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Abstract. This study focuses on the emotional consumption of toys by
Generation Z, using individual unique needs as a mediating factor to
investigate why ugly-cute toys attract more consumer attention than
traditional aesthetically pleasing toys. This study examines key perspectives
of doll consumption, starting with emotional value and identity construction,
thereby revealing the psychological research mechanisms of the theory of
unique individual needs and the consumption of quirky and cute dolls. This
study fills the gap in the focus on the front-end of marketing; it uses a
questionnaire to collect relevant information, which is divided into three
parts: situational stimulus and manipulation test; dependent variable test
(attention level) and mediating variable test. The study ultimately concluded
that the "ugly-cute" dolls failed because of their "ugliness," but rather by
satisfying Generation Z consumers' deep-seated need for individuality and
differentiation from the masses, thus winning in the competition for attention.
This provides an explanation for the market success of unconventional
aesthetic products based on consumer behavioural motivations.

1 Introduction

In this paper, the researchers examine the trend of the emergence of ugly-cute aesthetics in
the consumption of dolls in the Gen Z generation. The dolls that do not follow the
conventional aesthetics have a higher chance of appealing to young customers. The study is
theoretically and practically important in exposing the success in the market of
unconventional aesthetic products. The research primarily focuses on the psychology of the
ugly-cute dolls victory in the contest of attention taking based on two theoretical standpoints
namely, emotional value and identity construction with personal distinctness needs as
mediating variable. Relevant data was sorted out using literature analysis. The benefit of this
approach is that it would make it possible to amalgamate the available research findings in a
systematic manner, explain the theoretical relationship between variables, and provide the
theoretical basis of empirical studies to be performed later. The final aim of the research done
is to confirm the hypothesis that ugly-cute dolls have more appeal to the customers than
traditional cute dolls, and to examine the status of individual uniqueness needs as a mediating
factor. To attain the objective, questionnaires and situational experiments were done. This
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paper will examine the phenomenon of ugly-cute dolls appeal to consumers as it is a good
match to their needs of individuality as well as address their self-expression and identity.

2 Literature review

2.1 Definition of ugly-cute dolls

A review of the research on the cuteness perception has been conducted revealing that ugly-
cute dolls are a category of doll that derives its logical origin of the perception of cuteness as
its starting point of basis, as it is also pointed out in "A Review of Research on the Cuteness
Perception in Marketing". They break the traditional cute, including "baby schema" and
deliberately inoculate it with anthropomorphic stupid or defective qualities, e.g.
anthropomorphic stupidity, in the argument "Stupid is as stupid does? Thus generating
emotional tension on the first initial stimulus of the ugly feeling (unconventional) and the
following one of the friendly feeling (cute) [1, 2]. Its design will intentionally create a
conflicting yet a good emotional reaction within consumers, which is warmth, humor,
affection, and emotional association and not just negative judgments. It is an emotional
product that is an exact answer to the contemporary consumers in their preference to
imperfection and psychological recompense.

2.2 Rapid growth in the consumption of ugly-cute dolls

The consumption behavior of Generation Z, which is being shaped by the social media-driven
world at present, has gained more and more strong emotional and symbolic characteristics.
Among them, unconventionally designed products of ugly-cute dolls have appeared and are
followed by many consumers, which serves as a window on the psychology of young
consumers. The current literature will primarily present major perspectives on the research
study along two aspects of emotional value, as well as identity building, although it does
demonstrate that additional research and integration can be made.

To begin with, it is the emotional value-driven consumption which forms the basis of the
consumption of dolls by the generation Z. Wang Yawei and Lu Wu assume that dolls are
emotional companions [3]. The process of consumption is the emotion-based one, and the
key of it is in gaining the instant gratification and the symbolic interaction. This will show
that the core reason behind the consumption of the dolls is to have an emotional nourishment
and healing [3].

Secondly, consumer behavior is another significant means of people to make and shape
their identity, which resonates exactly with rebelliousness, promoted by ugly-cute. On the
one hand, the consumers can cope with their social identity by brand selection. In a study
conducted by Lei Shuyu et al. in 2025, the authors discovered that the demand of uniqueness
is one of the key variables that determine the choice consumers make between "mainstream"
and "niche" brands: consumers who demand uniqueness highly will switch to niche brands
as they reach their objectives of pursuing their identity at later stages [4]. This gives a
firsthand theoretical foundation to the manner in which consumers prefer ugly-cute dolls as
an embodiment of the so-called niche aesthetics.
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3 Theoretical analysis and research hypotheses

3.1 Ugly-cute doll consumption research

The current literature has also briefly covered the pertinent components of ugly-cute
consumption through the prism of emotion-driven and identity-expression components,
though it is majorly missing the integration. In the first, no study is yet to test the type of
specific product of ugly-cute dolls against the known theory of individual uniqueness needs
in a controlled comparative experimental context. Second, in the vast majority of studies, the
final purchase decision is considered, without paying attention to the attention being created
in the marketing front end, which is the main battleground of the brands in the era of
information overload. The question of whether ugly-cute designs will gain first attention
better than traditional designs and whether or not this benefit lies in better serving the unique
needs of the consumers is an empirical gap.

Hence, this research intends to fill the gap mentioned above by directly experimenting on
answering the core questions of addressing the gap as follows: In relation to traditional cute
dolls, can ugly-cute dolls produce more consumer attention? Moreover, does this effect
intermediately depend on the psychological process of the satisfaction of individual
uniqueness needs as it is perceived? The paper will attempt to explain the psychological
mechanisms involved in the ugly cute economy in an empirical and detailed manner. Thus,
the hypothesis of the given research is as follows:

H1: Ugly-cute aesthetically pleasing dolls have a higher probability of consumer attention
compared to the traditional aesthetically pleasing dolls.

3.2 Individual unique needs

Individual uniqueness needs are psychological driven motivation which remains constant in
the behavior of a person to achieve, emphasize, and sustain the distinction between self and
other members of society by obtaining, utilizing, and showing consumer items [5].
Fundamentally, consumers perceive good as a form of a social symbol, and create a
distinctive self-concept by consuming products and conveying the message of identity in the
exterior world [6, 7]. Thus, the hypothesis of the current research is as follows:

H2: Individual unique needs are a mediating variable in the research into the effect that
traditional aesthetic dolls, ugly-cute aesthetic dolls have on attracting consumer attention.

4 Research methods

4.1 Questionnaire design

The research tool used in this research is the use of a questionnaire survey. The principal
reasons as to why this method has been taken are as follows: First, this research seeks to
gauge the level of attention and individual uniqueness needs or rather the perceived
uniqueness needs among the consumers; these are psychological variables, which are hard to
measure directly by observation or interviews whereas questionnaires can make the
operational measurement of the variables. Second, situational experiments coupled with the
use of questionnaires, enables the research to capture data on subjective perception of the
participants and direct the effect of factors of stimuli, which is appropriate in testing the
causality of variables. Third, large sample data can be collected within a relatively limited
period by use of questionnaires, which addresses the requirements of statistical analysis, as
far as the sample size is concerned.
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This questionnaire is designed into three parts, in terms of scale design:

Situational Stimulus and Manipulation Test The questionnaire showed the pictures of the
ugly-cute aesthetic dolls or of the traditional aesthetic dolls. To check whether the
manipulation of the types of aesthetics was effective, a 2-item 7-point semantic difference
scale (e.g., unconventional-conventional and unique-ordinary) was applied.

Measurement of dependent variable: Attention level The level of advertising attention
scale Aaker et al. used was modified, with 4 items (e.g., This doll caught my attention, I
would like to learn more about it), but a Likert scale was 7-point (1 = strongly disagree, 7 =
strongly agree) [8].

Individual uniqueness needs A Perceived Satisfaction dimension was employed as the
mediating variable (i.e., satisfaction related to the fact that only an individual can have it and
no one else can share the same experience). The Perceived Uniqueness dimension of the Lynn
and Harris Uniqueness Needs Scale was chosen (e.g., This doll makes me feel different, It
meets my need to express my unique self), and a 7- The demographic variables of the subject
(age, gender), familiarity with the dolls, and the overall aesthetic preferences were used as
control variables [9].

4.2 Data collection

First, a sample of Gen Z consumers (aged 18—28) was recruited as respondents for the online
questionnaire. Then, the participants were randomly divided into two groups and presented
with the pictures of the corresponding plush toys and asked to imagine the situation of
appearing on the shopping platform. After that, the respondents answered the attention scale,
uniqueness need perception satisfaction scale and manipulation test items. Finally, control
variables information collection and experiment ends.

In this study, Generation Z consumers (18-28 years old) were collected through the
questionnaire collection platform, and a combination of convenience sampling method and
snowball sampling method were used. The time of the survey from February to March 2025,
a total of 312 questionnaires were collected. Invalid questionnaires were deleted due to the
fact that the respondents took too little time to answer the questions and answered the
questions in a patterned way. Finally, 270 valid questionnaires were obtained, with a valid
response rate of 86.5%.

The basic situation of the respondents is as follows: males and females accounted for
43.33% and 49.63% respectively; the age distribution was mainly in the 18-22 age range
(67.41%) and the 23-28 age range (32.59%); the main occupation was university students
(56.3%), followed by corporate employees (22.59%); the geographical distribution was in
the first line city (18.89%), the second and third line cities (47.41%), and other places (33.7%).
The sample structure is basically consistent with the general situation of Generation Z
consumers.

In the part of mediating variables, when "this doll reflects my unique taste", the average
score of ugly-cute doll was 5.23, and the average score of traditional aesthetic doll was only
3.11.

4.3 Data analysis tools

The SPSS 26.0 and the PROCESS plugin have been used in this research as the primary data
analysis software [10]. The rationale behind selecting such a tool is that SPSS includes
extensive functionality including descriptive statistics, testing of reliability and validity,
independent samples t-test, and correlation analysis, which can suit the purpose of the study
to measure the scale quality test and conduct preliminary tests of the relationship between
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variables; specifically, a mediating effect test ( Model 4 ) will be completed in testing the
mediator effect between doll aesthetic type and consumer attention.

The data analysis will help to attain the following objectives: The first objective is to
investigate the presence of the significant difference in the attention of the two groups of
participants to prove H1; the second objective is to investigate the presence of the mediating
role of the perceived satisfaction of individual uniqueness needs in the relationship between
aesthetic type and attention, to prove H2; the third objective is to investigate whether age,
gender, and doll familiarity with the main research conclusions, and to ensure the robustness
of the research results.

5 Research results

To experimentally test the psychological processes that ugly-cute dolls are believed to have
on consumer attention, the following are the major findings of the study: First, the experiment
has verified that ugly-cute dolls do have a considerable edge in the consumer initial attention.
The ugly-cute dolls will be able to capture interest and attention of consumers compared to
ordinary cute dolls. This gives the market phenomenon of the ugly a real-life evidence.

Secondly, the paper has identified the psychological mechanisms that make up this
advantage. The mediation analysis indicates that the individual uniqueness needs perceived
satisfaction has a complete mediating role. Consumers attribute ugly-cute dolls with the
unconventional nature, which seems to be a positive instrument of expressing themselves and
asserting their identities. The psychological value of their uniqueness is felt which will
translate into more attention.

To sum up, the very essence of the present research is that ugly-cute dolls, however, do
not win on the basis of being ugly, but on the basis of being able to fulfill the underlying
desire of the consumers of the Generation Z by finding a sense of individuality and
differentiation, and thus in the contest of attention they win. This offers a consumer
behavioral motivation foundation of the success of unconventional aesthetic products in the
market.

6 Conclusion

With questionnaires and data analysis, this research investigates the reason behind the
popularity of quirky-cute dolls among consumers of Generation Z in comparison with
traditionally cute dolls. There were 270 valid questionnaires which were collected and the
statistics were analyzed to give the following results:

To begin with, ugly-cute dolls actually have higher chances to capture the attention of the
consumers as compared to traditional aesthetically-pleasing dolls. The analysis of the data
proves that ugly-cute dolls are rated much higher than the traditional cute dolls in both groups
including: "it attracted my attention" and I would like to learn more about it. It means that in
case ugly-cute dolls are considered to be strange, they can attract more attention. Second, the
need to possess particularity is a determining factor in this. Studies have established that the
fact behind the popularity of ugly-cute dolls is not the fact that they are ugly, but the fact that
they fulfill the psychological desire of the young people to stand out. In simple terms, ugly-
cute dolls are not purchased by people due to their beauty, but their peculiarity and the ability
to demonstrate individuality. This also comes out in the data. As an instance, in the question
" Does this doll mirror my individual taste? The average score of ugly-cute dolls is 5.23 and
3.11 in the case of traditional cute dolls a considerable difference. This implies that ugly-cute
toys are the preference in the mind of Generation Z individuals who actually consider them
a representation of their distinct aesthetic.
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In theory, this paper is filling certain gaps. The need to have individual uniqueness was
rarely combined with ugly-cute toys in the previous experiments, yet this was the case of this
study. Moreover, the majority of the research is based on the question of either they do or do
not buy, whereas, in this age of information saturation, the more urgent question is whether
or not they pay attention to it, since attention is the most crucial feature in the information
era. Practically, this study can also be used by brand and product developers. To attract the
consumers of Generation Z, it is possible that being cute is not always the key, but, instead,
imperfect and unusual constructions might be more appealing to the consumer group since
they allow them to express themselves and be noticeable.

Naturally, this investigation is not without shortcomings as well. As an illustration, the
sample was predominantly obtained online and even though it was conducted across various
territories and occupations, it was still not comprehensive enough; moreover, the experiment
utilized only two types of pictures of the dollies, which is not a comprehensive reflection of
all ugly cute products. In the event that the research can be continued in future, the sample
size can be extended to observe whether individuals of other age groups share the psychology;
the whole process involved in the attention to purchase can also be monitored in order to
determine whether the demand to be unique will actually lead to individuals spending money;
other forms of ugly-cute products like trendy toys and cultural-creative products can also be
conducted and can have their demand to know whether the conclusions are.
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