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Abstract.  This research analyzes the attraction mechanisms of large Chinese commercial
complexes, explaining why this type of complex remains resilient in the digital shopping
era. This paper begins with research on three mechanisms of spatial structure, atmospheric
experience, and composite functions from both international and Chinese perspectives. This
review shows that although these studies focus on similar points, existing research fails to
form a unified explanation framework, due to the different country backgrounds and
analytical views. To address this gap, this study introduces theories of behavioral economics
and consumer psychology to understand how these three mechanisms operate. Building on
this analysis, this research constructs an attraction model based on Stimulus, Organism,
Response framework. Spatial structure, atmospheric cues, and composite functions work as
environmental stimuli. They influence internal states such as pleasure, satisfaction, and
loyalty, and then shape consumer behavior including dwell, exploration, and consumption
tendency. This model provides a structured way to understand how Chinese commercial
complexes guide consumer reactions. This research contributes to offer an integrated
theoretical perspective by connecting fragmented findings into a unified framework. This
provides a starting point for future empirical research that may examine mechanism
strength, moderation effects, and regional differences. Therefore, this study pays a
foundation for understanding the unique consumption logic in Chinese commercial
complexes.
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1. Introduction

During the past two decades, shopping centers have not been simply commercial spaces, they have
become crucial part of urban spatial modifications. In many rapidly developing cities, they reflect
wider shifts in urban city and continues to affect consumer activity [1]. Meanwhile, the rapid
expansion of online shopping has reshaped the consumer shopping habits and intensified
competition in retail consumption [2]. Traditional shopping centers that mainly depended on
categories such as bookstores, apparel, and home décor, have undergone profound disruption with
the rise of e-commerce [3]. As consumers can easily buy these goods without physically comparing
their quality, online shopping has fundamentally change consumer decision-making processes,
reducing the advantages of physical stores and putting pressure on traditional malls. As a result,
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traditional shopping malls heavily depending on foot traffic have experienced steady decline both in
their performance and resilience.

In contrast to the global decline of traditional shopping centers, large unban commercial
complexes in China display a resilient and expanding form. Existing research shows that modern
and ultra-comprehensive shopping complexes continue to thrive [4]. National surveys further
support this trend. According to China Chain Store & Franchise Association, 73% shopping centers
reports year-on-year sales growth, nearly half achieved increase rates between 0 and 10 percent, and
about 20 percent exceeded 10 percent [5]. City-level data reveal similar increased rate: from late
2023 to mid-2024, twenty-seven shopping complexes raise prime retail spaces to 23.4 million square
meters totally. Luxury shopping malls in cities such as Shenzhen and Shanghai, where vacancy rates
dropped to 9.32% and continued expansion due to the increasing interest [6].

Given that Chinese large-scale mixed-used malls continue to expand despite the decline of
traditional retail and e-commerce development, the commercial mechanisms behind their
attractiveness have significant research value. However, although many studies discuss the attracting
sources in different angles, these researches remain fragmented manner. For example, existing
research has focused separately on spatial configuration [7], environmental aesthetics [8], and
multifunctional programs [9] as factors of commercial attractiveness. However, these literatures
remain disconnected and there are few attempts to synthesize them in a unified mechanistic
framework. Moreover, existing literature rarely interprets commercial complexes attractiveness
through an interdisciplinary lens combining behavioral economics and consumer psychology. To
address these gaps, this paper bases on the M–R model, S–O–R framework, mental accounting, and
choice architecture to develop a model that includes spatial structure, atmospheric experience, and
composite function mechanism. This framework provides a systematic and interdisciplinary
understanding of why Chinese hyper-malls remain resilient in the digital era and offers a conceptual
foundation for future commercial quantitative research.

2. Theoretical framework

This section introduces four theoretical tools from behavioral economics and consumer psychology,
including the Stimulus–Organism–Response (S–O–R) paradigm, the Mehrabian–Russell (M–R)
emotional model, choice architecture, and mental accounting, which are used to structure the
analysis of attraction mechanisms in large Chinese commercial complexes.

The S-O-R model describe how environmental stimuli influence internal organismic levels and
then lead to the change of behavioral responses, providing a clear way to connect environment,
internal variables, and consequently the behaviors in retail setting [10]. In this paper, S-O-R model
provides an overall theoretical form to analyze how the spatial, atmospheric, and functional
mechanisms influence consumer internal factors and their external behaviors.

Based on the S-O-R model, Mehrabian-Russel (M-R) model further points out that environmental
cues can evoke individual emotional reaction through three factors, Pleasure, Arousal, and
Dominance (PAD), and these PAD factors can promote approach or avoidance behaviors [10]. This
model explains how shaping positive experiences in shopping complexes affects the dwell time,
exploration, and willingness of consumers to spend.

The concept of choice architecture highlights that people make decisions based on a background
of options, layouts, and information cues that influence their financial choices [11]. For this study,
choice architecture is used to examine how circulation routes, store placement, and visual points in
Chinese shopping complexes influence consumer flows and selection processes.
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Finally, mental account reveals cognitive operations that individuals use to organize, judge, and
keep track of their financial activities [12]. In this way, consumers divide different expenditures into
different mental accounts with their personal preference and mental budgets, which leads to various
purchasing decisions. Therefore, in the context of large mixed-use complexes, mental accounting
helps to explain how shopping complexes use composite experience to motivate additional
discretionary consumption.

3. Literature review

This section synthesizes international and Chinese studies on the three attraction mechanisms of
commercial complexes and uses insights from consumer psychology and behavioral economics to
interpret the logic behind them, pointing out current gaps and providing the foundation for the
model mentioned later.

3.1. Spatial structural mechanism

Chinese study on the spatial structure of commercial complexes builds on international space syntax
theory, extending the perspective that accessibility, visibility, and clear circulation improve
navigational fluency and spatial identifiability [13]. Meanwhile, Li et al. through depthmap-based
spatial analyses also show that continuous circulation patterns and dumbbell-type create more
balanced pedestrian flows and depend on anchor stores to attract consumers [14]. However, with the
development of research, scholars gradually point out that Chinese commercial complexes have
developed more localized spatial features beyond those international spatial theories. Li et al. argues
that in the period of planned economy, the shopping mall did not need to attract consumers, which
led to the weakness of public function and affected the current spatial organization [14]. Within this
history background, scholars begin highlighting two localized spatial features, which are “pseudo-
public space” and “forced consumption routes”. For example, according to Wang, a study of
Shanghai Xintiandi finds that only 27 of 799 seats are freely accessible to pedestrian, while others
are attached to cafés or outdoor dining areas [15]. Moreover, public seating is often located on the
edges or isolated in open space, which makes it difficult for non-consumers to stay [15].
Consequently, these studies reveal that spatial structure in Chinese complexes is gradually shifting
from adopting international spatial theories to shaping structures and then guiding how people move
and stay in commercial complexes.

Previous studies have shown the spatial structural mechanism clearly. Chinese studies based on
international research stressing visibility and the integration of route choices display pseudo public
space and compulsory consumption routes. Together they point to one key fact that the way space is
organized shapes the possibility for people to move, stay and reach commercial shops. From the
perspective of choice architecture, this mechanism has a clear causal chain. Spatial structure
provides information and environmental cues such as openness, information and integration,
reducing the cognitive cost required to choose a route. Thus, consumers tend to follow routes that
are the easiest and most effortless to enter. In highly integrated layouts like commercial complexes,
this appears as the structure itself guides the people where to enter and where to purchase. In the
context of Chinese commercial complexes, this mechanism becomes stronger as pseudo-public
arrangements reduce non-commercial stop zones, limit seating, and increase the visibility of
commercial nodes. These cues make the easiest route to enter and the area where consumption
happens become the same place, so many movement choices are shaped before people step into the
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space. As a result, the spatial structural mechanism leads consumers to routes and locations where
they are more likely to consume, bringing about possibly higher income.

3.2. Atmospheric experience mechanism

International literature consistently proves that atmospherics is a crucial mechanism influencing
consumer emotions and leading to more potential income across different cultural contexts.
Compared with international study focusing on multiple senses, Chinese research on atmospherics
shows a clear feature of “visual-dominant”. Studies commonly point out that the visual images of
shopping malls are more effective than “hard factors” such as transportation and goods in shaping
the first impression and entry tendency of consumers [16]. Therefore, Chinese literature often begins
with the visual stimuli of façades and interior design. At the façade level, as research of Zhu et al.,
shows that neutral colors inspire higher pleasure level, while warm color and high brightness
contribute to positive emotions, enhancing the willingness of entry [17]. After analyzing façades
aspect, Chinese literature turns to interior design. The study from Hui et al., in Nanjing Wanda Plaza
shows that the percentage of “sensual enjoyable shoppers” sensitive to interior decoration, signage,
and spatial layout, are more than pragmatic shoppers [16]. For “sensual enjoyable shoppers”, these
atmospheric factors directly affect whether they enter shopping complexes [16]. Building on this,
brightness contrast between the two largest color areas is also identified as a key visual factor. When
this contrast is stronger, consumers experience higher arousal degree, have more positive feeling,
and are more willing to dwell and explore [18]. Taken together, Chinese studies depend on a
consistent sequence from façades to interior design and then to the effect of color contrast. This
pathway jointly affects entry intentions and consumer behaviors.

In Chinese commercial complexes, the atmospheric experience mechanism refers to how visual
environments shape consumer behavior through emotional change. Atmospheric factors such as
color, brightness, lighting, and color contrast constitute the main external stimuli and operate in the
M-R (PAD) model to influence consumers responses. At the façade level of complexes, warm and
bright color enhance the positive emotions and increase both Pleasure and Arousal levels, thereby
improving their entry tendency. After entering the shopping mall, interior decoration and signage
systems reduce the cognitive cost of consumers to understand the environment, allowing them to
feel more relaxed and further increasing Pleasure. On this basis, when the two largest colors in
environments show higher brightness contrast, consumers experience stronger Arousal, become
more willing to explore and extend dwell time. Within the M-R (PAD) theory, these changes in
Pleasure and Arousal jointly determines the reaction of consumers, such as their approach behavior,
including longer dwell time, expanded visiting routes, and a high possibility of purchasing.
Therefore, atmospheric experience is not simply a decorative form but a visual system that triggers
emotional change, which then affects purchase behavior. The M-R model further explains that visual
atmospheric stimuli first influence emotional levels and then guide consumer reactions through their
emotional shifts.

3.3. Composite function mechanism

Compared with international complexes that combine hotel, office, residential and other functions to
form mixed-used malls, the composite functions of Chinese commercial complexes are reflected in
the multiple experiences and functions within a single building. According to Gu, consumers in
Chinese malls most often engage in eating, meeting others and wandering with friends for social or
leisure purposes [19]. Meanwhile, many visitors arrive without a clear shopping target, which makes
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shopping complexes function primarily as multifunctional places for daily social and relaxation.
Based on this, Chinese complexes show an expansion of non-retail experiences. Sun and Manfredini
contend that beyond traditional consumption, malls include free art exhibitions, music festivals,
themed events, skating rinks and viewing platforms [4]. These additions turn shopping malls into a
space for watching, participating and photographing. At the same time, complexes also expand their
city and community functions. New complexes are responsible for partial unban leisure and public
activities through non-consumer spaces, such as urban plazas, green walkways, and rooftop gardens
[4]. In addition, with numerous composite functions, the research of Zhu & Chung shows that
Chinese complexes are understood as destinations that combine consumption, social, leisure, and
entertainment activities [20]. With the increase of leisure spaces and public events, commercial
complexes gradually take on more urban relaxation and public life functions, thereby attracting more
visitors with different purposes.

In Chinese commercial complexes, the composite function mechanism can be explained by the
theory of mental accounting. By combining social, leisure, entertainment, and experiential scenes
into one integrated place, the originally separate and independent mental accounts are reorganized to
increase potential consumption. As daily activities such as dining, meeting, wandering, and other
leisure spaces are integrated into one setting, the boundaries between the “dining account”, “social
account”, and “leisure account” are weakened, even becoming integrated into a single “experiential
account”. Within this combined account, consumers are inclined to extend their dwell time and
reduce the limitation of mental budget. Meanwhile, Chinese complexes introduce non-retail
experiences such as music festivals, art exhibitions and viewing platform, which enable the
occurrence of account transfer. Consumers originally without purchasing target will turn non-
consumer account such as “strolling,” “dating,” or “relaxing” accounts into “potential spending”
accounts when they are influenced by event participation and social interaction. This shift increases
the possibility of unplanned purchases. Moreover, complexes constantly create new activity scenes
in rooftop gardens, green walkways, and plazas, which forms new “derived experiential accounts”
that do not exist in normal routines. These new mental accounts allow consumers to be willing to
allocate extra budgets for unique experiences, increasing the complex consumption ceiling. Overall,
through the combination, transferring, and creation of mental accounts. Chinese commercial
complexes may turn visitors into actors with more consumption motivation, forming a distinctive
Chinese composite function attraction mechanism.

3.4. Overall gaps and future directions

The current study of commercial complexes provides significant insights into spatial structure,
atmospheric experience, composite functions, but due to different analytical angles, the three
research remains disconnected. International study more depends on space syntax, multisensory
atmospherics, and mixed-use functions. Chinese research, however, focuses on pseudo-public space
control, single visual stimuli, and internal integrated experiential functions. Although both of them
highlight same three mechanisms, their different theoretical basis makes direct comparison difficult
and prevent the formation of a unified analytical framework.

The more fundamental gap lies in the feature of Chinese research. They tend to focus on
researching phenomenon and cases, often describing façade aesthetics, event design, and spatial
forms, without connecting them into deeper psychological and behavioral mechanisms. The lack of
local theories makes Chinese commercial complexes borrow international concepts such as mixed-
use, experiential retail or space syntax. However, these theories cannot fully explain the single-
visual orientation, internal integration, and pseudo-public spatial found in Chinese malls. Therefore,
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current research seldom explains why special space, atmospherics or experiential design attract
consumers and also cannot illustrate how these three mechanisms work in a decisive system.
Another major gap is the lack of cross-city and cross-regional comparison in Chinese research, a
limitation shaped by Chinese vast territory and highly differentiated urban development patterns.
Current literature focuses on some large developed cites such as Beijing, Shanghai, and Shenzhen,
leading to fragmented studies. Nevertheless, Chinese large regional variation makes it is valuable to
research cross-regional analysis. Only through comparative studies can future research uncover how
spatial designs, experiential programs, and comprehensive functions vary with different regions, and
then influence consumer behaviors. Furthermore, international theories cannot be directly applied to
Chinese context as these two commercial systems operate on different logics. International shopping
complexes models established on traditional design of city, which is an extension of city capabilities,
but Chinese complexes emphasize the key impact of experience, interaction, and emotional stimuli
on consumption decision. This difference leads to different ways of mental value and consumer
behavior. Therefore, international theories can serve as references but cannot fully explain the
attraction mechanisms of Chinese commercial complexes. Without considering this structural gap,
current theorical framework fail to illustrate the unique consumption logic seen in China.

Based on these gaps, future research should focus on build a unified model that integrates spatial
structure, atmospheric cues, and composite function to illustrate commercial attraction mechanism
in China. This framework should incorporate perspectives from behavioral economics and consumer
psychology and then analyze how spatial analysis, emotional pathways, and experiential integration
jointly affect consumer decision-making.

4. Discussion

Based on S-O-R (Stimulus-Organism-Response) framework, this study integrates spatial structure,
atmospheric experience, and composite experiential functions into a unified attraction model,
serving as a preliminary theoretical structure for Chinese commercial complexes. These three
mechanisms together form the environmental stimuli (S) that consumers receive when entering a
complex. Pleasure can promote satisfaction and satisfaction may strengthen loyalty, thereby
deepening psychological preference toward the complex. This chain may extend dwell time and then
increase revisit willingness. At the Response stage (R), internal states are translated into observable
behavioral responses, including higher willingness to stay, stronger participation with scenes,
increased consumption frequency, and more stable revisit tendency. The model suggests that the
attractiveness of commercial complexes comes from various combination of environmental stimuli
and the internal emotional process within consumers, rather than depending on a single spatial or
visual strategy.

As a preliminary model, this research does not empirically verify the strength of different
stimulus pathways, the interactions between the three mechanisms or potential moderating variables
such as city size, consumption purpose, or visitor type. Its theoretical structure remains conceptual
rather than a practiced model. Future research should analyze causal logic through behavioral
experiments, field observations, and cross-city data to assess the feasibility and mechanistic
boundaries. In addition, research should include cross-region comparisons, experimental
approaches, and quantitative datasets to test causal relationships rather than depend simply on
descriptive case studies. These efforts can contribute to a local theoretical model capable of
explaining current Chinese commercial complexes attraction mechanisms.

Despite these limitations, this model provides an integrated perspective for understanding the
consumer attraction mechanisms and also proposes a theoretical starting point and analytical
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direction for following research.

5. Conclusion

This study analyzes the attraction mechanisms of Chinese commercial complexes by integrating
spatial structure, atmospheric experience, and composite functions into a unified framework.
Through a systematic review of existing literature, this essay highlights the differences that research
traditions lead to in a same mechanism and then points out that behavioral economics and consumer
psychology provide a more reasonable logic for why these complexes mechanisms work. Building
on these insights, this study proposes a S-O-R- based attraction model, connecting environmental
stimuli (S), psychological states such as satisfaction and loyalty (O), and behavioral outcomes
including dwell and consumption tendency (R).

Beyond proposing a new model, this research makes several contributions. In terms of theory, it
shifts the literature on Chinese commercial complexes from fragmented and descriptive research
into a causal framework that reveals how space, atmospheric, and multiple functions shape
consumer reaction. Methodologically, it integrates diverse literature findings into a structured model
for future empirical research. For practice, this research provides developers, planners, and analysts
a new perspective to consider what combinations of strategies may lead to positive consumer
reaction, offering potential guidance for future commercial operations.

Nevertheless, this research remains limited. The literature is uneven across regions and
commercial types, and the model has not undergone feasibility tests. In addition, interactions within
these three mechanisms may be more complex than the current framework shows.

Future work may focus on testing the model by using quantitative verification through large-scale
surveys, mobility data, or experimental designs. Meanwhile, it may also investigate difference of
mechanism weights vary across cities and consumer groups. Furthermore, the model may take
emerging factors such as social media and digital experience into consideration, to capture the
features of Chinese complexes in the era background of the rapidly changing digital economy.
Through these modifications, Chinese complex attraction mechanisms may construct more mature
and practicable model under the insights of behavioral economics and consumer psychology.
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