
 

Experience Co-creation and Social Diffusion: 
The Experiential Marketing of Customized Cup 
Stickers by Heytea 

Zhipei Yu* 
AIEN Institute, Shanghai Ocean University, 201306 Shanghai, China 

Abstract. In the context where consumers' demand for tea beverage 
products has shifted towards emotional expression and social sharing, the 
brand is committed to creating a deeply engaging consumption experience. 
This study takes the "customized cup sticker" activity of Heytea as a case, 
and combines the IKEA effect and the theory of social currency to explore 
the mechanism of how experience co-creation influences product 
identification and sharing behaviors. The research method employed a semi-
structured interview approach, conducting in-depth interviews with 15 
consumers who had participated in the customization of tea cup stickers. A 
four-stage analysis framework of "participation trigger, creative perception, 
value evaluation, and social diffusion " was constructed. The research results 
indicate that experiential co-creation can also stimulate consumers' deep 
psychological engagement in low-intervention consumer products, and the 
triggering of the IKEA effect in lightweight co-creation scenarios is diverse. 
Secondly, the products resulting from experiential co-creation can be 
transformed into social currency, forming a positive cycle of "participation 
- sharing - re-participation". At the same time, lightweight experiential co-
creation can also stimulate deep psychological engagement in low-
intervention consumer product scenarios, providing empirical support for 
the integration application of the IKEA effect and social currency theory.  

1 Introduction 
At present, the economy is developing rapidly and the culture is diverse and open. People are 
increasingly attaching importance to the emotional value brought by tea beverage products. 
In today's society, the functionality of tea products has gradually declined. The rational 
consumption driven by survival needs has been replaced by emotional consumption. What 
people consume is no longer just the products themselves [1]. Consumers' demand for tea 
beverage products has shifted from functionality to emotional resonance, individual 
expression and social sharing. Therefore, brands should focus on breaking through traditional 
marketing models and creating a deeply engaging consumption experience.  

Among them, experiential marketing creates unique feelings and personalized 
experiences by providing consumers with a deep sense of participation, thereby strengthening 
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the emotional connection between the brand and the consumers. Heytea, as a leading brand 
in the Chinese tea beverage industry, its "customized cup stickers" campaign provides a 
typical scenario for studying the psychological mechanism of consumers' participation in 
experience co-creation. Therefore, this study takes the cup sticker customization of Heytea 
as a case, starting from the four stages of participation trigger, creative perception, value 
evaluation, and social diffusion, to deeply analyze the motivation differentiation, 
psychological benefits, and sharing behavior of consumers' participation in cup sticker 
customization, analyze the strengthening mechanism of experience co-creation on product 
identification and repurchase intention, and explore the applicability of experience co-
creation in low-intervention consumer products.  

This research is of great significance both to theoretical development and industry 
practice. From a theoretical perspective, the study introduces the "IKEA effect" and the 
"social currency" theory into the field of low-involvement consumer products, revealing the 
intrinsic connection between consumers' labor input, value perception, and social 
communication, and expanding the theoretical explanatory framework of experiential 
marketing. From a practical perspective, the research findings can provide references and 
suggestions for tea beverage brands as well as other fast-moving consumer goods industries 
when designing co-creation activities for experiences. 

The research method adopted was the semi-structured interview method. The interview 
focused on 15 consumers who had participated in the customizing of the Heytea cup stickers. 
Each interview lasted for 10 to 30 minutes. By comparing the perceptual differences between 
consumers regarding regular milk tea and customized cup sticker milk tea, we aim to deeply 
explore the psychological perceptions and behavioral motivations of consumers. This method 
enables the acquisition of vivid first-hand data, capturing complex emotions and dynamic 
processes, thereby making the research conclusions more interpretable.  

The ultimate research objective of this study is to reveal how lightweight experience co-
creation can stimulate consumers' sense of achievement and desire to share in low-
intervention consumer products scenarios, thereby strengthening brand identification and 
repeat purchase behavior, and forming a positive cycle of "participation - sharing - re-
participation". To achieve this goal, this paper will conduct empirical analysis from aspects 
such as the differentiation path of participation motivation, the triggering dimensions of the 
IKEA effect, incremental psychological benefits, and social diffusion mechanisms, providing 
theoretical basis and practical paths for brands to build emotional connections and promote 
social dissemination through co-creation activities.  

2 Theoretical review  
Existing studies have explored the relationship between experiential marketing and consumer 
behavior from multiple perspectives. Zhao confirmed that experiential marketing has a 
positive impact on consumers' psychological contracts and even their purchase intentions. He 
also revealed the value of experience design and provided a fundamental support for 
understanding the role of experience co-creation in consumer decision-making [2]. Liu and 
Wen, from a sociological perspective, revealed how the new-style tea beverages have become 
a social currency for the Z-generation to express themselves and establish a sense of group 
belonging. This provided theoretical support for the analysis in this article regarding the 
transformation of custom-made cup stickers of Heytea into a resource for social sharing [3]. 
The "IKEA effect" proposed by Norton et al. explains the psychological mechanism by which 
labor can increase people's willingness to pay. It provides a core theoretical framework for 
understanding the impact of experiential marketing on consumers' psychology [4]. 
Furthermore, Tu and Lee combined the SOR model with the theory of the experience 
economy in their analytical approach, which provides methodological reference value for 
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analyzing the chain of "experience co-creation, psychological perception, active 
participation" [5].  

However, most existing studies have focused on the impact of experience design on 
consumers' perception, the motivation differentiation of consumers' participation in co-
creation, and the insufficient attention paid to their sharing behaviors after participation. 
Moreover, the IKEA effect and the social currency theory have rarely been integrated, and 
there is a lack of exploration of the complete chain of "labor input, value overestimation, 
social sharing". This paper starts from consumers' sense of achievement and sharing desire, 
integrates the IKEA effect and the social currency theory, focuses on the customized cup 
sticker of Heytea, and constructs a four-stage analysis model through semi-structured 
interviews to reveal the psychological changes and behavioral evolution mechanisms of 
consumers after participating in the experience co-creation, in order to make up for the 
shortcomings of existing research.  

3 Research methodology  
This study mainly employs semi-structured interview methods to collect the experiences and 
opinions of the respondents, in order to understand the effectiveness of Heytea's experience 
co-creation activities. This study mainly focuses on the subjective psychological feelings of 
consumers during the co-creation process, such as their sense of achievement and desire to 
share. These subjective psychological experiences are difficult to be fully captured through 
quantitative questionnaires and require in-depth interviews for exploration. Meanwhile, 
semi-structured interviews can flexibly pose follow-up questions based on the respondents' 
answers, which is helpful for exploring the dynamic evolution process from participation 
triggering to social dissemination, and understanding the differentiated psychological paths 
of consumers with different motivation types.  

The semi-structured interview method can also achieve a balance between flexibility and 
depth. By using a unified question framework, it is possible to compare the differences among 
different respondents and the psychological differences in their feelings when purchasing 
ordinary products versus participating in experience co-creation. The unified framework 
makes it easier to compare and analyze the core issue of the incremental psychological 
benefits brought by experience co-creation.  

A total of 15 consumers who participated in the customizing of Heytea cup stickers were 
interviewed in depth. The interviews were conducted mainly through a combination of face-
to-face and online methods, each lasting from 10 to 30 minutes. The respondents included 10 
females and 5 males, aged between 15 and 30 years old, from students and various industries. 
The interview outline was drafted based on the "participation trigger, creation perception, 
value evaluation, social diffusion" four-stage process model constructed in this research. It 
successively explores the following four core questions: First, understand why the 
respondents participated in the cup sticker design, that is, the motivation of the respondents, 
whether it is an active participation or an accidental trigger; Second, explore the mechanism 
of the IKEA effect, understand what kind of psychological perception consumers have after 
the experience; Third, whether the psychological changes of consumers affect brand attitude 
and consumption behavior, that is, to explore the reinforcing effect of experience co-creation 
on brand identification and sharing intention; Fourth, what kind of psychological motivation 
does the consumer have to generate sharing behavior, that is, to explore the driving factors 
behind the sharing behavior, such as display ability, interesting sharing, relationship 
expression, and commercial realization. Through these four progressively nested questions, 
this study aims to reveal the complete influence path of experience co-creation on consumers' 
psychology and behavior in the context of low-intervention consumer products.  
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4 Research results  

4.1 Participation trigger  

Based on the differences in the motivations of the respondents' participation, they can be 
classified into two categories: active participation and accidental triggering. Among them, 
there are nine consumers who actively participated, and six consumers whose participation 
was triggered accidentally. The participation behavior of consumers who actively 
participated is goal-oriented. Before participating, they already have creative intentions and 
have a clear conception of the creative content. Consumers who are triggered by chance often 
become involved after being attracted by the display of activities in the store or after being 
prompted by the store staff and making a decision to participate temporarily. The two types 
of motivations show significant differentiation in the subsequent stage: active participation 
consumers usually have expectations for the outcome and attach importance to the ownership 
of the outcome of the cup stickers. Their sense of achievement mainly stems from "My idea 
has been realized", and they hope to showcase their abilities or express relationships through 
social dissemination; The accidental-triggered consumers place greater emphasis on the 
pleasure of the process. Their sense of achievement mainly comes from "the unexpected fun".  

4.2 Creative perception  

This study found that after experiencing the customized cup stickers, all the respondents 
overestimated the value of the tea products. This finding is consistent with the "IKEA effect" 
theory proposed by Norton et al., which states that labor has an impact on valuation. When 
consumers personally participate and invest their labor in completing a product, they will 
assign a higher value to that product [4]. Among them, based on the triggering conditions of 
the IKEA effect as perceived by the respondents, the triggering of the IKEA effect can be 
divided into two dimensions: process enjoyment and outcome ownership. Respondents who 
create simple patterns tend to enjoy the process enjoyment more, that is, the immersive and 
enjoyable experience brought by the creative act itself; while respondents who draw complex 
patterns mostly emphasize outcome ownership. Their sense of achievement and desire to 
share are much stronger compared to those who draw simple patterns.  

At the same time, this is also consistent with the results obtained by Santos after 
conducting experiments with doughnut decorations and origami, proving that even 
lightweight creative efforts can stimulate consumers' perception of value [6]. Although the 
paths of action for these two types of consumers differ, one deriving mainly from the pleasure 
of the process, and the other from the sense of ownership of the outcome, both have 
overestimated the value of the tea beverage products. This indicates that the IKEA effect still 
holds true in lightweight co-creation scenarios.  

4.3 Value evaluation  

Starting from the consumers' sense of achievement and desire to share, by comparing the 
experiences of the same respondent when purchasing regular Heytea products versus 
customized cup stickers, we can understand the incremental benefits brought about by 
experience co-creation.  

During the interviews, five respondents stated that without the custom cup sticker activity, 
they would not have actively chosen Heytea products. They said that the expectation of the 
sense of achievement they could obtain from participating in the cup sticker-making activity 
led them to choose Heytea. During the cup sticker customization process, they could 
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transform from the "recipient" of the product to the "creator" of the item. Their labor input 
gave them a sense of achievement, thus resulting in greater psychological benefits. This 
transformation echoes the core mechanism of the IKEA effect: labor alone can be sufficient 
to induce greater liking for the fruits of one's labor, and it also confirms Zhao's view that 
experiential marketing can enhance consumers' sense of value [2, 4].  

At the same time, the personalized and customized cup stickers created by individuals 
also make it easier for consumers to have the desire to share. Eight respondents stated that 
they were more inclined to show products with customized stickers to others. Compared to 
regular tea beverages, the "social currency" attributes of customized stickers, such as 
expressing oneself and building a community identity, are more prominent. When the product 
has the characteristics of being worthy of discussion and shareable, consumers are more 
willing to actively spread it [3].  

4.4 Social diffusion  

According to the theory of social currency, user-generated content can enable individuals or 
groups to obtain a sense of identity and connection, and exerts a positive role on brand 
experience, brand loyalty, and brand trust [7].  

The personalized designs on the cups can be transformed into the presentation of 
consumers' ideal selves and the pursuit of belonging to a certain circle, thereby becoming a 
form of social currency. Through interviews with the respondents, four main reasons for 
converting the experience co-creation into social media resources and becoming social 
currency were mainly summarized. The first one is the display ability. Consumers do this to 
showcase their creative skills and hope to receive praise from social media, thereby obtaining 
a sense of identity. The second one is the interesting sharing. Consumers share simply 
because the experience activities are innovative or interesting. The third one is the 
relationship expression. By sharing, giving cups to others or receiving cups from others, 
emotional value is generated, promoting good interpersonal relationships between oneself 
and others. Finally, it is to attract others to make paid commissions. By showing their works, 
they attract others to make paid commissions for them to create cup stickers, achieving the 
monetization of personal commercial value. These sharing motivations are consistent with 
the findings of Mishra and Singh, who demonstrated that social currency has a positive 
impact on the willingness to share [8]. At the same time, this further demonstrates that the 
primary purpose of consumers' sharing behavior is to satisfy their psychological needs, the 
motivation for brands to generate positive word-of-mouth among consumers essentially 
stems from the expectation of social rewards [9]. Furthermore, the respondents also stated 
that they would choose to make another purchase because of the feedback (likes, comments) 
received after sharing, thereby strengthening their brand recognition and forming a positive 
cycle of “participation - sharing - re-participation”.  

5 Discussion  

5.1 The interaction between the IKEA effect and social currency  

The IKEA effect and social currency can form a mutually reinforcing psychological 
mechanism during the process of experience co-creation.  

Firstly, the research has found that the triggering of the IKEA effect occurs through two 
psychological pathways. One group of consumers overestimates the value due to the "process 
enjoyment", while the other group does so because of the "ownership of the outcome". The 
former corresponds to the psychological benefits brought by the immersive creative 
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experience itself, while the latter corresponds to the appreciation and sense of achievement 
of one's own creative work. This differentiation can reveal the diverse roles of the IKEA 
effect in lightweight co-creation scenarios. Brands do not need to pursue highly complex and 
costly co-creation activities. Even simple experiences such as graffiti or decoration, as long 
as they can make consumers feel the fun of the process or the uniqueness of the outcome, can 
trigger the overestimation of value [6].  

When consumers overestimate the value of a product due to their labor input, the 
psychological gain will further transform into the motivation for social sharing, and the 
product obtained after labor input will become a kind of social currency. This study has 
identified four psychological motivations behind consumers' behavior of sharing cup stickers: 
display ability, interesting sharing, expression of relationships, and commercial realization. 
These driving forces all converge on a core need - to obtain social rewards through sharing, 
such as a sense of identity, group belonging, and interpersonal connections. Because 
consumers have overestimated the value of the product, they become more confident in the 
product's value as a social currency. When consumers believe that the product has the 
characteristics worthy of discussion and sharing, it becomes a tool for consumers to 
accumulate capital in social networks, and positively influences their willingness to share [8].  

Furthermore, the products obtained through labor investment can serve as a form of social 
currency, which can also enhance consumers' sense of belonging to the virtual community 
and their willingness to continue participating [10]. Because consumers gained a sense of 
belonging to the virtual community and social rewards brought by social currency through 
this product, which further strengthened their sense of achievement and psychological 
rewards for the product. The IKEA effect triggered by the experience co-creation was further 
reinforced in social sharing, which also explains the psychological mechanism of consumers 
choosing to consume again due to receiving feedback for sharing in this study. This forms a 
complete chain from labor input, overvaluation of value, to social currency, and then to re-
participation.  

5.2 The shift from "functional consumption" to "emotional co-creation"  

This study reveals that the motivations for consumers to participate in customizing cup 
stickers can be divided into two paths: active participation and accidental triggering. Among 
them, even consumers who were triggered accidentally still experienced value overestimation 
and sharing behavior after participating. This indicates that experiential co-creation is not 
only effective for consumers with a significant creative intention, but also for ordinary 
consumers without a clear creative intention. In lightweight interactions, they can still be 
stimulated to gain psychological benefits and achieve value overestimation for the product. 
This phenomenon reflects the profound changes in contemporary consumer culture. In an era 
of rapid economic development and diverse, open culture, consumers are no longer satisfied 
with the basic functional attributes of products. Instead, they seek emotional value and 
opportunities for self-expression in the consumption process [3]. The customization of cup 
stickers, as a lightweight collaborative activity, precisely aligns with this shift in consumer 
psychology. Through a mere few minutes of creative input, consumers have successfully 
transformed from "passive recipients" to "active creators".  

5.3 Inspiration from brand experience design  

Through the research and analysis of the co-creation activities of Heytea, this study can 
provide suggestions and references for tea beverage brands and other fast-moving consumer 
goods industries.  
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In this research, it can be found that consumers who are triggered by chance and without 
specific creative goals can also obtain psychological benefits and form an overestimation of 
the value of the product in a lightweight co-creation. Therefore, when brands design co-
creation activities, they can lower the participation threshold, expand the participation group 
by reducing the required professional skills and complex operations, and attract more new 
consumers to participate. 

At the same time, in the research, it can be found that the sense of ownership over creative 
achievements is an important way to stimulate a sense of achievement and the willingness to 
share. Brands can enhance consumers' sense of belonging and achievement towards creative 
outcomes through more social media marketing, such as collecting and displaying 
outstanding works of consumers. Through positive feedback, consumers can be encouraged 
to continue participating, forming a virtuous cycle of "participation - sharing - re-
participation".  

6 Conclusion  
This study starts from the consumers' sense of achievement and desire to share after the 
participation experience, and combines the "IKEA effect" and the "social currency" theory 
to reveal the psychological action path of lightweight experience co-creation in the context 
of low-intervention consumer products. Consumers, through participating in the 
customization of cup stickers and triggering the IKEA effect, overestimate the value of the 
product and transform the cup sticker creation into social resources with social currency 
attributes, ultimately forming a positive cycle of "participation - sharing - re-participation".  

The conclusions of this study can be summarized into three aspects. In terms of 
experience co-creation, experience co-creation can also stimulate consumers' deep 
psychological participation in low-intervention consumer products, and the triggering of the 
IKEA effect in lightweight co-creation scenarios is diverse. In terms of social currency, social 
currency is the key mediating variable connecting achievement and sharing behaviors. 
Consumers transform cup stickers creations into social resources through four driving forces: 
display ability, interesting sharing, relationship expression, and commercial realization. The 
positive feedback after sharing further strengthens product identification and brand 
identification, and enhances the possibility of repeat consumption.  

This study provides valuable reference significance for future research in this field. At 
the theoretical level, this study integrates the IKEA effect and the social currency theory into 
the context of low-involvement consumer products, analyzes the interaction between the 
IKEA effect and social currency, and expands the theoretical explanatory boundaries of 
experiential marketing. At the practical level, the research conclusions provide operational 
strategy references for tea beverage brands and other fast-moving consumer goods industries 
to design lightweight co-creation activities, stimulate user participation and dissemination. 
Future research should focus more on quantitative studies for in-depth exploration, and 
expand the sample coverage to discuss the generalizability of the research conclusions. In the 
future, quantitative research methods will be adopted to further test the theoretical results 
proposed in this study, verify the strength of the effects in each link from experience to 
overestimation of value, to sharing and repurchase, and extend the research context to other 
low-intervention consumption categories to further verify the cross-category applicability of 
the theoretical model.  
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