SHS Web of Conferences 234, 02015 (2026) https://doi.org/10.1051/shscont/202623402015
ICIEBM 2026

The Pathways of Brand Anthropomorphism of
Small and Medium-Sized Brands in the New
Media Environment

Xinyi Chen”

School of Business and Management, Xiamen Huaxia University, Xiamen, 361024, P. R. China

Abstract. The new media landscape profoundly transforms brand
communication into nonlinear, participatory processes, shifting consumers
from passive recipients to active co-creators who prioritize emotional and
signaling value over tangible functional attributes. Facing resource
constraints and ineffective traditional advertising, small and medium-sized
brand (SMB) adopt brand anthropomorphism for low-cost, sustainable
differentiation strategies. This paper examines the nonlinear logic of new
media communication, the multifaced dimensions of brand
anthropomorphism, and key reasons for its adoption by SMBs. It shows that
anthropomorphism enhances emotional identification, memorability, and
deep engagement while countering serious market homogenization via
algorithms and vibrant communities. The Pop Mart case demonstrates
practical pathways through anthropomorphic IP construction, emotion-
based narratives and cross-platform consistency, enabling rapid market
entry and brand advocacy. A framework integrating IP building, emotional
content, interactive co-creation, platform adaptation, and algorithm
optimization is proposed. Future research should address potential negative
effects related to self-construal differences and explore emotional
mechanisms influencing brand loyalty.

1 Introduction

The structural principles of brand communication are also affected by the new media
environment. Consumers will be more than just recipients of information, they will be active
participants in producing the content. With this background, the concept of brand
anthropomorphism has gained prominence as a key strategy and has received much
recognition among businesses and the market. Small and medium-sized brands can reduce
the cost of learning of brand features by giving them a human-like image, language, and way
of interacting with customers, which allows them to increase the degree of user affection
using emotional bonding. With these observations, this paper addresses the central question
of what small and medium-sized brands can do to perform anthropomorphic branding in the
new media context and establish a sustainable pathway system.
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2 Conceptual clarification

2.1 New media

New media is defined as communications platforms that are based on the internet
infrastructure and digital media. The most important aspect of it is the distribution through
the platform and the presence of interactive engagement. Nonlinear communication chain is
observed in new media where content visibility and the rate at which it is disseminated are
simultaneously affected by the platform recommendation systems, user behavior, and the
organization of social networks. Not only are users receivers, but they are also contributors
that propel content spread and operate as evaluators. By performing any of the following
activities: liking, commenting, reposting, creating or joining groups users become part of the
process of shaping the meaning of the brand. Communication in new media is logical to brand
operations in terms of its focus on both continuous visibility and responsive experiences [1].
Brands have to rapidly get feedback on the interaction based on the consistency of the
narrative, transform feedback into content iteration and relationship maintenance, and this
way create an operational cycle focusing on data and engagement.

2.2 Brand anthropomorphism

The term used to describe the process of giving a brand human-like qualities, such as
spirituality, social attributes, and natural attributes, in order to see it as a human-like entity
with personality, emotions, and behaviors is brand anthropomorphism. The idea stems on the
theories of personification and the brand becomes more of an emotional friend than a utility
symbol. Such a plan would be focused on creating stronger emotional relationships between
brands and consumers, increasing the level of brand affinity and influence, and would serve
as a more profound version of anthropomorphic marketing. The phenomenon of brand
anthropomorphism in the new media ecosystem is expressed in the development of the image
of the brand as an IP, the creation of emotional stories, and the establishment of interactive
communication, which in turn translates into the intention to buy and loyalty behavior.

The three dimensions of brand anthropomorphism include external dimension, internal
dimension, and social dimension. External dimension is the most straightforward form of
anthropomorphism. It means that brand similarities are based on physical features and
appearance such as brand expressions, brand behaviors, and brand images. Internal
dimension is the manifestation of inner anthropomorphism and focuses significantly on
spiritual and social characteristics. The social dimension is represented by the social
relationships and communication within the brand and the consumers [2]. By employing
socially-oriented language, the brand can play a definite social role in the life of consumers
and using social behavior and social language, it may trigger consumers to have an
anthropomorphic impression of the brand.

3 Necessity of anthropomorphic branding for SMEs

Small and medium-sized brands are disadvantaged both in terms of resource endowment and
communication channels. Traditional advertising has been progressively weakening its
effectiveness and anthropomorphic branding has become an unavoidable alternative to them
to overcome these limitations [3]. Firstly, small and medium-sized brands do not have the
resources to engage in massive media campaigns similar to those used by large businesses
due to the limited budgets. Emotional bonding makes it possible to achieve low-cost and
high-efficiency differentiation using anthropomorphic strategies. Secondly, the mechanisms
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of algorithmic recommendation and community interaction in new media necessitate
distinctive personalities of brands to satisfy the emotional identification requirements of
consumer. Thirdly, anthropomorphism assists SMBs in dealing with competition caused by
product homogenization: creating IP images and value narratives allows establishing unique
memory cues and greatly increases the stickiness of consumers [4]. Thus, SMBs need to
consider anthropomorphic branding as a central competitive strategy to react proactively to
the structural change in the ecosystem of new media.

4 Case analysis of Pop Mart’s early anthropomorphic branding

Pop Mart made a fairly rapid entry into the market using the concept of brand
anthropomorphism within the new media context in its initial developmental years (2010-
2018) as an average small-and-medium-sized trendy toy brand. Established in 2010 by Wang
Ning as a small trendy lifestyle store in Beijing, Zhongguancun district, Pop Mart started as
a low-budget operation that was selling third party toys, household items and electronic
gadgets but was highly competitive in the market and had consecutive losses. The company
had weak brand equity and was highly dependent on conventional offline retail which turned
out to be inefficient when it came to achieving long term growth.

Regarding its anthropomorphic channel, Pop Mart implemented three main strategies in
this phase. First, IP image creation: moving away with simple retailing, the brand started
cultivating and licensing cute and humanoid cartoon characters like Molly (2016 exclusive)
who have individual personas, playful, emotional and relatable which transformed inert toys
into living friends with faces, tales and emotional appeal, and distinguished them with
traditional impersonal toys [5]. Second, emotion-oriented interactive activities: Pop Mart
launched the blind box system, which produced surprise, anticipation, and the desire to
collect it [6]. It was promoted to share unboxing experience, collectible story, and emotions
on new mediums such as Weibo and early social media, which resulted in the production of
UGC material that supported community engagement and a feeling of belonging. Fourth,
cross-platform uniformity: despite the few available channels, the brand was able to have a
common cute, friendly, and interactive character voice and visual design in offline stores,
early online presence, and social sharing and thus have constant anthropomorphic recognition
without media inconsistency.

Overall, anthropomorphic branding of Pop Mart in its initial period had a positive direct
influence on entering the market and converting into sales. Using emotional link and
community-based distribution rather than large advertising investment, the brand easily drew
young consumers especially Gen Z and established the ground of swift development. The
situation suggests that small and medium sized brands could transform their business model
based on the product-centric retailing to companionship oriented approach based on the use
of anthropomorphism in the new media environment and hence build unique competitive
advantages and reach the level of high engagement growth. It provides an opportunity to
replicate the path of others in the creative and lifestyle industries with a comparable set of
resources.

5 Proposed pathway framework for anthropomorphic branding

5.1 constructing anthropomorphic IP images

To start with, SMBs should first create a clear target user persona to determine the appropriate
personality orientation. SMBs need to use market research and analyze user data to accurately
identify the demographic characteristics of the target consumers (age, gender), their lifestyle
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patterns, emotional requirements, and values. The information should be incorporated into
both the core values of the brand as well as the product features that should be used to form
the general personality direction [7]. As an example, a beauty brand that serves Generation
Z can have an enthusiastic, lively, and personalized personality orientation, whereas a
company that produces office stationery targeting professionals can focus on a professional,
dependable, and effective personality orientation.

The second step is to develop an image of the visual IP to enhance the perception of
personality [8]. After the personality orientation has been defined, SMBs are required to
develop a virtual IP image, which needs to be emotionally appealing and unique at the same
time, as it will materialize the brand personality via visual symbols, behavioral features, and
other components.

Fourthly, the IP image should be deeply integrated with the core values of the brand. The
IP image is not a separate entity but a continuation and expression of the core values of the
brand. SMBs should see to it that the character, behavior and values of the IP are well
integrated with the fundamental philosophy of the brand and the features of the product in
question, so as to avoid any disconnection [9]. As an illustration, a small to medium home
furnishing company that promotes the concept of green and eco-friendly may come up with
an IP that loves nature and is environment-friendly. By the actions and expressions of the IP
the brand supports the environmental spirit and enhances personality consistency.

5.2 Developing emotional content narratives

Content is the main carrier of brand anthropomorphism in the new media environment.
Emotional content stories are effective in communicating brand personality, creating
consumer resonance and are the most important mechanisms by which SMBs can create
stronger emotional relationships with users. In developing emotional content, SMBs need to
follow the rules of storytelling, immersion into the scenario, and accuracy, considering the
situation through three perspectives.

The stories that SMBs can come up with are emotionally engaging stories about the brand
IP image, brand philosophy, or user experiences, in which they use first person or
conversational tone to show character, emotions, and values of the brand.

Secondly, the content must be matched with real-life situations to enhance its
immersiveness. Narrative should reflect the daily lives of consumers to let them feel the
personality of the brand in familiar situations and increase the level of immersion [10]. The
SMBs can generate scenario-based content that is specific to the targeted lifestyles of users.
An example is a student-focused stationery brand offering content on the theme of study
habits and exam preparation to communicate a companionship and encouragement
personality or a coffee brand aimed at young professionals may come up with stories related
to commuting and overtime work to communicate an efficient and soothing personality.

Third, intelligent technologies should be used to project emotions accurately. Small and
medium-sized brands can utilize intelligent marketing tools to analyze user behavior data and
sentiment preferences, so as to identify emotional needs and deliver tailored content. By
analyzing browsing history and comment patterns, brands can determine emotional pain
points and develop targeted materials. Algorithmic recommendation systems can then deliver
emotional stories to the right audience, thereby enhancing exposure and emotional impact.

5.3 Interactive user co-creation

The new media participatory culture necessitates that brands move beyond being merely one-
way communicators to engaging in the two-way dialogue process [11]. Interactive user co-
creation allows consumers to be involved in brand building actively, promotes a feeling of
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belonging and identity, and creates symbiotic relationships between brands and users- an
essential component in anthropomorphic branding of SMBs [12].

Specific interactions should be carried out to build a two-way connection. As an example,
the real-time interaction and trending topics of Weibo are associated with initiatives like topic
discussion, polls and giveaways to promote the participation of users and express their
emotions. WeChat Official Accounts, which are mainly aimed at accumulating information
and engaging in-depth, may be used to create long-term relationships by commenting,
providing benefits to fans and having personal groups. Other short video platforms such as
Douyin and Kuaishou focus on visual interaction and UGC generation where brands can start
challenges, duet videos, and other activities encouraging users to generate content that aligns
with the brand personality and gain secondary transmission. On every platform, brands need
to react instantly to comments, messages, and feedback, and make consumers feel special
and confirm the bidirectional relationship.

Conversely, the development of UGC should be supported to enhance value co-creation.
SMBs have the ability to generate UGC by creating themed campaigns and providing creative
rewards, and then curating and amplifying quality user content to make customers into active
participants and co-authors in the process of brand communication. Moreover, SMBs may
form online groups to collect the core users, which will increase their sense of belonging by
participating in group interactions, topics discussions, and offline events. This strategy allows
users to participate in the process of product development and content creation, resulting in
more profound value co-creation.

6 Conclusion

Small and medium-sized brands are experiencing significant difficulties in the new media
environment due to market homogenization. The anthropomorphic branding has been
adopted as one of the main strategies in obtaining differentiation and sustainability of
development. The suggested pathway starts with personification of IP image building,
focuses on emotional-based storytelling and collaborative creation of users, and is based on
platform adjustment, algorithm improvement, and risk mitigation. In practice, brand
anthropomorphism increases consumer trust, brand advocacy, and purchase intention via
emotional connection, flow experiences, and value co-creation.

Current literature has been mostly devoted to the beneficial consequences of
anthropomorphic marketing with fewer debates on possible negative implications. In view of
self-construal differences, it also implies the significance of strategy fit. E.g.
anthropomorphic plans will probably not produce the desired outcome with specific
customers. The self-construal theory suggests that dependent and independent self-types are
very different in their social needs: the first tends to form emotional relationships through
anthropomorphic imagery, whereas the second may be resistant to oversimplified
anthropomorphism in branding. Thus, smaller and mid-size brands should also pay attention
to the self-construal types of target consumers and customize their strategies in order to make
them more applicable and practical. This means that SMBs need to think about the self-
construal types of their target consumers and adjust their strategies to be more applicable and
effective.
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