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Abstract

Aims:This study conducts a systematic literature review (SLR) to evaluate the effectiveness of brand storytelling in the cross-cultural e-commerce context of Fuliang tea. It integrates global empirical evidence on storytelling marketing in the tea industry to provide academic insights for the internationalization of Fuliang tea brands.
Methods:Following the PRISMA protocol, this review searched Web of Science, Scopus, CNKI, ProQuest, EBSCO, and Google Scholar for studies published between 2010 and 2024. The search string was: (“tea*” OR “Fuliang”) AND (“storytelling” OR “narrative*” OR “brand story”) AND (“cross-cultur*” OR “international” OR “e-commerce”). Sixty-three peer-reviewed empirical studies were included (46 in English, 17 in Chinese). A content analysis combined with meta-ethnographic synthesis was conducted based on a Storytelling–Culture–Performance analytical framework.
Results:(1) The number of relevant publications increased exponentially (r = 0.84, p < 0.01) over the past fourteen years, with cross-border e-commerce and social-media-based studies comprising 58% after 2020.(2) The average effect size of storytelling strategies on brand attitude and purchase intention was d = 0.69 (95% CI = 0.57–0.81), while the effect on actual purchase behavior was moderate (d = 0.43).(3) Cross-cultural moderation analysis indicated that high-context cultures (e.g., China, Japan, Korea) preferred heritage-oriented narratives, whereas low-context cultures (e.g., the U.S., U.K., Germany) responded more favorably to sustainability and data-driven storytelling. Each unit increase in cultural distance reduced storytelling effectiveness by approximately 0.12.(4) Empirical evidence specifically concerning Fuliang tea was scarce (n = 3), yet global tea-related findings suggest that when storytelling simultaneously incorporates credible endorsement, emotional resonance, and cultural adaptation, brand premiums can increase by 15–30%.
Conclusion:Storytelling marketing is generally effective in cross-cultural e-commerce settings, though its effects are culturally bounded. Future research should focus on longitudinal or big-data-based designs centered on Fuliang tea and address emerging ethical issues such as cultural appropriation and greenwashing.
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1 INTRODUCTION
Fuliang tea, a tribute tea since the Tang dynasty, embodies the integrated cultural heritage of porcelain and tea in China (Dong et al., 2025; Xu et al., 2022; Ma & Lai, 2021). However, on cross-border e-commerce platforms such as Amazon, Shopee, and AliExpress, it continues to face the dilemma of being a strong product but a weak brand (Wang & Li, 2023; Huang et al., 2023). Brand storytelling has been recognized as a key strategy to transcend cultural barriers and enhance perceived value (Lundqvist et al., 2013). Although some anecdotal evidence claims that storytelling has increased average order value by 42% for certain Fuliang tea brands, such findings remain fragmented and contextually inconsistent (Eckardt et al., 2024; Batur & Çakıroğlu, 2023; Çetin, 2021).
Accordingly, this study addresses three research questions (RQs):
RQ1: What is the overall effect of storytelling marketing on tea brands’ cross-cultural performance?
RQ2: How do cultural contexts (e.g., high/low-context cultures, cultural distance, and value differences) moderate storytelling effectiveness?
RQ3: What implications do existing studies offer for the storytelling strategies and measurement tools relevant to Fuliang tea’s global expansion?

2 LITERATURE REVIEW
In recent years, brand storytelling has gained growing scholarly attention as an emotional branding strategy. Studies have shown that narrative techniques strengthen consumers’ emotional connections, enrich brand experience, and foster trust and loyalty (Chinki et al., 2025; Armiani & Nursansiwi, 2024). Within cross-cultural contexts, storytelling serves as a bridge to narrow cultural distance between domestic brands and foreign consumers.
Common narrative elements identified in prior research include origin memory, craftsmanship, and sustainability promises, which function differently across cultures. In agricultural and tea-related branding, studies reveal that integrating cultural heritage, emotional engagement, and product authenticity significantly enhances marketing performance. Conversely, moral and data-driven narratives appear more effective in low-context cultures where transparency is valued.
Moreover, storytelling effects are not universal; they are shaped by cultural distance, linguistic symbolism, and media form. Recent systematic reviews emphasize that in the digital age, culturally sensitive and interactive storytelling is crucial for maximizing marketing impact (Chinki et al., 2025). Thus, this study extends the literature by applying the Storytelling–Cross-Culture–Performance framework to the tea category, addressing a critical gap in how narrative strategies operate across diverse cultural environments.

3 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
3.1 Narrative Transportation Theory
According to Green and Brock (2000), narrative transportation theory posits that when audiences become “transported” into a coherent and vivid story world, their cognitive, affective, and behavioral responses change, enhancing persuasion. In brand storytelling, such immersion can shift consumer attitudes and purchase intentions by fostering empathy and identification.
3.2 High-/Low-Context Culture and Cultural Distance
Building on Hall’s (1976) framework, cultures can be characterized as high-context—where meaning relies on implicit cues and shared background—or low-context, where communication is explicit and data-based. Cultural distance further moderates message interpretation. This study assumes that in high-context cultures, heritage-oriented and emotional narratives are more persuasive, whereas in low-context cultures, transparent and scientific narratives yield stronger responses. Each unit increase in cultural distance is hypothesized to diminish the marginal effectiveness of storytelling.
Together, these theories underpin a conceptual Storytelling–Culture–Performance model, where storytelling strategies act as independent variables, cultural context (high/low-context, cultural distance, linguistic symbolism) as moderators, and brand performance outcomes (attitude, intention, behavior) as dependent variables.

4. METHOD
4.1 Search Strategy
Following the PRISMA 2020 guidelines (Page et al., 2021), a systematic search was conducted across six academic databases—Web of Science, Scopus, CNKI, ProQuest, EBSCO, and Google Scholar—covering publications between 2010 and 2024. The search query was designed to capture the intersection of three dimensions: storytelling, tea branding, and cross-cultural marketing. The Boolean search string applied was:(“tea” OR “Fuliang”) AND (“storytelling” OR “narrative” OR “brand story”) AND (“cross-cultur*” OR “international” OR “e-commerce”).No language restrictions were imposed to ensure inclusivity. In addition to peer-reviewed journals, grey literature (e.g., conference papers, theses, and trade reports) was screened to minimize publication bias. Duplicates were removed using EndNote and Zotero reference management systems.
4.2 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
To ensure the methodological rigor of this review, specific inclusion and exclusion criteria were established, as illustrated in Table 1. Studies were included if they constituted empirical research employing quantitative, qualitative, or mixed-methods designs and if they focused on tea or comparable agricultural and heritage products (such as coffee, cocoa, or wine) within branding and marketing contexts. Eligible studies further featured storytelling-based marketing interventions, including narrative advertising, origin storytelling, or cultural heritage narratives, and reported cross-cultural or international consumer outcomes such as attitudes, intentions, or behavioral responses. Conversely, studies were excluded if they were purely conceptual or theoretical without empirical validation, if they lacked tea-specific or agricultural sector data, or if their results did not permit extraction of effect sizes or relevant quantitative indicators. These criteria ensured that only empirically robust and thematically relevant studies were retained for synthesis.

Table 1.  Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria for Study Selection
	Criteria Type
	Description

	Inclusion Criteria
	1. Empirical research using quantitative, qualitative, or mixed-methods approaches.2. Focused on tea or similar agricultural/heritage products (e.g., coffee, cocoa, wine) in branding contexts.3. Involved storytelling interventions such as narrative advertising, origin storytelling, or cultural heritage narratives.4. Reported cross-cultural or international consumer outcomes (e.g., attitudes, intentions, behaviors).

	Exclusion Criteria
	1. Conceptual or theoretical papers without empirical data.2. Studies unrelated to tea or agricultural branding contexts.3. Studies with non-extractable quantitative indicators or incomplete data.


4.3 Screening Process
To ensure a rigorous and transparent selection of studies, a four-step PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) protocol was employed (see Figure 1). This structured approach systematically filtered the literature to identify studies relevant to the effectiveness of storytelling marketing in cross-cultural contexts, with a particular focus on Fuliang tea and the broader tea industry. The PRISMA framework provides clarity in reporting and helps ensure replicability in the study selection process.

The first step, Identification, involved a comprehensive search of six electronic databases—Web of Science, Scopus, CNKI, ProQuest, EBSCO, and Google Scholar—for studies published between 2010 and 2024. The search string used was: (“tea” OR “Fuliang”) AND (“storytelling” OR “narrative” OR “brand story”) AND (“cross-cultur” OR “international” OR “e-commerce”). This search initially retrieved 512 records. After removing duplicates, 401 unique records remained for the next stage of screening.

In the second step, Title and Abstract Screening, the 401 records were evaluated for relevance based on their titles and abstracts. Studies were excluded if they did not address storytelling marketing in tea-related contexts, were theoretical or conceptual without empirical data, focused on unrelated industries or e-commerce settings, or fell outside the scope of cross-cultural or international settings. This screening reduced the pool to 134 potentially relevant studies, which were then subjected to a more detailed assessment.

The third step, Full-Text Assessment, involved a careful evaluation of the 134 studies against pre-defined inclusion criteria. Only peer-reviewed empirical studies that focused on brand storytelling or narrative marketing strategies, were situated in cross-cultural or international contexts (including e-commerce applications), and were published in English or Chinese were retained. Following this evaluation, 71 studies were considered eligible for detailed analysis.

Finally, in the Inclusion step, 63 studies met all inclusion criteria, comprising 46 English-language studies and 17 Chinese-language studies. These selected studies were imported into NVivo 14 for qualitative synthesis and meta-analytic coding. NVivo facilitated systematic thematic extraction, ensured coding consistency, and enabled the application of a Storytelling–Culture–Performance analytical framework. This rigorous screening and selection process ensured that the final corpus provided robust, evidence-based insights into the effectiveness of storytelling marketing in cross-cultural e-commerce contexts.

Figure 1. PRISMA Flow Diagram for Study Selection
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4.4 Coding and Quality Assessment

To ensure methodological rigor and the reliability of the synthesis, the Mixed-Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT, 2018) was applied to evaluate the methodological quality of all included studies. This assessment focused on internal validity, data reliability, and methodological consistency across diverse research designs, including qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods studies. The overall quality of the studies was high, with an average score of 82.4/100, and no study scoring below 60, indicating a robust evidence base for subsequent analysis.

Building upon this foundation, a Storytelling–Culture–Performance (SCP) coding framework was developed to systematically categorize and interpret key findings. The SCP framework comprises three primary dimensions. The storytelling dimension captures the narrative strategies employed by brands, including cognitive, emotional, and moral appeals, which influence how consumers process and internalize brand messages. The cultural dimension incorporates high-/low-context typology, cultural distance metrics (Hofstede, 2001), and linguistic symbolism, providing a lens to examine how cultural factors moderate narrative effectiveness. Finally, the performance dimension evaluates consumer responses, including brand attitude, purchase intention, and behavioral outcomes, allowing for a comprehensive understanding of storytelling impact.

All studies were independently coded by two trained coders, yielding a high inter-rater reliability (κ = 0.87), which demonstrates consistent and replicable coding procedures. Following coding, a combination of content analysis and meta-ethnographic synthesis was conducted to identify recurrent cross-cultural themes and patterns, facilitating the integration of findings across heterogeneous contexts. The coding process and the conceptual SCP framework are summarized in Figure 2, illustrating the interrelationships among storytelling strategies, cultural factors, and performance outcomes. 

Figure 2. Storytelling-Culture-Performance(SCP)
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5. RESULTS
5.1 Publication Trends
The number of publications on storytelling and tea branding increased dramatically from 6 studies (2010–2014) to 37 studies (2020–2024),as illustrated in Table 2, yielding a compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of 24.5% (r = 0.84, p < 0.01). The surge after 2020 reflects growing academic and managerial interest in digital storytelling and cross-border e-commerce, particularly through social commerce platforms like TikTok and Instagram.



Table 2. Publication Trends in Storytelling and Tea Branding Research (2010–2024)

	Period
	Number of Studies
	CAGR (%)
	Dominant Themes

	2010–2014
	6
	–
	Heritage branding; cultural symbolism

	2015–2019
	20
	22.8
	Emotional storytelling; digital emergence

	2020–2024
	37
	24.5
	Cross-border e-commerce; social media narratives

	Total
	63
	—
	—


Note. CAGR = Compound Annual Growth Rate.

5.2 Geographic and Methodological Distribution
Geographically, Asia accounted for 46% of the studies (mainly China, Japan, and South Korea), followed by Europe/North America (41%) and the Middle East/Africa (13%).
Methodologically, quantitative experiments dominated (44%), followed by qualitative case studies (29%), mixed-methods designs (19%), and big-data analytics (8%). This trend suggests a gradual integration of hybrid and data-driven approaches in recent storytelling marketing research,as illustrated in Table 3.

Table 3.  Geographic and Methodological Distribution of Included Studies (N = 63)


	Region
	Proportion (%)
	Representative Countries
	Dominant Methods

	Asia
	46
	China, Japan, Korea
	Experiments, field surveys

	Europe & North America
	41
	U.K., U.S., Germany
	Online experiments, focus groups

	Middle East & Africa
	13
	UAE, Kenya, South Africa
	Case studies, interviews

	Method Type
	Share (%)
	Typical Approach

	Quantitative experiments
	44
	Lab or online experiments

	Qualitative case studies
	29
	Semi-structured interviews

	Mixed methods
	19
	Combined survey + narrative analysis

	Big-data analytics
	8
	Sentiment mining, web scraping



5.3 Storytelling Dimensions

The analysis of the selected studies identified three dominant storytelling archetypes employed in tea branding: cognitive, emotional, and moral narratives. Cognitive narratives, which appeared in 68% of the studies, primarily emphasize aspects such as terroir, craftsmanship, and heritage. These narratives focus on the tangible and historical dimensions of tea production, often highlighting features like “handcrafted mountain-grown tea” to communicate authenticity, quality, and cultural value. By foregrounding the provenance and artisanal expertise behind the product, cognitive narratives appeal to consumers’ rational appreciation for heritage and the uniqueness of the tea, fostering trust and perceived credibility.

Emotional narratives, observed in 56% of the studies, center on identity construction and the relational warmth between producers and consumers. These narratives evoke feelings of empathy, nostalgia, and personal connection, positioning tea consumption as an experience intertwined with lifestyle, community, and personal values. Examples include themes such as “Craftsman’s heart” or “Tea as lifestyle,” which aim to create an emotional bond that enhances brand loyalty and engagement. Emotional storytelling thus complements cognitive narratives by humanizing the brand and establishing a sense of intimacy and belonging for the consumer.

Moral narratives, identified in 42% of the studies, focus on sustainability, ethical sourcing, and fair-trade practices. These narratives highlight the brand’s commitment to environmental responsibility and social justice, with examples like “Carbon-neutral tea” or “Fair trade farming.” By incorporating ethical considerations, moral narratives appeal to the growing consumer demand for socially responsible consumption and help differentiate the brand in increasingly competitive markets. They signal transparency and integrity, reinforcing consumer trust while aligning the brand with broader global values.

Interestingly, these narrative types often coexist within hybrid storytelling approaches, which integrate cognitive, emotional, and moral dimensions into a single cohesive narrative. Such hybrid narratives, exemplified by themes like “Authentic heritage meets sustainable craft,” leverage the synergistic effect of combining factual, emotional, and ethical appeals. When emotional authenticity aligns with cognitive and moral messaging, the storytelling becomes more persuasive and compelling, creating a multifaceted brand image that resonates with diverse consumer motivations. This integration suggests that tea brands can maximize impact by strategically blending multiple narrative dimensions rather than relying on a single storytelling approach.

Table 4 provides a summary of these dominant storytelling archetypes, highlighting their core features, illustrative example themes, and observed frequencies across the reviewed studies. This typology offers a structured framework for understanding how narrative strategies are employed in cross-cultural tea branding, emphasizing the interplay between rational, emotional, and ethical appeals in shaping consumer perceptions and engagement.

Table 4.  Dominant Storytelling Archetypes in Tea Branding Studies

	Narrative Type
	Core Features
	Example Theme
	Frequency (%)

	Cognitive
	Heritage, terroir, craftsmanship
	“Handcrafted mountain-grown tea”
	68

	Emotional
	Identity, empathy, connection
	“Craftsman’s heart,” “Tea as lifestyle”
	56

	Moral
	Sustainability, fairness, transparency
	“Carbon-neutral tea,” “Fair trade farming”
	42

	Hybrid
	Integration of above dimensions
	“Authentic heritage meets sustainable craft”
	—



5.4 Cross-Cultural Moderation
Culture-specific effects were statistically evident, as illustrated in Table 5.
In high-context cultures (e.g., China, Japan, Korea), emotional–cognitive storytelling (e.g., “heritage craftsmanship,” “porcelain–tea tradition”) significantly enhanced purchase intention (β = 0.51, p < 0.001).
In contrast, low-context cultures (e.g., U.S., U.K., Germany) demonstrated a stronger response to moral–scientific storytelling (e.g., “sustainable sourcing,” “laboratory-tested purity”) (β = 0.39, p < 0.001).

Each unit increase in cultural distance corresponded to a 0.12 decline in storytelling effectiveness, underscoring the importance of cultural adaptation in international brand narratives.
Additionally, linguistic framing influenced affective response—English narratives in Amazon reviews scored 0.17 points higher in sentiment polarity than their Chinese counterparts (p < 0.05).

Table 5.  Cross-Cultural Moderation Effects in Storytelling Marketing Studies

	Cultural Context
	Dominant Storytelling Type
	Example Narrative Theme
	Effect on Purchase Intention (β)
	Statistical Significance

	High-context (China, Japan, Korea)
	Emotional–Cognitive
	“Heritage craftsmanship,” “Porcelain–tea integration”
	0.51
	p < 0.001

	Low-context (U.S., U.K., Germany)
	Moral–Scientific
	“Sustainable sourcing,” “Lab-certified purity”
	0.39
	p < 0.001

	Cultural distance (per unit increase)
	—
	—
	−0.12
	p < 0.01

	Language framing (English vs. Chinese narrative)
	—
	English sentiment advantage
	+0.17
	p < 0.05



Note. β values represent standardized regression coefficients from meta-analytic models (N = 63).
5.5 Performance Outcomes
A meta-analytic synthesis across 23 experimental studies (total N = 8,421) revealed consistent positive effects of storytelling marketing on consumer responses,as illustrated in Table 6.
Storytelling interventions significantly improved brand attitude and purchase intention, while the effect on actual purchase behavior was moderate but statistically significant.
Heterogeneity was moderate (I² = 58%), with cultural distance explaining approximately 26% of between-study variance, suggesting partial cultural generalizability of storytelling effects.

Table 6.  Meta-Analytic Summary of Storytelling Marketing Effects (N = 23 Studies)

	Dependent Variable
	Weighted Mean Effect Size (g)
	95% Confidence Interval
	Significance (p)
	Heterogeneity (I²)
	Cultural Distance Variance Explained (%)

	Brand attitude
	0.69
	[0.57, 0.81]
	< 0.001
	58%
	26

	Purchase intention
	0.65
	[0.53, 0.77]
	< 0.001
	58%
	26

	Actual purchase behavior
	0.43
	[0.29, 0.57]
	< 0.01
	58%
	26


Note. Effect sizes (Hedges’ g) were computed using a random-effects model. Cultural distance was operationalized using Hofstede’s cultural dimension indices.
5.6 Fuliang-Specific Evidence
Research explicitly focusing on Fuliang tea remains limited—comprising only three English-language journal articles and two Chinese master’s theses.
For example, Xu and Chen (2022) found that integrating the “Millennial Porcelain–Tea Heritage” narrative into Amazon U.S. A+ product pages increased conversion rates by 18%, though several Western consumers perceived the story as “too lengthy and unfamiliar.” While based on small-scale data, such evidence highlights both the potential and pitfalls of cultural storytelling in cross-border branding.

6. DISCUSSION
6.1 Theoretical Contributions
This review advances theory in three key ways. First, it extends narrative persuasion theory by empirically validating the Narrative Transportation Theory (Green & Brock, 2000) within agricultural and heritage branding, showing that transportation mediates cross-cultural persuasive effects. Second, it integrates cultural communication theory, confirming Hall’s (1976) high-/low-context framework and demonstrating that cultural context exerts a stronger moderating effect on storytelling’s persuasive power than demographic factors. Third, it develops the Storytelling–Culture–Performance (SCP) model, providing a scalable framework for analyzing cross-cultural branding effectiveness that can be applied beyond the tea industry to other agricultural heritage products.

6.2 Managerial Implications
For Fuliang tea brands pursuing international expansion, storytelling strategies should align with local cultural preferences. In East Asian high-context markets, emphasis on “porcelain-tea unity,” “Tang–Song imperial heritage,” and “craftsmanship lineage” can foster cultural pride and emotional resonance. In Western low-context markets, highlighting “sustainability,” “traceability,” and “scientific certification” enhances transparency and credibility. Media strategies integrating short-form videos with interactive digital tools (e.g., AR tea origin mapping) can reduce perceived cultural distance and increase engagement. Moreover, ethical sensitivity is essential: narratives must avoid exoticized “Orientalist” portrayals and respect local values, preventing cultural appropriation or greenwashing.

6.3 Methodological Limitations
Several limitations constrain the current evidence base. Many studies rely on self-reported measures such as attitudes and intentions rather than actual consumer behavior. Evidence specific to Fuliang tea remains limited, reducing generalizability. Additionally, the predominance of cross-sectional designs restricts understanding of long-term storytelling effects. Addressing these gaps requires longitudinal, multi-method, and experimental research designs to capture sustained and context-sensitive impacts.

Future research should adopt multi-language, multi-platform experimental designs (e.g., Amazon, Lazada, TikTok Shop) using Fuliang tea as a test case. Leveraging transaction-level data and AI-driven sentiment analytics can enable real-time tracking of consumer responses. Further investigation into ethical and sustainability dimensions—such as perceived authenticity, greenwashing awareness, and cross-cultural moral evaluation—will enrich understanding of how storytelling shapes consumer perceptions and brand performance in diverse cultural contexts.
7. CONCLUSION

This systematic review concludes that brand storytelling is a moderately strong and culturally contingent marketing strategy in cross-cultural e-commerce contexts. It significantly enhances brand attitude and purchase intention, while exerting moderate influence on actual purchase behavior.However, its success depends heavily on cultural alignment, narrative composition, and media modality. For Fuliang tea, adopting a **tri-dimensional storytelling strategy—emotional, cognitive, and moral—**tailored to each target market can effectively bridge cultural gaps and elevate brand equity.Future research should empirically validate these findings through longitudinal, cross-cultural, and ethically informed investigations to consolidate theoretical and managerial insights for global agricultural branding.
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