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Abstract

This paper presents a comprehensive multidimensional model for understanding Generation
Z's gift-giving behavior, integrating social exchange theory, consumer decision-making
processes, and the unique influence of "Kawaii" aesthetics in digital contexts. Through
synthesizing diverse theoretical frameworks including Social Exchange Theory, Gift Economy
principles, Emotional Value Theory, and Digital Influence Models, we propose an integrated
approach to analyzing how Z-Generation consumers navigate gift selection and exchange. Our
model particularly emphasizes the role of "Kawaii" culture as a global phenomenon
influencing consumer preferences, the impact of digital platforms and influencer marketing,
and the significance of peer showcasing in driving consumption patterns. The findings offer
valuable insights for both academic research and practical marketing applications, providing
a nuanced understanding of how traditional gift-giving practices evolve within digitally native
generations.

Keywords: Generation Z, Gift-Giving Behavior, Kawaii Culture, Social Exchange Theory, Digital
Consumer Behavior, Influencer Marketing

Introduction

Background and Significance

Gift-giving represents one of humanity's most fundamental social practices, transcending
mere economic transactions to embody complex networks of social, cultural, and
psychological significance (Mauss, 1950/2002; Sherif & Sherif, 1969). As a universal
phenomenon, it serves multiple functions: reinforcing social bonds, expressing emotions,
maintaining reciprocal relationships, and communicating social status (Belk, 1988; Sherry,
1983). In the contemporary digital age, these traditional functions have evolved and
expanded, particularly among Generation Z (born between 1997 and 2012), whose gift-giving
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behaviors reflect unique characteristics shaped by digital nativity, global connectivity, and
shifting cultural values (Twenge, 2017; Seemiller & Grace, 2019).

The significance of analyzing Z-Generation gift-giving behavior extends beyond academic
curiosity to practical implications for multiple stakeholders. From a theoretical perspective,
this demographic presents an opportunity to examine how classical theories of exchange and
consumption adapt to digital contexts. From a practical standpoint, understanding Z-Gen's
gift-giving patterns is crucial for businesses, marketers, and social scientists seeking to
comprehend evolving consumer behaviors in an increasingly interconnected world.

Research Objectives

This paper pursues several interconnected objectives that collectively advance our
understanding of contemporary gift-giving practices. The primary aim is to develop a
comprehensive multidimensional model that captures the complexity of Z-Generation gift-
giving behavior in all its nuanced manifestations. This model seeks to move beyond traditional
frameworks by incorporating the unique digital and cultural contexts that shape this
generation's consumption patterns. Additionally, we examine the role of "Kawaii" aesthetics
as a cultural force influencing gift selection and consumption, recognizing its evolution from
a Japanese subcultural phenomenon to a global aesthetic paradigm. Our analysis extends to
the impact of digital platforms, influencer marketing, and peer dynamics on gift-giving
decisions, acknowledging how these technological mediators fundamentally alter traditional
exchange relationships. Furthermore, we aim to provide actionable insights for marketing
strategies targeting Z-Generation consumers while identifying future research directions in
the intersection of digital culture and consumer behavior.

Theoretical Contributions

Our research makes several significant contributions to existing literature that advance both
theoretical understanding and practical application. We extend Social Exchange Theory to
digital contexts specific to Z-Generation, demonstrating how traditional concepts of
reciprocity and obligation manifest in online environments. The integration of "Kawaii"
Studies with consumer behavior theories represents a novel synthesis that acknowledges the
growing influence of East Asian cultural exports on global consumption patterns. Our
proposed framework for understanding peer influence in digital gift-giving contexts offers
new insights into how social validation operates in networked environments. Perhaps most
significantly, we bridge Eastern and Western perspectives on gift economy and consumption,
creating a more holistic understanding of contemporary exchange practices that transcends
cultural boundaries.

Literature Review

Evolution of Gift-Giving Studies

The anthropological study of gift-giving began with Marcel Mauss's seminal work "The Gift"
(1950/2002), which established the foundation for understanding gifts as total social
phenomena. This groundbreaking analysis revealed how gift exchange systems create and
maintain social bonds through intricate webs of obligation and reciprocity. Subsequent
research has expanded across multiple disciplines, each contributing unique perspectives to
our understanding of this complex social practice.
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Building on Mauss's foundation, anthropological perspectives have continued to evolve
through the work of scholars like Sahlins (1972) and Godelier (1999), who explored gift
economies in various cultural contexts. Their research emphasizes the fundamental
distinction between commodity exchange and gift exchange, highlighting how gifts create and
maintain social relationships through obligations of giving, receiving, and reciprocating. These
studies reveal that gift-giving operates according to logics that often contradict market
rationality, prioritizing social cohesion over economic efficiency.

From a sociological standpoint, Blau (1964) and Homans (1961) developed Social Exchange
Theory, providing comprehensive frameworks for understanding the cost-benefit calculations
underlying social interactions, including gift-giving. This perspective has been particularly
influential in examining how individuals navigate the complexities of gift selection and
presentation, balancing personal desires with social expectations and resource constraints.
The theory illuminates how gift-giving decisions involve sophisticated social calculations that
extend far beyond simple economic considerations.

Consumer behavior research has further enriched our understanding by investigating gift-
giving as a consumption phenomenon. Marketing scholars including Belk (1979), Sherry
(1983), and Ruth, Otnes, and Brunel (1999) have examined various factors influencing gift
selection, the role of self-gift giving, and the emotional aspects of gift exchange. These studies
reveal how consumer culture shapes gift-giving practices, introducing considerations of brand
meaning, retail environments, and marketing communications into traditional exchange
relationships.

Contemporary urban contexts introduce additional complexities to gift-giving practices that
traditional theories must adapt to address. Urban environments, with their characteristic
features of anonymity, diversity, and accelerated lifestyles (Fischer, 1982; Sennett, 1970),
create paradoxical conditions for gift exchange. While traditional community bonds weaken,
the need for meaningful connection intensifies, positioning gifts as crucial mediators of social
relationships. Z-Generation urban dwellers particularly experience this tension, using gift-
giving to create intimacy within impersonal city landscapes while simultaneously broadcasting
these exchanges through digital networks that extend far beyond geographical boundaries.
This urban dimension proves particularly relevant for understanding Z-Generation gift-giving,
as this cohort increasingly concentrates in metropolitan areas where digital and physical
social networks intersect in complex ways, transforming gift exchange from localized rituals
into globally visible performances.

Generation Z: A Unique Consumer Cohort

Generation Z represents the first truly digital-native generation, possessing characteristics
that fundamentally distinguish them from previous cohorts. Their continuous connectivity
and comfort with technology, as noted by Prensky (2001), creates an environment where
online and offline experiences seamlessly merge. This digital fluency extends beyond mere
tool use to encompass entirely new ways of conceptualizing social relationships, self-
presentation, and consumption.

Francis and Hoefel (2018) identify value-driven consumption as a defining characteristic of
this generation, with particular emphasis on sustainability and social responsibility. Unlike
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previous generations who might have viewed ethical consumption as optional or aspirational,
Z-Generation consumers increasingly see it as fundamental to their identity and social
standing. This orientation toward values-based decision-making profoundly influences their
gift-giving choices, favoring brands and products that align with their ethical commitments.

The preference for authentic, personalized experiences over standardized products
represents another crucial characteristic, as Wood (2013) demonstrates. This generation
seeks gifts that tell stories, create memories, and reflect deep understanding of the recipient's
unique personality and interests. Mass-produced items hold less appeal than customized,
curated, or experiential offerings that demonstrate thoughtfulness and effort.

Perhaps most significantly, Fromm and Read (2018) highlight the strong influence of peer
networks and social media on Z-Generation decision-making. Unlike previous generations
who might have relied primarily on family or close friends for gift recommendations, Z-
Generation consumers navigate complex networks of influence that span local peer groups,
online communities, and parasocial relationships with content creators and influencers.

The "Kawaii" Phenomenon in Global Consumer Culture

The concept of "Kawaii" (727 ), often translated as "cute," has undergone a remarkable
transformation from a Japanese aesthetic principle to a global cultural phenomenon. Kinsella
(1995) and Yano (2013) trace this evolution, demonstrating how what began as a youth
subculture in Japan has become a mainstream aesthetic preference worldwide. Recent
scholarship has examined this transformation and transmission across cultures with
increasing sophistication.

Oe and Weeks (2020) conducted a comprehensive bibliometric analysis and text mining study
that illuminates how Kawaii culture functions as a form of pop-cultural diplomacy. Their
research reveals that Kawaii transmits Japanese values globally while simultaneously adapting
to local contexts, creating hybrid forms that resonate with diverse audiences. Their findings
demonstrate that Kawaii has become a "cultural bridge" facilitating cross-cultural
understanding and consumption, particularly among younger demographics who embrace its
aesthetic and emotional dimensions (Figure 1).
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Figure 1 Kawaii Culture: From Japan to Global Phenomenon

The psychological appeal of Kawaii extends far beyond surface-level aesthetics, as Nittono's
(2016) research demonstrates. Exposure to Kawaii stimuli promotes careful behavioral
tendencies and positive emotional states, suggesting deep psychological mechanisms
underlying its appeal. This psychological dimension proves particularly relevant for
understanding Z-Generation's attraction to Kawaii products as gifts, as these items serve
complex emotional and social functions that transcend their material properties.

Theoretical Framework: A Multidimensional Model

Model Overview

Our multidimensional model integrates multiple theoretical perspectives to comprehensively
capture Z-Generation gift-giving behavior in its full complexity. The model consists of four
interconnected dimensions that operate synergistically rather than independently. The Social
Exchange and Relationship Cultivation Dimension examines how traditional exchange
principles adapt to digital contexts. The Cultural-Aesthetic Dimension, focusing on the
"Kawaii" Factor, explores how global aesthetic movements influence gift selection. The
Interpersonal Dynamics Dimension analyzes how relationship characteristics shape gift-giving
decisions. Finally, the Digital Influence and Peer Dynamics Dimension investigates how online
platforms and social networks transform traditional influence patterns.

Each dimension contributes unique insights while interacting with others to create emergent
properties that cannot be understood through isolated analysis. This systemic approach
reflects the complex reality of Z-Generation gift-giving, where multiple factors simultaneously
influence decisions in ways that traditional linear models cannot capture. Figure 2 shows the
holistic view of the Z-Generation gift-giving ecosystem.
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Figure 2 The Z-Generation Gift-Giving Ecosystem: A Four-Dimensional Framework

Dimension 1: Gift-Giving as Social Exchange and Relationship Cultivation

Theoretical Foundation

This dimension draws primarily from Social Exchange Theory as articulated by Blau (1964) and
Homans (1961), alongside Gift Economy principles explored by Godelier (1999) and Sahlins
(1972). Social Exchange Theory posits that human relationships form through subjective cost-
benefit analyses and comparisons of alternatives, creating complex webs of reciprocal
obligation and mutual benefit.

In gift-giving contexts, benefits encompass far more than immediate pleasure or utility. They
include the strengthening of social bonds through shared experiences and mutual
recognition, the expression of gratitude and affection that words alone cannot convey, and
the maintenance of social harmony through appropriate recognition of relationships and
occasions. Gifts also serve to enhance social status, both for givers who demonstrate
generosity and taste, and for receivers who gain prestige through association with thoughtful
gift-givers. Perhaps most importantly, gifts create memorable experiences that become part
of shared relationship narratives, strengthening bonds over time.

The costs involved in gift-giving extend similarly beyond mere monetary expenditure. Time
and effort invested in selection often exceed financial costs, particularly for Z-Generation
consumers who pride themselves on finding unique, meaningful gifts. The emotional labor
involved in choosing appropriate gifts creates stress and anxiety, particularly when navigating
complex social relationships or unclear expectations. The risk of rejection or disappointment
looms large, as inappropriate gifts can damage relationships rather than strengthen them.
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For Z-Generation, these traditional benefit-cost calculations become complicated by digital
contexts that add layers of complexity. The visibility of gift-giving on social media platforms
introduces elements of social performance and public validation that previous generations
did not face. Gifts must now satisfy not only the recipient but also the broader audience of
social media followers who witness the exchange, as Goffman's (1959) dramaturgical
approach and boyd's (2014) work on networked public’s help us understand. Figure 3
indicates the fundamental shift from traditional benefit-cost calculations to the complex
digital ecosystem of Z-Generation gift-giving. The diagram illustrates how social media
platforms create multiple layers of audience consideration, transforming private exchanges
into public performances that require validation from recipients, social media followers, and
broader networked audiences simultaneously. This visualization demonstrates the
application of Goffman's (1959) dramaturgical approach and boyd's (2014) concept of
networked publics to contemporary gift-giving practices.
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Figure 3 The Digital Gift Theater: How Social Media Transforms Z-Generation Exchange

Gift Economy in Digital Contexts

Gift Economy principles emphasize non-monetary values embedded in gift exchange,
revealing how gifts create social bonds that transcend market relationships. Z-Generation's
gift-giving often prioritizes experiential and symbolic value over material worth, aligning with
their reported preferences for experiences over possessions as documented by Eventbrite
(2016). This shift reflects broader movement from material to post-material values that
Inglehart (1977) identified, now accelerated by digital possibilities.

Digital platforms facilitate entirely new forms of gift economies that blur traditional
boundaries between material and virtual, individual and collective, private and public. Virtual
gifts in gaming and social media contexts create new categories of symbolic exchange where
the gesture matters more than any physical transfer. Crowdfunded gifts for social causes
allow groups to collectively express care while supporting values-based initiatives.
Subscription-based gift services extend gift-giving from single moments to ongoing
relationships. Digital content as gifts, including carefully curated playlists, digital art, and even
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NFTs, creates new possibilities for personalized, meaningful exchange that requires no
physical logistics.

The relationship between gift-receiving and identity formation extends beyond immediate
consumption to create lasting impacts on self-concept and future choices. Ashworth et al.
(2025) introduce the concept of "reflected appraisals" from gifts, demonstrating how received
gifts shape recipients' understanding of how others perceive them, subsequently influencing
their identity development and consumption choices. This process proves particularly
significant for Z-Generation consumers, whose identity formation occurs simultaneously
across digital and physical spaces where gifts serve as tangible anchors for fluid self-concepts.
When Z-Generation individuals receive Kawaii-themed gifts, for instance, they interpret these
not merely as objects but as statements about how others view their personality, interests,
and social positioning. These reflected appraisals from gifts create feedback loops were
received gifts influence future self-presentation, purchase decisions, and even gift-giving
choices, establishing patterns that can persist throughout adulthood. The enduring nature of
these gift-derived identity influences suggests that gift-giving among Z-Generation serves
crucial developmental functions beyond immediate social exchange.

Dimension 2: The "Kawaii" Factor in Z-Gen Consumer Decision-Making

Kawaii as a Global Aesthetic Force

The influence of Kawaii on Z-Generation consumption patterns represents a significant
cultural shift that demands serious academic attention. As Oe and Weeks (2020) demonstrate
through their comprehensive bibliometric analysis, Kawaii culture has evolved from a
Japanese subcultural phenomenon to a mainstream global aesthetic that particularly
resonates with younger consumers. Their text mining approach revealed that Kawaii-related
content clusters around themes of emotional connection, self-expression, and cultural
identity, all of which align closely with Z-Generation values and priorities.

The appeal of Kawaii products as gifts can be understood through multiple theoretical lenses
that reveal its multifaceted nature. Emotional Value Theory, as articulated by Holbrook
(1994), helps explain how Kawaii items provide emotional satisfaction far exceeding their
functional utility. The phenomenon of "cute aggression" identified by Aragén et al. (2015)
suggests that Kawaii stimuli trigger complex emotional responses involving both approach
and avoidance tendencies, creating a unique form of engagement that enhances the
perceived value of gifts.

For Z-Generation, consuming and gifting Kawaii products serves crucial functions in identity
construction and communication. Drawing on Erikson's (1968) work on identity formation and
Arnett's (2000) theory of emerging adulthood, we can understand how Kawaii aesthetics
provide a socially acceptable way to maintain connections to childhood while navigating adult
responsibilities. The aesthetic functions as what Hall (1980) termed a "cultural code,"
signaling membership in global youth culture while allowing for individual expression through
selective adoption and personalization.

Psychological Mechanisms

The psychological appeal of Kawaii in gift-giving contexts operates through several
sophisticated mechanisms that explain its enduring appeal. In terms of emotional regulation,
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Kawaii products serve functions similar to what Winnicott (1953) described as "transitional
objects," providing comfort and emotional security during times of stress or transition. For Z-
Generation consumers facing unprecedented levels of anxiety and uncertainty, Kawaii gifts
offer a form of emotional refuge that more practical gifts cannot provide.

Social bonding through shared Kawaii aesthetics creates powerful in-group identification that
strengthens peer relationships. When friends exchange Kawaii gifts, they reinforce shared
cultural references and aesthetic preferences that distinguish their social group from others.
This process of boundary creation and maintenance through material culture has deep
anthropological roots but takes new forms in digital contexts where aesthetic choices become
immediately visible to broad networks.

The elements of nostalgia and escapism embedded in Kawaii aesthetics provide temporary
respite from adult responsibilities and pressures. Unlike previous generations who might have
hidden such preferences, Z-Generation openly embraces the tension between childlike
aesthetics and adult lives, finding in Kawaii a form of resistance to conventional maturity
narratives that demand the abandonment of playfulness and whimsy.

Dimension 3: The Interpersonal Dynamics of Giver-Receiver Relationships

Relationship Marketing Perspectives

Relationship Marketing theory, as developed by Berry (1995) and Grénroos (1994), provides
crucial insights into how gift-giving strengthens interpersonal bonds in contemporary
contexts. For Z-Generation, relationships exist and require maintenance across multiple
platforms and contexts, necessitating gifts that can traverse digital and physical boundaries
while maintaining meaning and relevance.

A critical yet often overlooked aspect of gift-giving dynamics involves the asymmetric
perceptions between givers and receivers regarding gift quality importance. Mu and Givi
(2025) identify a significant giver-recipient asymmetry where gift-givers consistently
overestimate the importance recipients place on selecting the "perfect" gift, while recipients
focus more on the thought and effort behind the gesture. This asymmetry has profound
implications for Z-Generation gift-giving, where social media visibility can amplify givers'
anxiety about gift selection while potentially missing recipients' actual preferences for
authenticity over perfection. Understanding this asymmetry helps explain why Z-Generation
consumers often experience significant stress around gift-giving occasions despite recipients'
generally forgiving attitudes toward imperfect gift choices. This finding suggests that
marketing communications targeting gift-givers might effectively reduce purchase anxiety by
emphasizing thought and personalization over objective gift quality.

The nature of the relationship between giver and receiver fundamentally shapes appropriate
gift categories and selection strategies. Romantic relationships demand gifts that balance
intimacy with respect for boundaries, particularly in early stages where excessive gifts might
create discomfort. Familial relationships often involve navigating between tradition and
innovation, honoring established patterns while introducing new elements that reflect
generational change. Friendships require gifts that reinforce shared experiences and inside
jokes while avoiding implications of romantic interest. The complexity of familial gift-giving is
particularly evident in mother-daughter relationships, which Liu et al. (2024) characterize as
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involving intricate micropolitics of power, identity, and emotional negotiation. Their research
reveals how gift exchanges between mothers and daughters serve as sites of both connection
and contestation, where generational differences in values and aesthetics create tensions
that must be carefully navigated. For Z-Generation daughters, receiving gifts from mothers
often involves negotiating between appreciation for the gesture and assertion of independent
identity, particularly when gifts reflect generational differences in taste or values. This
dynamic becomes especially pronounced when mothers attempt to gift items reflecting their
own aesthetic preferences rather than their daughters' evolving identities, creating what Liu
et al. term "gift friction" that must be managed through emotional labor and strategic
communication. Professional relationships demand careful calibration to avoid appearances
of bribery while still expressing appropriate recognition and gratitude.

Relationship stage introduces temporal dynamics that further complicate gift selection. New
relationships require different strategies than established ones, with early exchanges focusing
on learning preferences and establishing reciprocity patterns. As relationships mature, gifts
often become more personalized and may decrease in frequency while increasing in
significance. Z-Generation's accelerated relationship development through digital platforms
can compress these stages, requiring rapid adaptation of gift-giving strategies.

Cultural context adds another layer of complexity that Z-Generation navigates with
unprecedented sophistication. Their multicultural awareness, developed through global
digital connections, influences gift selection for diverse recipients. This requires
understanding not only surface-level cultural preferences but also deeper values and taboos
that might make certain gifts inappropriate regardless of personal relationships.

Social Network Analysis Applications

Social Network Analysis, as articulated by Wasserman and Faust (1994), offers sophisticated
methodological tools for mapping gift-giving patterns within Z-Generation social circles.
Network metrics reveal patterns invisible to traditional analysis, illuminating how gifts flow
through social systems and create cascading effects.

Centrality measures identify key individuals whose gift-giving choices influence broader
network patterns. These social influencers, distinct from commercial influencers, shape gift-
giving norms through their selections and presentations. Clustering coefficients reveal how
tightly connected groups develop distinct gift-giving cultures that may differ significantly from
broader generational patterns. Tie strength analysis demonstrates how relationship intensity
correlates with gift value, frequency, and type, though Z-Generation often subverts
traditional expectations by maintaining strong ties through minimal material exchange while
expressing weak ties through elaborate gifts.

These network dynamics help predict gift-giving frequency across different social positions,
revealing how network location influences both giving and receiving patterns. Gift value and
type correlate with network structures, as individuals adapt their giving to maintain
appropriate status within their social systems. Reciprocity patterns emerge that reflect both
traditional obligations and new forms of indirect reciprocity mediated by digital platforms.
The influence spread of gift trends through networks follows predictable patterns that
marketers can leverage while respecting organic social processes.
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Life Cycle Considerations

Z-Generation's life stage transitions significantly impact gift-giving behavior in ways that differ
from previous generations due to extended adolescence, economic pressures, and changing
social norms. During student years, limited budgets drive remarkable creativity in gift-giving,
with personalized, handmade, or carefully curated gifts compensating for low monetary
value. This constraint often produces more meaningful exchanges than expensive purchases,
as effort and thoughtfulness become primary currencies.

The transition to early career stages introduces new dynamics as increased purchasing power
enables premium gift options previously out of reach. However, Z-Generation often maintains
preferences for meaningful over expensive gifts, using additional resources to enhance
personalization rather than simply purchasing luxury items. This period also introduces
workplace gift-giving obligations that require careful navigation of professional boundaries
while maintaining authentic personal expression.

Relationship milestones create new gift obligations that Z-Generation approaches with both
tradition and innovation. Dating relationships involve carefully calibrated gift exchanges that
signal commitment levels without creating pressure. Engagements and marriages blend
traditional expectations with personal values, often emphasizing experiences and sustainable
choices over conventional luxury goods. The emergence of chosen family structures alongside
biological families creates expanded gift-giving networks that require thoughtful resource
allocation.

Digital milestones represent entirely new categories of gift-giving occasions unique to this
generation. Online achievements, from gaming accomplishments to social media milestones,
require appropriate recognition that bridges virtual and physical realms. Virtual celebrations,
including online parties and livestreamed events, demand gifts that can be experienced
remotely while maintaining personal significance.

Dimension 4: Influencer Impact and Peer Showcasing in the Digital Age

Influencer Marketing Dynamics

The impact of influencers on Z-Generation gift-giving operates through multiple sophisticated
theoretical mechanisms that extend beyond simple product endorsement. The Source
Credibility Model, originally developed by Hovland, Janis, and Kelley (1953), takes new forms
in digital contexts where credibility derives from complex combinations of factors.

Expertise in specific product categories matters, but Z-Generation values authenticity over
traditional expertise markers. Influencers who admit limitations and share failures alongside
successes build stronger credibility than those presenting perfect knowledge.
Trustworthiness develops through consistent content that maintains voice and values across
time, with audiences quick to detect and punish perceived selling out. Attractiveness
encompasses not just physical appearance but entire lifestyle presentations that followers
find aspirational yet attainable. Relatability often matters more than perfection, with
influencers who share struggles and uncertainties building stronger connections than those
presenting idealized lives.
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Parasocial Relationships, first identified by Horton and Wohl (1956), intensify in digital
contexts where influencers share intimate life details across multiple platforms. Z-Generation
forms one-sided emotional connections that feel genuinely reciprocal, treating product
recommendations as personal advice from trusted friends. This parasocial dynamic reaches
particular intensity on platforms like TikTok and Instagram, where algorithmic feeds create
illusions of personal communication. The strength of these relationships often exceeds real-
world friendships in terms of influence on purchasing decisions, as parasocial relationships
avoid the complications and reciprocal obligations of actual friendships.

The Elaboration Likelihood Model developed by Petty and Cacioppo (1986) illuminates how
gift purchase decisions follow both central and peripheral processing routes depending on
involvement levels and cognitive resources. Central route processing occurs when Z-
Generation consumers engage deeply with detailed product reviews, comparison videos, and
technical specifications. This systematic evaluation typically happens for significant gifts or
when personal interest runs high. Peripheral route processing dominates routine gift
decisions, where aesthetic appeal, influencer endorsement, and viral trends drive quick
decisions based on emotional response rather than careful analysis.

Peer Showcasing and Social Comparison

Beyond commercial influencer impact, peer dynamics within Z-Generation's immediate social
networks significantly shape gift-giving behavior through mechanisms both ancient and novel.
Social Comparison Theory, articulated by Festinger (1954), finds new expression in digital
contexts where constant visibility enables continuous comparison across multiple
dimensions.

Z-Generation engages in sophisticated forms of social comparison that recognize the curated
nature of online presentations while still experiencing their emotional impact. Upward
comparisons with peers perceived as more successful or attractive drive aspirational
purchases aimed at closing perceived gaps. These comparisons often focus on aesthetic
lifestyle elements where gifts play prominent roles as status markers. Lateral comparisons
with perceived equals reinforce group norms and establish acceptable gift-giving standards
within specific social circles. Downward comparisons with those perceived as less fortunate
provide self-esteem boosts while also inspiring charitable gift-giving that demonstrates social
consciousness.

Reference Group Influence, as explored by Park and Lessig (1977), becomes increasingly
complex when Z-Generation maintains membership in multiple, sometimes conflicting
reference groups. Online communities centered around specific interests establish gift-giving
norms that may conflict with local peer expectations. Educational peer groups maintain
different standards than workplace networks, requiring code-switching in gift selection and
presentation. Cultural and ethnic communities preserve traditional gift-giving customs while
adapting to digital contexts. Global youth culture movements create overarching influence
that transcends local variations while allowing for regional expression.

The Diffusion of Innovations framework developed by Rogers (2003) helps explain how gift

trends spread through Z-Generation networks with unprecedented speed. Innovators within
networks, often possessing high social capital and risk tolerance, introduce new gift categories
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through early adoption. Their selections undergo rapid evaluation by early adopters who
assess social viability before broader promotion. The early majority's adoption signals
mainstream acceptance, triggering rapid spread through network effects amplified by digital
sharing. Even laggards who maintain conventional choices face pressure to acknowledge new
trends, creating dynamic tension between tradition and innovation.

The emergence of live streaming platforms has created entirely new contexts for gift-giving
that combine real-time social influence with digital consumption. Luo et al. (2025) reveal how
gifting behaviour on live streaming platforms operates through mechanisms of social
influence and herding behaviour, where viewers' gift-giving decisions are significantly
influenced by observing others' gifting actions in real-time. This phenomenon represents a
unique form of synchronous digital gift-giving where the act of giving becomes a public
performance witnessed by potentially thousands of viewers simultaneously. The herding
effect identified in their research demonstrates how Z-Generation's gift-giving extends
beyond traditional dyadic exchanges to encompass collective, performative acts that blur
boundaries between individual expression and group dynamics. This real-time, visible nature
of digital gifting on streaming platforms amplifies social proof mechanisms, creating cascading
effects where initial gifts trigger waves of subsequent giving, fundamentally altering
traditional gift-giving temporalities and reciprocities.

Model Integration and Practical Implications

Synergistic Effects

The four dimensions of our model interact synergistically to create emergent properties that
cannot be understood through isolated analysis. Kawaii aesthetics facilitate social exchange
by providing an emotionally resonant vocabulary of gifts that transcend linguistic and cultural
barriers. When incorporated thoughtfully, these aesthetic elements enhance the emotional
value of gifts while signaling membership in global youth culture. Digital platforms amplify
interpersonal dynamics through public gift displays that transform private exchanges into
social performances. This visibility creates accountability for reciprocity while also enabling
new forms of collective gift-giving that strengthen community bonds.

Influencer recommendations shape perceptions of appropriate gifts for different
relationships by establishing aspirational standards while maintaining attainability. The
parasocial relationships formed with influencers provide scripts for gift-giving that reduce
anxiety while ensuring social acceptability. Peer showcasing reinforces cultural trends
including Kawaii consumption by creating visible evidence of adoption patterns. This social
proof accelerates diffusion while also enabling resistance through conscious non-adoption
that signals alternative values.

Marketing Strategy Implications

For businesses targeting Z-Generation gift markets, our model suggests sophisticated
approaches that respect this generation's unique characteristics while leveraging their
openness to commercial relationships that provide genuine value.

Product development must integrate Kawaii elements thoughtfully, respecting cultural

authenticity while allowing for local adaptation. This requires deep understanding of Kawaii
philosophy beyond surface aesthetics, recognizing how cuteness serves emotional and social
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functions. Design for social media sharing becomes essential, as products must photograph
well and create engaging content opportunities. Customization options that enable personal
expression allow Z-Generation consumers to maintain individuality within trend adoption.
Sustainable and ethically sourced options address values-based concerns that influence
purchase decisions regardless of aesthetic preferences.

Communication strategies require nuanced approaches that balance commercial objectives
with authentic relationship building. Partnerships with micro-influencers often prove more
effective than celebrity endorsements, as smaller influencers maintain stronger parasocial
relationships with followers. User-generated content campaigns that showcase real gift-
giving moments create authentic social proof while providing content creators with
participation opportunities. Narrative marketing that emphasizes emotional connections and
relationship stories resonates more strongly than feature-focused approaches. Utilizing
AR/VR technologies for virtual gift experiences addresses Z-Generation's comfort with digital-
physical boundary crossing while creating memorable interactions.

The importance of packaging design extends beyond mere aesthetics to encompass deep
cultural meanings that influence gift perception and acceptance. Zhang et al. (2025)
demonstrate how gift packaging shape significantly impacts consumer perception through
the lens of face consciousness, a concept particularly salient in East Asian cultures but
increasingly relevant in global gift-giving contexts. Their research reveals that packaging
serves not merely as protection or decoration but as a critical communicative element that
signals the giver's effort, respect, and understanding of social hierarchies. For Z-Generation
consumers operating in multicultural contexts, packaging design must navigate between
global aesthetic trends like Kawaii and local cultural expectations regarding appropriate
presentation. The shape, size, and elaborateness of packaging communicate messages about
the relationship's importance and the giver's social sophistication, making packaging design
decisions as crucial as product selection itself.

Distribution channels must provide seamless omnichannel experiences that recognize Z-
Generation's fluid movement between digital and physical spaces. Social commerce
integration enables purchase at the moment of inspiration without disrupting social media
experiences. Subscription and curation services address desire for ongoing relationships
rather than transactional exchanges. Global shipping capabilities recognize the international
nature of Z-Generation social networks, enabling gift-giving across distances that previous
generations could not easily bridge.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

Current Limitations

Our model, while comprehensive, faces several limitations that must be acknowledged to
properly contextualize its contributions and applications. The theoretical frameworks we
employ primarily derive from Western academic traditions, potentially embedding cultural
biases that may not fully capture gift-giving practices in non-Western contexts. While we
attempt to bridge Eastern and Western perspectives through inclusion of Kawaii studies,
deeper integration of non-Western theoretical frameworks would strengthen the model's
global applicability.
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Z-Generation's behaviors evolve rapidly in response to technological advancement and
cultural shifts, potentially limiting the temporal validity of our findings. The pace of change in
digital platforms, aesthetic trends, and social norms means that specific manifestations of
gift-giving behavior may shift even as underlying patterns remain stable. Our model attempts
to capture enduring principles while acknowledging that surface expressions will continue to
evolve.

Individual variation within Z-Generation remains significant despite generational
commonalities. Factors including socioeconomic status, cultural background, geographic
location, and personal values create substantial heterogeneity that our model can
acknowledge but not fully capture. While we identify general patterns, practitioners must
remain sensitive to individual differences when applying these insights.

Platform specificity introduces another limitation, as different social media environments
foster distinct gift-giving behaviors. The affordances of Instagram differ from those of TikTok,
Discord, or emerging platforms, creating micro-cultures of gift exchange that our broad model
cannot fully address. As new platforms emerge and existing ones evolve, gift-giving practices
will continue to differentiate across digital spaces.

Future Research Opportunities

The limitations identified above point toward rich opportunities for future research that could
extend and refine our model. Empirical validation through large-scale quantitative studies
would test model predictions and identify boundary conditions. Such studies could employ
experimental methods to isolate dimensional effects and survey methods to map gift-giving
patterns across diverse populations.

Cross-cultural comparisons examining how the model applies across different cultural
contexts would enhance its global relevance. Particular attention to non-Western gift-giving
traditions and their interaction with global youth culture could reveal new dimensions
currently absent from our framework. Comparative studies between Eastern and Western Z-
Generation cohorts could illuminate how cultural background moderates’ generational
effects.

Longitudinal studies tracking changes in gift-giving behavior as Z-Generation ages would
reveal how life stage transitions affect established patterns. Following cohorts through major
transitions like college graduation, career establishment, and family formation would show
how early gift-giving habits evolve or persist. Such studies could also track how technological
changes influence gift-giving evolution within the same generational cohort.

Platform-specific analysis through deep ethnographic studies of gift-giving on emerging
platforms would capture nuanced behaviors our broad model obscures. As metaverse
environments mature, understanding gift-giving in fully virtual spaces becomes crucial. The
integration of artificial intelligence into gift recommendation and selection processes
presents another frontier requiring investigation.

Sustainability focus deserves particular attention given Z-Generation's environmental
concerns. Research into how ecological values influence gift selection, the rise of second-hand
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and upcycled gifts, and the tension between consumption and environmental protection
would provide crucial insights. Understanding how Z-Generation navigates the contradiction
between gift-giving imperatives and anti-consumption values could reveal new forms of
sustainable exchange.

Conclusion

Summary and Key Findings

This paper presents a comprehensive multidimensional model for understanding Z-
Generation gift-giving behavior in digital contexts, addressing a crucial gap in consumer
behavior literature. By integrating Social Exchange Theory, Kawaii cultural studies,
interpersonal dynamics, and digital influence mechanisms, we provide a nuanced framework
for analyzing contemporary gift-giving practices that respects their complexity while offering
practical insights.

The model reveals how traditional gift-giving functions persist while adapting to digital
natives' unique characteristics and values. Gift-giving continues to serve essential social
functions of relationship building, status communication, and emotional expression, but
these functions now operate through new channels and according to evolved logics. The
persistence of fundamental human needs for connection and recognition ensures continuity
with historical practices, while digital affordances and global cultural flows create novel
expressions.

The incorporation of Kawaii aesthetics as a significant factor represents a notable departure
from traditional gift-giving studies, reflecting the globalization of youth culture and the
importance of emotional resonance in contemporary consumption. As Oe and Weeks (2020)
demonstrate through their comprehensive analysis, Kawaii culture serves as more than mere
aesthetic preference; it functions as a vehicle for cultural transmission and global value
creation, particularly relevant for understanding Z-Generation's gift choices. Their work
illuminates how pop-cultural elements become bridges for cross-cultural understanding,
enabling gift exchanges that transcend traditional cultural boundaries while maintaining local
relevance.

While this research does not claim to present entirely novel theoretical ground, it offers a
valuable contribution by applying established frameworks in innovative ways. The adaptation
of Goffman's (1959) dramaturgical approach—originally developed for face-to-face
interactions—and body’s (2014) concept of networked publics—primarily focused on teenage
social media use—to the specific context of gift-giving behaviour represents a fresh
theoretical synthesis. This approach demonstrates how contemporary phenomena such as
"Instagram-worthy" gifts, though widely recognized in popular discourse, can be rigorously
theorized through the lens of classical sociological frameworks. By connecting these everyday
digital practices to generational theory, particularly regarding Z-Generation consumers, this
study provides an interesting analytical perspective that bridges the gap between emerging
social behaviours and established theoretical foundations.

Our findings have significant implications for both theoretical advancement and practical
application. Academically, the model extends classical theories to digital contexts while
incorporating emerging cultural phenomena, demonstrating how established frameworks
require modification rather than abandonment when applied to new generational cohorts.
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The integration of multiple theoretical perspectives creates a more complete understanding
than any single approach could provide, suggesting the value of theoretical pluralism in
consumer behavior research.

Practically, the model provides actionable insights for businesses seeking to engage Z-
Generation consumers effectively. Understanding the multidimensional nature of gift-giving
decisions enables more sophisticated marketing strategies that respect consumer intelligence
while providing genuine value. The emphasis on authenticity, sustainability, and emotional
resonance suggests that successful gift marketing must align with generational values rather
than attempting to shape them.

As gift-giving continues to evolve alongside technological and cultural shifts, this
multidimensional model offers a foundation for understanding and predicting future
developments. The interplay between traditional social functions and digital innovations
ensures that gift-giving remains a rich area for continued research and practical exploration.
By recognizing both continuity and change in gift-giving practices, we can better appreciate
how fundamental human behaviors adapt to new contexts while maintaining their essential
social functions.

The Z-Generation's approach to gift-giving ultimately reflects broader shifts in how digital
natives navigate social relationships, express identity, and create meaning in an
interconnected world. Their practices suggest a future where gift-giving becomes increasingly
personalized, globally influenced, and values-driven, while never losing its fundamental role
in creating and maintaining the social bonds that define human community. Understanding
these evolving practices not only serves commercial interests but also provides insights into
how human sociality itself adapts to technological change while preserving essential elements
of care, reciprocity, and connection that gifts have always represented.

Theoretical and Contextual Significance

This study makes several substantive theoretical contributions to the consumer behavior
literature. First, it extends classical Social Exchange Theory into the digital age by
demonstrating how traditional concepts of reciprocity and obligation are transformed when
gift exchanges become public performances on social media platforms. This theoretical
extension is particularly significant as it bridges the gap between established sociological
frameworks and emerging digital behaviors, offering a template for future research on how
fundamental social theories adapt to technological change. Second, our integration of
"Kawaii" cultural studies with Western consumer behavior theories represents a pioneering
effort to create truly global theoretical frameworks that transcend East-West academic
boundaries. This synthesis is increasingly crucial as cultural products and aesthetics flow freely
across borders, requiring theoretical approaches that can accommodate multicultural
influences.

From a contextual perspective, this research addresses a critical gap in understanding the
world's first fully digital-native generation as they establish adult consumption patterns that
will likely persist for decades. The COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent digital acceleration
have made understanding online-mediated social behaviors more urgent than ever. Our
model provides timely insights into how young consumers maintain social bonds through
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material culture in an era of physical distancing and digital connection. Furthermore, as
businesses globally struggle to engage with Z-Generation consumers who reject traditional
marketing approaches, our multidimensional framework offers evidence-based strategies for
authentic engagement. The emphasis on "Kawaii" aesthetics as a global phenomenon also
highlights the growing importance of understanding Asian cultural exports in shaping
worldwide consumption trends, making this research particularly relevant for international
business strategies in an increasingly Asia-centric global economy.
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