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Abstract. Pop Mart's Labubu has become a top-tier IP in the global market
in a short period of time, which is enough to show that China's cultural
products have achieved a breakthrough in the export process. This paper
draws on the theory of symbolic consumption to analyze the brand
management mechanism and brand shaping strategy of this product. It is
found that the success of this product is related to the four-dimensional
operation framework, which can build an emotional container with the help
of non-traditional aesthetics, promote the construction of user-generated
propagation network, use direct-to-consumer supply chain, and implement
modular IP grading. The biggest problem with this model is that it is "weak
narrative", which can avoid cultural discount in the process of global
promotion, but it also has risks in the process of cultural hollowing and
secondary market speculation, and the life cycle will also change. Therefore,
people should deepen the understanding of global IP and achieve the purpose
of value co-creation. Brand should achieve a balance between cross-cultural
narrative openness and embedded cultural roots to avoid aesthetic fatigue
and enhance brand equity.

1 Introduction

From 2024 to 2025, Pop Mart's Labubu, a well-known IP, became a global consumer brand.
According to statistics, sales of products related to Labubu reached 3.04 billion yuan in 2024,
an increase of 726.6% compared with the previous year. By the middle of 2025, the number
of searches for Labubu had exceeded that of Hello Kitty. Labubu has broken the cultural
barriers between countries and has become a mainstream cultural symbol, recognized by
people from all over the world.

At present, the academic circles have not formed a unified opinion on this issue. Some
scholars believe that the emotional economy framework can be used to explain how Labubu
can play the role of "emotional container" for young people [1]. Some scholars believe that
"cute ugliness" is a challenge to consumer aesthetics [2]. Some scholars have analyzed the
adaptability of Labubu in the process of cross-cultural communication, and generally believe
that its design has a strong cultural neutrality [3]. Although there are many different views,
there is no unified framework to analyze its visual design, algorithm dissemination and
supply chain management.
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In order to make up for this deficiency, this paper constructs a reasonable research method,
analyzes the development process of brand, analyzes the connotation of brand value, and
deeply analyzes the management mechanism in the process of brand development. In this
study, the operation mechanism of Labubu is analyzed, a reasonable paradigm is constructed,
and the commercialization of cultural IP is analyzed from the aspects of brand management
and so on, so as to form a reasonable business logic and make up for the shortcomings of
traditional cultural commentary.

2 Development trajectory of Labubu

Labubu is a character created by Kasing Lung, a Hong Kong artist, who originally planned
to create a forest elf with strong vitality. The character was officially commercialized in 2017
and integrated into the designer toy matrix. In 2019, the blind box series was launched, and
the number of users increased rapidly. In 2023, the "Macaron" series was launched, with
more than 60% of consumers being university students, and the product had a certain
influence in the mass market.

2024 is the key year for Labubu to achieve global development, with a number of
international celebrities endorsing it, and BLACKPINK's Lisa has a strong influence in the
world, which has been imitated by a large number of fans, and Labubu has changed from a
toy to a fashion accessory [4]. At the same time, Pop Mart is actively expanding the space,
entering the markets of the United States, Thailand and Singapore, and creating a large
number of localized products, including the Merlion edition [3]. By 2025, Labubu had been
introduced into the Macy's Thanksgiving Day Parade, becoming the first designer toy in the
history of the event [5].

3 Starting point of brand shaping: visual symbols and emotional
containers

In the process of shaping the brand, Labubu should not only make good use of visual
semiotics, but also omit the narrative strategy. In contrast to Disney's IP matrix, Labubu's
narrative is relatively weak. Official background stories are deliberately sparse, without clear
cultural, temporal, and spatial origins. This intentional deterritorialization can effectively
avoid the occurrence of "cultural discount", so that consumers cannot have to have a certain
cultural literacy to decode it.

From the visual point of view, Labubu uses "ugly-cute" to resist the traditional industrial
"cute". The physical characteristics of Labubu are particularly prominent, including
asymmetrical smile, pointed ears, nine serrated teeth, which are all exaggerated and grotesque
in the eyes of the East, and the elements of Nordic mythology are integrated [6]. Intentional
imperfection is a psychological mirror for Z generation. In the process of accelerating social
development, the competition is more and more fierce, and young people are under great
pressure, so they cannot accept perfection. Labubu's antagonistic appearance can compensate
for this, and young people can resist conformity and alleviate fatigue [6].

The openness of this structure makes Labubu a "transitional object" in the eyes of
consumers [7]. Because it does not have a rigid meaning, it can become an emotional
container, and consumers can project their needs onto physical objects. Thai consumers
regard it as a spiritual blessing, Western audiences see it as a fashion statement, and Chinese
consumers see it as a totem to relieve work fatigue [3]. This fluidity makes it a polymer
product, which can carry a variety of meanings and prepare for user-led dissemination.
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4 Communication path: social media and user co-creation

The market penetration of Labubu does not depend too much on mass media, but takes UGC
as the core, and the distribution of algorithms and the signal of celebrities are the key to its
success. The mechanism has changed the role of consumers, from the previous capital
providers to the meaning producers.

Celebrities can play an important role in the process of promoting Labubu products to
consumers, and they can also combine their own influence with high-end products to transfer
value and enhance the attractiveness of products [8]. The rapid increase in sales of the product
is related to the platform algorithm, which can accurately grasp the needs of consumers and
push the product to the target consumers [9].

Participatory culture is an indispensable engine in the process of dissemination. The brand
has a good ecological environment, with more than 80 million UGC entries, including
unboxing algorithms, narrative shorts and so on. This is a secondary creation, which is
essentially "textual poaching", in which consumers seize the right of interpretation from
enterprises. Users dress the characters in "anti-996" clothes and modify them into religious
icons, using IP as a tool to express local values. Pop Mart organizes customization
competitions to guide users to participate in such activities, and the decentralized user labor
is integrated into the corporate ecosystem. This transformation means that the one-way
cultural output has changed into a new model of cultural co-creation.

5 Brand management strategy

In order to achieve sustainable development, the company has built a perfect infrastructure,
including a large number of modular IP, direct sales to consumers, perfect legal system and
SO on.

In the process of IP management, Pop Mart has built a matrix with strict hierarchy, which
can be divided into four levels: incubation, collaboration, regional and global strategy [10].
Table 1 shows that Labubu is an S-level asset, which can get more resources, and can be
managed differently according to the life cycle: using blind box to attract customers, using
celebrities to increase visibility, and introducing diversified products to achieve sustainable
development, which can enhance the pertinence of localization and achieve global
standardization [3].

In terms of operation, the brand has a perfect infrastructure, with more than 2000
touchpoints in the world, including 500 direct-operated stores overseas. Through vertical
integration, there is no need to pass through the middleman, which can provide real-time data
to the supply chain, and the production network of the brand is relatively flexible, which can
connect the domestic manufacturing hub with the facilities in Southeast Asia. Thanks to the
integration of 3D printing technology, the time required to bring the product to market has
been shortened from 12 months to 3 months, and the production volume can be adjusted in
real time according to the algorithm.
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Table 1. Labubu Brand Management SWOT and Data Analysis (2024-2025)

Dimension Specific Elements Key Data & Factual Evidence
1. Global search volume surpassed Hello
1. High recognition via "ugly-cute" Kitty (May 2025).
visual symbols. 2. 2024 revenue: 3.04B RMB
2. "Weak narrative" minimizes cross- (+726.6%); 2025 revenue: 14.16B
Strencths cultural friction. RMB.
gt 3. Algorithmic + UGC network effects. 3. 2025 regional growth: Americas
4. High revenue generation. +1142.3%, Europe +500%.
5. DTC layout + agile supply chain. 4. Gross margin exceeds 75%.
6. Verified global cultural penetration. 5. Design-to-market cycle compressed
to 1-3 months.
1. Weak narrative risks cultural 1. Lacks a stable worldview or deep
hollowing. value system.
2. Extreme corporate dependence ona | 2. Accounts for 38.1% of total corporate
Weaknesses single IP. revenue (2025).
3. Homogeneous product structure 3. Derivatives (e.g., apparel) account for
(primarily blind boxes). <5% of sales.
4. Extreme price fragility in secondary | 4. Secondary market prices experienced
markets. extreme volatility.
1. Global designer toy market
expansion.
2. Evolution of cultural exports to value 1. Global market projected at $52B in
resonance. 2025 (CAGR 19.8%).
Obportunitics 3. Content infrastructure 2. Louvre collaborations recognized as
pp (animation/publishing) to anchor IP. "art democratization."
4. Leveraging IP matrix to dilute single- 3. High ceiling for overseas offline
asset risk. channel expansion.
5. Technological integration (Blockchain
for anti-counterfeiting).
1. Financialization and bubl?le gollapse. 1. Hidden editions surged 4000% before
2. Rampant cross-border IP infringement X .
o crashing 88% to below retail.
and counterfeiting. .
. . . 2. Cross-border IP enforcement involves
3. Stringent regulatory tightening on .
. . high costs and long cycles.
Threats blind box mechanics. . . .
. . . 3. Global implementation of blind-box
4. Intensified competition from domestic o
and legacy TPs probability transparency laws.
. ; . 4. Q4 2025 search indices indicated a
5. Inevitable aesthetic fatigue among .
Gen 7 28% quarter-over-quarter decline.

6 Challenges and countermeasures

As shown in Table 1, although the growth rate is relatively high, there are still some
shortcomings in the structural model, which are specifically reflected in the following aspects:
financialization, cultural hollowing and so on.

The most critical threat is that the price of the secondary market has been inflated. By
2025, the hidden version of the product had increased by 4000%, which had a negative impact
on the development of the whole industry, and the emotional value of the product was no
longer prominent [11]. When the market sentiment is corrected, the product price will drop
by 88%, which will cause serious brand damage [8]. In order to eliminate this problem, Pop
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Mart must strictly abide by the channel discipline, set a reasonable purchase limit, and
increase the stock of the market to eliminate the arbitrage space.

The "weak narrative" strategy will lead to the occurrence of IP hollowing, which will lead
to risks. Although the lack of narrative can make the product be accepted by consumers in
the world in a short time, it cannot form a perfect media ecosystem, and the model of Disney
is the most typical example [2]. In the process of development, the product is inevitably
related to UGC, but it is difficult to maintain stability, and it is necessary to invest a lot of
money in content infrastructure construction. In the process of deploying interactive software
and animated series, it should be coordinated with UGC to inject more cultural elements into
the development of IP, so as to form a unique worldview [10]. In the face of the increasingly
serious problem of counterfeiting, people should not only take litigation measures, but also
use the blockchain technology to carry out cryptographic verification for all products [8].

7 Conclusion

The success of Labubu in the international market proves that the framework of operation is
reasonable: the use of "emotional container" to export culture, the use of algorithm to achieve
decentralization, and the use of DTC supply chain to achieve stability and integration. In the
process of selling products, people should not be bound by culture, but to reduce the threshold
of user cognition and encourage users to actively consume.

It can be seen that there are many operational paradoxes in the process of collecting
empirical data. Although "de-territorialization" can achieve global scaling without friction, it
cannot play the role of cultural anchoring in the long run, and the IP will encounter serious
risks of speculation. At present, the data show that only 38% of the global discourse attributes
Labubu to Chinese culture, which means that stateless commodities can be produced. The
fundamental purpose of cultural export is not only to create commercial phenomena without
constraints, but also to achieve sustainable development. In the next stage of development,
scholars must achieve a balance between opening up the structure and participating in UGC
globally, and encode philosophical and cultural architecture in a hidden way. Only in this
way can emerging IPs ease the tension between cultural identity and market acceptance and
get through the hype cycle.
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