree).



Measures


Design Aesthetics

Design aesthetics was measured with a scale from Hsiao (2013), which consisted of three items and adopted a five-point Likert scale (ranging from 1 = completely disagree to 5 = strongly agree). Participants were asked to indicate the extent to which they agreed with the design aesthetics items. A sample item was “I am satisfied with the design of the product.” Cronbach’s alpha was 0.93.



Perceived Value

Consumer perceived value was measured with a scale from Gounaris (2005), which consisted of four items and used a five-point Likert scale (ranging from 1 = completely disagree to 5 = strongly agree). Participants were asked to indicate the extent to which they agreed with the perceived value items. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.86.



Chinese Traditionality

Chinese traditionality was measured with a scale from Farh et al. (2007), which consisted of four items and used a five-point Likert scale (ranging from 1 = completely disagree to 5 = strongly agree). Participants were asked to indicate the extent to which they agreed with the Chinese traditionality items. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.85.



Purchase Intention

We adopted the scale by Lu and Hsiao (2010), which consisted of three items and used a five-point Likert scale (1 = completely disagree to 5 = strongly agree). Participants were requested to indicate the extent to which they agreed with the purchase intention items. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.89.



Control Variables

According to the existing research on consumers’ purchase intention, gender, age, and education level were selected as control variables to exclude the potential influences of exogenous variables.





RESULTS


Confirmatory Factor Analysis

Confirmatory factor analysis was performed using structural equation modeling (Amos 25.0), and the data fit indexes of the four-factor model met the fitting requirements (χ2/df = 2.02, RMSEA = 0.07, IFI = 0.96, CFI = 0.96, TLI = 0.95), indicating good discriminative validity among the variables. The details are shown in Table 1.


TABLE 1. Results of confirmatory factor analysis.
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Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics and correlations among the main variables. As displayed, design aesthetics is positively correlated with purchase intention (r = 0.43, p < 0.01), which adequately supports Hypothesis 1. Additionally, design aesthetics also has a positive relationship with perceived value (r = 0.26, p < 0.01), and perceived value is significantly correlated with purchase intention (r = 0.48, p < 0.01). Moreover, Chinese traditionality is positively related to design aesthetics (r = 0.57, p < 0.01), perceived value (r = 0.46, p < 0.01), and purchase intention (r = 0.41, p < 0.01).


TABLE 2. The means, standard deviations, and correlations among the study variables.
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Hypothesis Testing

As shown in Table 3, we used a series of multiple regression analyses to examine our hypotheses. We started by examining the direct effects, followed by the mediating effect and finally analyzed the moderating effect. Model 1 examined the influence of the control variables on purchase intention. Model 2 added design aesthetics to test its main influence on purchase intention. To clarify the mediating effect, Model 4 added perceived value and design aesthetics to test their influence on purchase intention.


TABLE 3. Results of the moderated regression analyses.
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As shown in Table 3, design aesthetics was positively correlated with purchase intention (β = 0.42, p < 0.001, Model 2), which supports Hypothesis 1. Model 4 added mediation variables based on Model 2, and the results of Model 4 displayed a significant mediating effect of perceived value on the relationship between design aesthetics and purchase intention (ΔR2 = 0.35, F = 20.83, p < 0.001). Although it was decreased for the regression coefficient of design aesthetics on consumers’ purchase intention (β decreased from 0.42 to 0.32, p < 0.001), perceived value still had a significant impact on purchase intention (β = 0.39, p < 0.001). That is, perceived value partially mediates the influence of design aesthetics on purchase intention. Thus, Hypothesis 2 is supported.

Table 3 shows the hierarchical regression results of Chinese traditionality of the relationship between design aesthetics and perceived value. At the same time, the data variables were centralized to reduce the collinearity problem in the regression process. The product term “design aesthetics × Chinese tradition” was significantly related to perceived value (Model 8: β = 0.25, p < 0.001), proving the moderating effect of Chinese traditionality and verifying the inference of Hypothesis 4. Figure 2 shows the pattern of this interaction. In this article, high Chinese traditionality and low Chinese traditionality were obtained by adding and subtracting one standard deviation from the mean of Chinese traditionality. As shown in Figure 2, compared with low Chinese traditionality, the higher the Chinese traditionality, the stronger the positive relationship between design aesthetics and perceived value. Therefore, Hypothesis 3 is supported by the data.
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FIGURE 2. Interaction of design aesthetics and Chinese traditionality on perceived value.


In this study, the SPSS PROCESS macro was used to test the mediating effect of Chinese traditionality. According to the results obtained, in the context of low Chinese traditionality, the indirect effect of perceived value through the relationship among design aesthetics and purchase intention was non-significant (95% confidence interval [−0.1393, 0.0314]). In the context of high Chinese traditionality, perceived value had a significant mediating effect between design aesthetics and purchase intention (95% confidence interval [0.0226, 0.1986]). This suggests that the mediating effect of perceived value is affected by different levels of Chinese traditionality. That is, the higher Chinese traditionality is, the stronger the mediating effect of perceived value. In addition, according to the index of moderated mediation, the indirect effect of perceived value between design aesthetics and purchase intention was significant (95% confidence interval [0.0219, 0.0984]). Therefore, Hypothesis 4 is supported.




DISCUSSION

Based on Chinese cultural background, this study concentrates on the cultural and creative products in the Palace Museum, which respond to the appeal of promoting traditional Chinese culture and provide a new way to improve consumers’ purchasing intention of cultural and creative products. Specifically, our study explores how design aesthetics affects consumers’ purchase intention of cultural and creative products through perceived value. The results show that design aesthetics has a positive influence on purchase intention; perceived value plays a mediating role between design aesthetics and purchase intention; Chinese traditionality not only moderates the relationship between design aesthetics and perceived value but also significantly moderates the mediating role of perceived value between design aesthetics and purchase intention. Specifically, the higher the level of Chinese traditionality in a consumer, the stronger the influence of design aesthetics on purchase intention via perceived value and vice versa.


Theoretical Implications

This research has the following theoretical significance: First, design aesthetics is introduced into the cultural and creative industry to fill the gaps in previous studies and expand the theoretical research of design aesthetics. Existing studies on design aesthetics mainly focus on the field of fine arts and design, and few studies apply design aesthetics to the cultural industry. This study explores the influence mechanism of design aesthetics on consumers’ purchase intention, which is innovative to some extent.

Second, it enriches and deepens theoretical research on Chinese traditionality. The previous research on the Chinese tradition typically focuses on management and explores the influence of Chinese traditionality on leadership style and employee performance. This study, however, introduces Chinese traditionality into the field of cultural entrepreneurship, explores the moderating role of Chinese traditionality in the consumer decision-making process—that is, when considering factors affecting consumers’ purchase intention, it is necessary to consider both product characteristics and cultural attributes.



Practical Implications

This study aims to explore how design aesthetics affects consumers’ purchase intention of cultural and creative products of the Palace Museum, and the research results can provide some practical enlightenment for practitioners and designers of cultural and creative products.

Initially, product managers should be deeply aware that consumers focus on experiential consumption and are becoming increasingly fond of innovative products. Thus, product managers ought to pay more attention to the design aesthetics of cultural and innovative products, integrate Chinese traditionality into cultural and creative products and ensure that the products are innovative and unique. They can bring in interdisciplinary talents who no longer solely understand the history and culture of the museum collection but also have additional knowledge about the development and design of cultural and innovative products and can improve product characteristics, thereby meeting the needs of consumers.

Moreover, when designing cultural and innovative products, designers should pay attention to the perceived value of the products, as it is only when consumers feel the products are valuable that they will purchase them. The following specific measures can be taken. The first is to combine culture with virtual reality technology to develop digital cultural and creative products with personalized experiences. Second, museums can launch DIY projects online and offline according to their collections, so consumers can participate in the production process of cultural and innovative products and further understand the value that the products represent. Third, museums can cooperate with colleges to set up behavior experiential courses such as craft making, situation simulation, and so on. Participants can acquire historic and cultural knowledge via such immersive and interactive courses, and the perceived value of products can be enhanced. This will lead to the purchase of more products and the realization of the sustainable development of museums.

Finally, practitioners should strike a balance between innovation and the seriousness of the Chinese cultural tradition. Instead of excessively imitating traditional culture to meet the demand of consumers for personalized experience, managers should pay attention to Chinese tradition and develop designs and products based on historical facts. The cultural and innovative industry must and can only serve as “the icing on the cake” of museums. The original intention of spreading the traditional Chinese culture should be adhered to so that consumers can learn traditional Chinese culture in the process of happy shopping.



Limitations and Future Research

Although this article supplements the research on consumers’ purchasing intention with some innovation and insights, it also has some limitations. First, the participants selected for this study are concentrated in some universities in eastern China. Although representative to a certain extent, the sample size may not be large enough, which may affect the universality of the results. As such, future studies could further expand the sample size. Second, this study focused on purchase intention rather than actual purchase behavior. Yuan et al. (2019) found a high correlation between customer intention and actual usage, but intention did not always lead to actual behavior. Therefore, future research can explore actual purchase behavior beyond purchase intention. Lastly, our sample solely included a unique human group in China, and whether the findings can be utilized for different cultural groups remains to be explored. Future research could explore the impact of cross-cultural research to complement our findings.
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