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[Abstract]

As the global tourism industry shifts from traditional sightseeing toward offering unique services and experiences, a large-scale
immersive theater park in China called Only Henan: Drama Fantasy City has attracted considerable attention from Generation Z
by adopting innovative matrix-style theater clusters and situational spatial narratives. In this study, we explore the immersive
cultural experiences of Gen Z tourists at Only Henan and identify the factors that contribute to the effectiveness of this experience
employing a theoretical framework based on Pine and Gilmore’s model of an experience economy. This model categorizes
consumer motivations in terms of four experiential dimensions (4Es): entertainment, education, esthetics, and escapism. We
investigated experience design and visitor engagement across these four dimensions via semi-structured in-depth interviews,
followed by a thematic analysis of the recorded data. The findings indicate that Gen Z visitors exhibited high emotional
involvement with a particular emphasis on multisensory interaction. Visitors originating from Henan showed a stronger sense of
local cultural identity and deeper emotional resonance with the performance, whereas non-local visitors focused more on

experiential novelty and interactive elements.
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Table 1. Previous studies on the elements of immersive cultural experiences

Element Core Meaning Researcher (Year)
Interactive storytelling is the core mechanism of immersion, enhancing participants’ sense of Murray (1997)[10]
agency.

Introduces the concepts of emotional immersion and temporal immersion driven by narrative Ryan (2015)[11]

Cultural engagement.

Narrative i i i i
Proposes that fragmented transmedia ngrratlves‘comblned with embgdded cultural symbols Polydorou (2024)[12]
enable audiences to actively construct stories and interpret cultural meanings.

Defines ngrratlve as a practice of cultural representation through which audiences’ cultural identity Ku et al. (2025)[13]
and emotional memory are constructed.

Introduces the concept of “staging” experiences and emphasizes the importance of a unified Pine & Gilmore
theme. (1999)[14]

™ g Proposes the concept of spatial immersion. Ryan (2001)[15]

eme

Setting Demonstrates how detailed spatial designs (e.g., ruined theaters, Al laboratories, underwater VR Polydorou (2024)[12]

spaces) enhance thematic expression through spatial storytelling.

Argues that the quality of spatial experience directly affects narrative transmission and depth,
positioning space as a key mediator of narrative immersion.

Abuhassan & Malhis
(2025)[16]

Introduces the concept of social presence through interactions with other participants and NPCs.

Heeter (1992)[17]

identifying it as the core of interaction.

Defines agency as the ability to take meaningful actions and perceive their consequences,

Murray (1997)[10]

Participation

Emphasizes audience—driven design through collaborative information sharing, decision—making

Interaction
that influences narrative outcomes, and multisensory interaction. Polydorou (2024)[12]
Explores mechanisms by which physical movement and narrative design transform audiences Chen (2025)[18]
from passive spectators into active participants.
Early studies of interactive narrative based on digital media technologies. Murray (1997)[10]

Technology Hllg.hllghts technology as a core factor in creating new aesthetic experiences through analyses of Kim (2020)[19]
digital art practices such as teamLab.

Empowerment

Proposes that VR-based spatial expansion,

multi-technology integration,
packaging of technology” allow technology to support immersion rather than dominate it.

and “narrative

Polydorou (2024)[12]
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Table 2. Summary of previous studies applying the 4Es model in tourism and cultural experience research

Researcher (Year)

Research Topic

Research Subject

Yeo (2015)[24]

Effects of experiential elements of Hallyu performances on foreign tourists’

Foreign tourists attending Hallyu

behavior performances
Cheon & Lee Experiential elements of metaverse tourism and tourists’ behavioral )
X Metaverse tourism users
(2022)[26] tendencies
Bae & Suh Relationship between experiential elements of indoor sports theme parks Indoor sports theme park visitors
(2022)[27] and revisit intention

Lee & Ko (2022)[23]

Experiential elements and tourism value in fishing village experience resorts

Fishing village experience tourists

Ji (2023)[28] behavioral intention in theme parks

Effects of 4Es experience economy factors on enjoyment, attitude, and SNS

Visitors to a newly opened theme park
in Busan, Korea

Yu (2025)[25]

performances

Experience economy factors and viewing experience quality in online

Online performance audiences
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Table 3. Definitions of the 4Es model in this study

M9l

a}aE7H o)

=i}

Experience Dimension

Definition in This Study

Entertainment fun—oriented elements.

Tourists’ entertainment experiences at Only Henan: Drama Fantasy City, including interactivity, enjoyment, and

Cultural transmission and educational meaning, referring to how tourists understand and learn about Yellow River

Educational civilization and Central Plains culture.
Esthetic Tourists’ emotional responses to scene design and artistic expression, and their influence on aesthetic experience.
Escapist The Qscapist function of immersive experiences, through which tourists detach from daily life and achieve
emotional release.
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Table 4. Thematic analysis process based on Braun & Clarke
Step Description

1. Familiarization with the Data ) )
emotional expressions.

Repeatedly reviewing interview transcripts and supplementary materials to identify key viewpoints and

2. Generating Initial Codes

Conducting line-by-line analysis to extract initial codes, such as
“impact of lighting and stage aesthetics supported by technology.”

“landscape—oriented crop design” and

3. Searching for Themes

Grouping similar codes into potential themes, such as “spatial design” and “visual atmosphere.”

4. Reviewing Themes

Examining the coherence and representativeness of themes and removing redundant content.

5. Defining and Naming Themes

Clarifying the core meaning and boundaries of each theme.

Interpreting the themes by integrating the 4Es model with the theoretical background to discuss their

6. Writing Up academic and practical implications.
4 o Hgsit). FAHo R B AGs vslE 415 9lE I% 7P 3 A" S AEste] HAISHES sl o]
FE 9 Wy o s ARgsit) Fxskd Qe e} vtxsld T A JER o] B FAHoR o]Fojd £ eE
QIEj o Hlaf], o] WHL 4Es Rdo]gh= 4 0|24 £ SHATE ATFAY gl 9ar, QIR uldAkel AEH oz
FAoZ JEF7F AAYHEF StaAE, TR gzl Al oA = HE IHsY, BE JHFE 22 SHEA
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Table 5. Demographic information of interview participants

Participant | Birth Year Length of Stay Education Level | Number of Visits Most Memorable Theatres
H1 2002 < 6 hours Undergraduate First visit Fantasy City, Waiting Hall, Fudou Book Theatre
H2 2000 1 day (6-10 hours) | Undergraduate First visit Fantasy City, Waiting Hall, Fudou Book Theatre
H3 2001 2 days (10-16 hours) Graduate 2 visits Fantasy City, Tianzi Jia, Fudou Book Theatre
H4 2001 < 6 hours Undergraduate First visit Fantasy City, Tianzi Jia
F1 2001 = 2 days Undergraduate 2 visits Fantasy City, Train Station Theatre, Li Village Theatre
F2 2001 = 2 days Undergraduate | 3 or more visits Old Courtyard, Tianzi Jia, Su Shi’s Henan
F3 2002 1 day (6-10 hours) Graduate First visit Fantasy City, Li Village Theatre, Tianzi Jia
F4 2002 1 day (6-10 hours) | Undergraduate First visit Fantasy City, Waiting Hall, Singing & Dancing Theatre
F5 2001 < 6 hours Undergraduate First visit Fantasy City, Tianzi Jia
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Table 6. Example of initial coding

Interview Excerpt (Interview Participant F1) Initial Codes

Landscape—oriented crop design and

“Wh nterin ly Henan, the wheat fields immediatel me. | felt th r r
en entering Only Henan, the wheat fields i ediately stood out to me elt they were very landscape narrative (F1. 6)

thoughtfully designed (6)--- Henan is mostly flat land, and many people have traditionally lived by

farming. Seeing so much wheat at the entrance made sense culturally, and it was also a place for | Novelty created by the integration of

taking photos. At night, lighting projections appeared on the wheat, which felt very novel (7). night lighting and real wheat fields (F1, 7)

Overall, the design felt very appropriate-- the houses looked like traditional earthen dwellings, and

the materials reflected a life dependent on the land. The wall design and material choices clearly X
— earth/loess) and architectural-landscape

expressed local characteristics (15). s

; . ) : . aesthetics (F1, 15)

This way of using space to tell a story made me feel instantly immersed, as if | were separated

from the outside world and became part of the story. For example, the Tianzi Jialiu Archaeological | Immersion generated by stage design

Pit (RFZ/iEut1) felt like an unfinished excavation site, which created a strong sense of | that recreates an archaeological site (F1,

immersion (16). At night, lighting performances appeared throughout Only Henan, including the | 16)

Chair Array(#B%). During the day | didn’t quite understand it, but at night the lighting and layout

looked spectacular (17)--- the entire park felt like one enormous theatre.”

Expression of local materiality (rammed

Impact of lighting and stage aesthetics
supported by technology (F1, 17)

ET7.FH Y oAl
Table 7. Example of theme development

Theme Subtheme Initial Codes (Interview Participant F1)

Landscape—oriented crop design and landscape narrative (F1, 6)

Spatial Design - — - -
Expression of local materiality (rammed earth/loess) and architectural-landscape aesthetics (F1, 15)

Esthetic

. : Novelty created by the integration of night lighting and real wheat fields (F1, 7)
Experience | visual Atmosphere

Impact of lighting and stage aesthetics supported by technology (F1, 17)

Immersive Atmosphere Immersion generated by stage design that recreates an archaeological site (F1, 16)
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Table 8. Thematic analysis coding

Theme Subtheme Representative Interview Excerpts
Photo—taking & “After entering Only Henan, | saw earth-toned walls surrounded by wheat fields, with four large
Check-in characters ‘Only Henan’. We immediately started taking photos.” (H2)

Entertainment

Visual Interest

“The presentation style felt very unique. It was like a grid of boxes—each theatre revealed a different
scene. Entering each one felt like opening a gift, like a blind box.” (F4)

Immersion &
Interaction

“The band led the atmosphere and encouraged everyone to sing and dance together.” (F1)

Contrast Between

Experience “It felt like scenery from the 1970s-90s, but at night, because of the lighting, it suddenly turned
Nature and - ) . »
futuristic and very technological—completely different.” (F3)
Technology
Innovative “What attracted me most was the performance style—actors performing on a conveyor belt. It felt like
Performance Format | watching a sequence of comic panels.” (F4)
Voice—over & Sound | “Another very important point was the post—production dubbing. The actors were lip-syncing during the
Design performance, and since hearing is so important, the dubbing was done extremely well.” (H2)
Prior Knowledae “I didn’t intentionally study these cultures in depth. What | knew came mainly from textbooks during
9 childhood or from everyday exposure, rather than from any focused research.” (F2)
Learning Percention “It wasn't like a teacher lecturing in a rigid way. Instead, it felt more like watching a film or experiencing
9 P 3D content, which made it much more engaging.” (H2)
Cultural “Henan culture feels like a condensed version of Chinese historical culture, since many places in Henan
Understanding —such as Luoyang and Kaifeng—served as ancient capitals.” (F2)
Educational | Knowledae “What impressed me most was the Li Village Theatre, which depicted the 1942 Henan famine. It told
Experience Ac uisitign the story of villagers facing starvation, where elders gave seeds to the younger generation and
a sacrificed themselves, dying from hunger and cold.” (H3)
“What shocked me most in the Fantasy City Theatre was the final scene, when emperors and historical
Emotional Cognition | figures from different dynasties of Henan appeared one by one. That moment was overwhelming and
almost brought me to tears.” (F1)
“As a Henan native, | previously only knew history at a surface level, without immersive interaction. In
Identity Reflection this theatre, the experience made me feel as if | was walking alongside Henan culture itself,
participating in historical events and forming much stronger emotional connections.” (H3)
“Fantasy City Theatre is one of the main theatres, and my first impression upon entering was its sheer
) ) scale. Unlike traditional theatre layouts where the audience faces the stage in parallel, this theatre
Spatial Design : o ) N
adopts a surrounding structure. The interior forms a curved spatial layout, and the seating is arranged
along this curve, encircling the performance space.” (F3)
) “During the daytime, the park feels more open and brighter. The earthen walls and wheat fields look
Visual Atmosphere ; . . L w
especially vibrant under sunlight, and they are very photogenic.” (F5)
Esthetic Lighting and Sound “Scene transitions mainly rely on lighting. When one dynasty ends, the lights dim, and when the next
Experience Effects dynasty begins, the lighting shifts to illuminate the new stage area.” (H2)
“For example, the emperor wears highly ornate costumes, while officials wear simpler yet textured
Costumes and Props | outfits. The students appear in practical clothing suitable for archaeological work, which creates a very
realistic sense of hierarchy and role distinction.” (F3)
| . “For instance, in the Tianzi Liujia Archaeological Pit Theatre, entering the space feels like stepping into
mmersive ) . . . L
an excavation site that has not yet been fully unearthed, which creates a strong sense of immersion.
Atmosphere (F1)
Identity Shift “When there is interaction, | no longer feel like a passive audience member but rather like a direct
(Sense of participant in the event. | am not just watching; it feels as if | am standing right there, and the actors are
Participation) speaking directly to me.” (H3)
Detachment from “The sense of immersion inside was so realistic that | did not think about analyzing, talking to others, or
Daily Life using my phone at all. Everyone was fully seated and watching. Even though the performance at
(Focused Attention) | Fantasy City Theatre was quite long, | never once felt the urge to check my phone or talk.” (F1)
Escap'St Emotlpnal and “At Fantasy City Theatre, | actually teared up a little. It was overwhelming, and | felt deeply moved
Experience Affective . ) ’ ]
Engagement realizing how much history and culture our country has. It was truly impressive.” (F4)

Temporal and Spatial
Transcendence

“After entering and seeing the village and stage settings, | felt completely overwhelmed. It was like
traveling back in time to that historical moment.” (F5)

Dreamlike Afterglow
(Lingering
Impression)

“When exiting, it felt as if | were waking up from a dream. | spent a rather dreamlike day inside, but
once outside, | had to return to everyday life.” (H3)
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Theme Subtheme Representative Interview Excerpts
Novel “Beyond the performances inside the theatres, the entire space is organized like a series of boxes.
Cultural Entering each theatre feels like opening a ‘blind box.” Moving from one theatre to another always brings
Expression |a sense of novelty, as if continuously opening surprise boxes.” (H3)
Emotional | «q, . . ) .
) Since this is our Central Plains culture, the way the performances allow interaction across thousands
) Henan | Immersion . ; . . ) .
Regional Native |and of years was especially impressive. For example, the caretaker of the tomb site changes from disbelief
Differences . to shock, which leaves a deep impression and evokes a sense of cultural reverence.” (H3)
Visitors | Resonance
Historical
and “It strengthened my sense of cultural identity. Henan now has another meaningful destination, and
Cultural people visiting Henan will know where to go.” (H1)
|dentity
Entertainm |« ) - )
| had expectations even before arriving. The photos on Xiaohongshu looked great, and the earthen
ent and . L ” -
Photo- walls vyere very ph:)togenlc. Everyone said it looked fun, so | felt it would be both enjoyable and good
Taking for taking photos.” (F4)
Experiential | « . . . .
) Non- ) As the lighting shifted from one area to another, different actors performed various movements. Even
Regional Immersion ) .
. Henan without much dialogue, the message was conveyed through body language. You could clearly sense
Differences - and . M
Visitors the emotions and understand what the performance wanted to express.” (F3)
Resonance
Cultural “Bef ) ) ¢ ) ‘
Curiosity Be ore, Ilonly knew Henan as an agrlculturally deyeloped region. A. ter watching the perf ormancesland
and experiencing a cross—temporal dialogue with ancient people, | realized that Central Plains culture is
L . profound and historically dense, and truly worth deeper exploration.” (F3)
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