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Introduction: Following the COVID-19 pandemic, China’s music festival market
has rapidly recovered, attracting growing tourist interest. However, research on
factors influencing tourist loyalty remains limited.

Methods: This study applies the Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R)
framework to examine loyalty formation among festivalgoers. Data were
collected via a questionnaire from 673 attendees of the Shenyang Strawberry
Music Festival. Structural equation modeling (SEM) was used for analysis.

Results: Perceived value and satisfaction significantly impact loyalty, with
satisfaction showing a stronger effect. Existential authenticity and experience
quality enhance emotions, perceived value, and satisfaction. Emotions do not
directly influence loyalty but have indirect effects via value and satisfaction.

Discussion: Findings suggest that enhancing existential authenticity and
experience quality can indirectly build loyalty. The study offers strategic insights
for festival organizers seeking to sustain tourist engagement post-pandemic.

KEYWORDS

China, S-O-R paradigm, music festival, existential authenticity, experience quality,
loyalty

1 Introduction

Festivals have become a vital resource for tourism development due to their positive
impacts on culture, economy, and society (Armbrecht, 2021). Among these, music festivals
cater to tourists’ recreational needs with their diverse range of musical genres and
open atmosphere, while also providing significant economic and market benefits to host
locations (Nunes and Birdsall, 2022). In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, the Chinese
music festival market has rebounded rapidly and emerged as a key driving force behind
the economic recovery of destinations (Su et al., 2024). Therefore, a comprehensive
understanding of the mechanisms influencing tourist loyalty is crucial for the sustainable
post-pandemic recovery of the festival tourism industry (Chaney and Martin, 2017; Chi

et al., 2022).

01 frontiersin.org


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1553211
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1553211&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2025-05-22
mailto:luyuhui202309@163.com
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1553211
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1553211/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Zhu et al.

Existing studies examining tourist loyalty have primarily
focused on factors such as performance quality, festival
atmosphere, and tourist interactions (Ho et al., 2022; Wang et al.,
20245 Sisson and Alcorn, 2022). However, these studies generally
focus on specific factors, emphasizing individual psychological
and behavioral responses, while paying little attention to the
multidimensional interactive mechanisms inherent in festival
experiences. Although the interplay among tourist emotions,
perceived value, and satisfaction have been extensively explored
in tourism research (e.g., Wu and Li, 2017; Ahn and Kwon, 20205
Lee et al,, 2014), there remains a lack of systematic investigation
into how these factors dynamically influence tourist loyalty
within the context of festival tourism. In particular, in the context
of post-pandemic recovery, the impact of tourists existential
authenticity and quality of experience on the relationships among
emotions, perceived value, and loyalty requires further exploration.
Existential authenticity refers to the genuine self-state that an
individual experiences within a particular context (Yi et al., 2017).
In festival tourism, tourists may experience an enhanced sense of
existential authenticity due to unique atmospheres, cultural rituals,
or community interactions (Hsu et al., 2021). However, existing
studies have largely focused on heritage and nature tourism (e.g.,
Su et al,, 2021; Fu, 2019), offer little systematic explanation of the
unique formation mechanisms of existential authenticity in festival
tourism—such as cultural rituals and a sense of group belonging.
In particular, it remains unclear how existential authenticity
indirectly influences tourist loyalty through the mediating roles
of emotions and perceived value, a mechanism that still warrants
in-depth investigation.

This study addresses these gaps by applying the Stimulus-
Organism-Response (S-O-R) paradigm to explore how existential
authenticity and experience quality in outdoor music festivals
influence emotions, perceived value, and satisfaction, and how
these factors ultimately drive loyalty. The study answers three
key questions: (1) How do existential authenticity and experience
quality impact festivalgoers’ emotions, perceived value, and
satisfaction? (2) How do emotions and perceived value affect
satisfaction? (3) How do these factors influence loyalty? This
research aims to provide insights into sustainable music tourism
in China and offer practical guidance for festival management.

2 Literature review

2.1 Stimulus-Organism-Response
framework (S-O-R)

The S-O-R paradigm is a critical theoretical framework
for understanding consumer and tourist behavior (Choi and
Kandampully, 2019). This model posits that environmental stimuli
drive behavioral responses by influencing individuals’ emotional
and cognitive states (Iim et al., 2020; Lin et al., 2023). In the context
of tourism and festivals, external stimuli (e.g., experience quality,
existential authenticity) can ultimately affect tourist behavior (e.g.,
satisfaction, loyalty) by impacting their emotional and cognitive
states (e.g., emotions and perceived value).

The S-O-R model has been widely applied in tourism research
(Chenetal., 2022; Qiu et al., 2023; Fakfare et al., 2024), with existing
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literature indicating that environmental cues in festivals, such
as music festivals, can significantly influence tourists’ emotional
responses, thereby impacting their behavioral choices (Tan et al.,
2023). Fang and Liu (2024) suggest that tourists emotional
responses and cognitive states are crucial throughout the festival
experience process, as these not only affect overall satisfaction with
the festival but also impact revisit intentions and loyalty.

Building upon this foundational understanding, the present
study extends the application of the S-O-R framework by focusing
specifically on the context of music festivals. Unlike other event or
cultural tourism studies, which have utilized the S-O-R framework,
this research uniquely explores how existential authenticity and
experience quality influence tourists’ satisfaction and loyalty in
the context of music festivals. This approach is particularly
relevant in the post-pandemic context of China, where tourists’
emotional and cognitive responses to cultural and social stimuli
have shifted significantly (Su et al., 2024). Thus, this study aims
to investigate how these external stimuli impact tourist behavior
through emotions and perceived value, contributing new insights
into festival tourism, particularly in the rapidly evolving cultural
landscape of China.

2.2 Existential authenticity

Existential authenticity refers to the alignment between one’s
inner experiences and outward expressions, staying true to one’s
genuine state of being (Fu, 2019). In the tourism industry, this
concept is closely linked to the overall travel experience and the
internal feelings of tourists (Atzeni et al,, 2022). Through travel,
individuals often achieve a state that deeply resonates with their
inner needs and values, allowing them to engage with themselves
and others in a more natural and authentic manner (Park
et al., 2019). Unlike objective authenticity, which concerns the
factual assessment of attractions or cultures, existential authenticity
focuses on tourists subjective experiences (Lee et al., 2024). This
is particularly evident when individuals find liberation and self-
discovery in unfamiliar environments, free from the constraints of
daily life (Meng and Luo, 2024).

Existential authenticity can be further divided into two
dimensions: interpersonal authenticity and intrapersonal
authenticity (Zhao and Li, 2023). Interpersonal authenticity
occurs when individuals can genuinely express their inner feelings,
thoughts, and values during interactions with others, without being
constrained by external expectations, social norms, or the influence
of others (Yietal, 2017). At events like music festivals, participants
often find opportunities to present their true selves and form
sincere open social connections (Perron-Brault et al., 2020). The
unique atmosphere of music festivals offers a sense of “social
liberation,” enabling participants to engage more authentically in
interactions, free from the role constraints and social pressures of
everyday life (Kruger and Saayman, 2019; Chang et al., 2022).

Intrapersonal authenticity reflects an individual’s alignment
with their true needs, values, and emotions (Wang, 1999). It means
being able to understand oneself genuinely, accept one’s inner
experiences, and act in accordance with this true self without
being influenced by external social norms, others” expectations, or
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self-deception (Hsu et al., 2021). In the post-pandemic era, the
immersive environment of music festivals allows urban tourists to
confront inauthentic aspects of themselves (Skandalis et al., 2024),
leading to emotional experiences that help alleviate stress, restore
emotions, and enhance vitality (Kruger and Saayman, 2019; Zhao,
2023). This, in turn, strengthens their awareness of self-identity and
inner needs (Lu et al., 2024).

Heritage tourism emphasizes historical authenticity, cultural
heritage, and identity—focusing on cultural accumulation and
long-term reflection (Dominguez-Quintero et al, 2019), while
nature tourism concentrates on self-rejuvenation and introspection
within natural environments (Zhang et al., 2024). In contrast, music
festivals offer a more immediate, emotionally charged form of
authenticity (Skandalis et al., 2024). Unlike heritage or cultural
tourism, where objective authenticity (e.g., historical accuracy,
cultural representation) is central, music festivals are not judged
by the truthfulness of their content but by how they make
participants feel—liberated, emotionally present, and connected
(Tan et al, 2020). Their highly immersive and spontaneous
atmosphere enables festivalgoers to temporarily escape daily roles,
engage in personal meaning-making, and experience emotional
catharsis (Perron-Brault et al., 2020).

2.3 Experience quality

Tourists evaluate the quality of their travel experience by
considering the destination’s services, environment, and activities
(Moon and Han, 2019). While many researchers have attempted
to conceptualize experience quality, a universally accepted theory
remains elusive (Walls et al, 2011; Jin et al., 2015; Allan,
2016). Music festivals offer a unique atmosphere that immerses
participants in an exotic and reality-escaping experience (Tan et al.,
2020). Additionally, music festivals present an environment vastly
different from everyday life, exposing attendees to rich cultural
and artistic expressions that evoke joy and excitement (Brown
and Sharpley, 2019). Being away from routine settings also allows
participants to engage more deeply, fostering stronger interactions,
and enabling freer self-expression (IMatheson, 2008).

To characterize the quality of tourist experiences in outdoor
music festivals, this study introduces four new variables: escapism,
surprise, engagement, and enjoyment. Escapism reflects the
individual’s pursuit of experiences that offer relief from the
pressures, concerns, or dissatisfaction of daily life (Suhartanto
et al, 2020). Surprise represents the freshness or uniqueness
of an experience, where unexpected stimuli prompt consumers
to reassess their expectations and perceptions of the current
experience (Jin et al, 2015). Engagement indicates the depth
of interaction a consumer has with a product or service
when investing time or money, demonstrating their interest,
commitment, and contribution (Suhartanto et al., 2020). Finally,
enjoyment refers to the pleasure, satisfaction, or happiness derived
from an experience or activity (Moon and Han, 2019). These
four dimensions collectively reflect both active participation and
passive experience, in accordance with Pine and Gilmore (1998)
experience economy theory. Research on tourism experience
quality (Walls et al.,, 2011; Jin et al., 2015; Moon and Han, 2019)
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indicates that tourist experience derives not only from perceptions
of facilities and services but also encompasses psychological
feelings and emotional responses. In this study, escapism and
engagement represent active involvement (active experience),
while surprise and enjoyment underscore the pleasure derived
from passive perception (passive experience), collectively reflecting
the immersive, emotion-evoking, and escapist characteristics of
outdoor music festivals (Brown and Sharpley, 2019). These
dimensions not only align with the theoretical foundations of
tourism experience quality research but also effectively capture the
diverse sensations experienced at music festivals.

2.4 Tourist emotions

Tourist Emotions are defined as “a state of readiness arising
from cognitive evaluations of events or thoughts; accompanied
by a phenomenological tone, physiological processes, bodily
expressions, and often a tendency toward specific actions to
affirm or address the emotion” (Bagozzi et al., 1999). In tourism,
interactions between tourists and service personnel allow tourists
to assess empathy and responsiveness, generating emotional
responses (Wu et al., 2018). By linking emotions to environmental
stimuli and experiences, generally classified as positive emotions
(e.g., relaxation, joy, excitement, and surprise) and negative
emotions (e.g., anger, dissatisfaction, sadness, and fear) (Laros and
Steenkamp, 2005; Karagoz and Uysal, 2022).

Studies highlight how existential authenticity in heritage
destinations promotes positive emotions. For instance, authentic
cultural expressions, historical context, and heritage sites foster
deeper emotional resonance with the destination, enhancing
tourists’ feelings of joy and satisfaction (Dominguez-Quintero et al.,
2019). In family heritage tourism, existential authenticity combined
with interpersonal interaction evokes emotional experiences,
strengthening family cohesion, and inspiring storytelling behaviors
(Meng and Luo, 2024). In natural and cultural parks, experience
quality positively correlates with tourist emotions, whereas high-
quality experiences evoke positive emotions, and lack of quality
can trigger negative emotions (Karagoz and Uysal, 2022). Research
further indicates that a destination’s physical environment, cultural
atmosphere, and facility convenience directly impact tourist
emotions (Kim, 2022). In festival tourism, an improved perception
of experience quality leads to heightened emotions (Sahin and
Kiliclar, 2023). Thus, this study hypothesizes that:

H1.
authenticity and tourist emotions.

There is a positive relationship between existential

H2. There is a positive relationship between experience quality
and tourist emotions.

2.5 Perceived value

Perceived Value refers to tourists’ assessment of the net value of
a product based on the balance between perceived sacrifices and
overall benefits (Chen and Chen, 2023). It is regarded as one of
the most important concepts for understanding tourist evaluations
in the tourism industry (Ahn and Kwon, 2020). Perceived value
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in tourism can be divided into two dimensions: functional value
and emotional value (Kato, 2021). Functional value relates to the
quality of products and services and their monetary worth to
tourists, while emotional value reflects the feelings and emotions
generated by the tourism experience (Lee et al, 2011). The
experiential or hedonic aspects of consumption are commonly seen
as foundational elements in conceptualizing perceived value (Miao
etal., 2022).

Authentic experiences enhance tourists’ emotional involvement
and satisfaction, thus increasing their overall sense of value
for the tourism activity (Zhang et al, 2019). For instance,
Wong et al. (2018) reported a positive relationship between
perceived authenticity and perceived value in the context of
festival tourism. When tourists engage in festival activities, the
authentic cultural atmosphere leads them to perceive higher value
in the experience. Similarly, in marine tourism, interpersonal
and intrapersonal authenticity positively impact tourists’ perceived
value (Su et al, 2021). Previous research consistently shows
a significant relationship between product/service quality and
perceived value (Suhartanto et al., 2020). When experience quality
is satisfying, tourists perceive greater value relative to the costs paid
(Su et al,, 2020). Thus, tourist experience quality is considered a
predictor of perceived value. However, findings on the relationship
between experience quality and perceived value have been mixed,
indicating the need for further exploration (Chen et al., 2020; Liand
Shang, 2020). Therefore, the following hypotheses are proposed:

H3. There is a positive relationship between existential
authenticity and perceived value.

H4. There is a positive relationship between experience quality
and perceived value.

2.6 Satisfaction

Satisfaction is an evaluative outcome that indicates whether
a product or service experience meets or exceeds expectations
(Wu and Li, 2017). Tourists’ satisfaction relates to the extent to
which both general and specific tourism needs are met (Moon
and Han, 2019). Konuk (2019) highlights that individuals use
personal experiences to assess service quality, which then shapes
their satisfaction. In this study, experience satisfaction is defined
as tourists’ overall satisfaction with their music festival experience,
expanding on the concept of service satisfaction to emphasize
an all-encompassing post-consumption evaluation (Pakurdr et al,
2019).

While objective and constructive authenticity may not
significantly influence satisfaction, research by Genc and
Gulertekin Genc (2023) finds a positive relationship between
existential authenticity and satisfaction. This suggests that even
when certain external factors may not directly impact satisfaction,
tourists’ subjective sense of authenticity still shapes their overall
experience. Studies focused on heritage tourism have supported
the link between existential authenticity and satisfaction (Lee
et al., 2016), with limited research exploring this relationship in
festival tourism.

Research has also extensively examined the relationship
between experience quality and satisfaction across various tourism
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settings, including nature tourism (Moon and Han, 2019), festival
tourism (Tanford, 2017), and rural tourism (Chi and Han, 2021).
Findings indicate that quality in specific tourism settings has a
significant impact on satisfaction. For instance, in music festivals,
variables such as educational, entertainment, and aesthetic value
are significant predictors of satisfaction (Asan et al, 2020).
Additionally, Tan et al. (2020) report that high-quality information
services, programs, food, and facilities enhance the hedonistic and
practical aspects of the festival, thus elevating perceived value
and satisfaction.

Emotions play a critical role in shaping tourists’ perceptions,
directly influencing service and experience evaluations (Sann et al.,
2023). For example, when experiencing minor service issues,
tourists in a positive emotional state are often less sensitive to
these issues, maintaining higher satisfaction (Lee et al., 2014).
Pine and Gilmore (1998) experience economy theory underscores
that positive emotional experiences significantly boost overall
satisfaction. Studies have also identified a positive relationship
between emotions and satisfaction across different tourism settings
(Leri and Theodoridis, 2019; Pestana et al., 2020).

Service management literature views satisfaction as an outcome
of perceived value in a transaction or relationship (Seo and
Um, 2023). From a social science perspective, cognitive processes
can trigger emotional responses, implying that value judgments
influence satisfaction perceptions (Yu et al, 2023). Tourism
research often considers perceived value a precursor to satisfaction,
viewing experience satisfaction as rooted in perceived value,
encompassing both emotional and functional aspects (Konuk,
2019). For instance, in festival tourism, positive perceived value
has been linked to heightened satisfaction and increased behavioral
intentions (Perez-Monteagudo and Curras-Perez, 2022). Therefore,
the following hypotheses are put forward:

H5. There is a positive relationship between existential
authenticity and satisfaction.

Heé. There is a positive relationship between experience quality
and satisfaction.

H?7. There is a positive relationship between tourist emotions
and satisfaction.

HB8. There is a positive relationship between perceived value
and satisfaction.

2.7 Loyalty

Loyalty in the context of festival tourism refers to the likelihood
of tourists returning to the event and recommending it to others
(Girish and Chen, 2017). Tourist loyalty is considered fundamental
for the stable growth of the festival tourism sector, including music
festivals (Lee, 20165 Chi et al., 2022). Oliver (1999) conceptualizes
loyalty as a multidimensional construct with stages: affective
loyalty, cognitive loyalty, conative loyalty, and action loyalty. This
study examines these loyalty dimensions within the context of
music festivals.

Empirical research demonstrates that tourists’ emotions can
enhance loyalty (Choi and Kim, 2020; Godovykh and Tasci, 2021).
For example, in a strawberry festival setting, tourists’ emotions
positively impacted loyalty by influencing satisfaction (Lee, 2014).
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Similarly, research on dance festival tourists indicates that both
satisfaction and emotions positively correlate with loyalty (Lee
et al., 2008).

Higher perceived value often leads to greater overall
satisfaction, which is essential for building loyalty (Tanford,
2017; Lin et al, 2020). Strong evidence of the link between
perceived value and loyalty exists across various tourism contexts,
such as marine tourism (Su et al., 2021) and nature tourism
(Zhou and Yu, 2022). Saha et al. (2023) found that at Norwegian
music festivals, both functional and emotional values contribute to
satisfaction and lead to behavioral intentions to revisit.

Evidence from multiple tourism domains underscores
the significant influence of satisfaction on loyalty (Choi
and Kandampully, 2019; Dai et al, 2023). Satisfied tourists
are more likely to recommend the event to others and
engage in positive word-of-mouth (Moon and Han, 2019).
(2024)
satisfaction with the

Wang et al assert that in online music festival

contexts, experience is a critical

precursor to loyalty. Therefore, this study proposes the
following hypothesis:

H9. There is a positive relationship between tourist emotions
and loyalty.

H10. There is a positive relationship between perceived value
and loyalty.

H11. There is a positive relationship between satisfaction
and loyalty.

Grounded on the above research and assumptions, a conceptual

model is presented in Figure 1.

Frontiersin Psychology

3 Methodology

3.1 Research location and target
respondents

The Strawberry Music Festival, a local event in China, has been
hosted in major cities nationwide since early 2024. Its growth has
not only increased brand recognition but also stimulated economic
and cultural development in its host cities. The festival’s themes of
“spring, romance, and love” reflect attitudes and cultural ideals that
resonate with many music enthusiasts, particularly the youth.

The research was conducted in Shenyang, Liaoning Province,
a city known for its rich history, modern urban style, and thriving
music scene (Liu et al., 2014). The 2023 Shenyang Strawberry Music
Festival, branded as “Hello, Shenyang!” spanned two days and
attracted over 40,000 attendees with its impressive lineup, striking
stage design, and four vibrant performances. Approximately half
of the visitors traveled from other cities, bringing a substantial
boost to Shenyang’s cultural, tourism, and economic sectors. This
study focused on participants of the 2023 Shenyang Strawberry
Music Festival. At the festival’s end, researchers used convenience
sampling at the exits to recruit departing attendees for data
collection, a process that took 20 to 25 min per participant. Only
individuals aged 18 and older were included in the study. Following
Weston and Gore (2006) recommendation of a minimum of
200 samples for structural equation modeling, we collected 673
usable responses, exceeding the suggested sample size for robust
data analysis.
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3.2 Measurement and instrumentation
design

Researchers designed a structured questionnaire by drawing on
relevant prior studies, comprising seven sections: (1) existential
authenticity; (2) experience quality; (3) tourist emotions; (4)
perceived value; (5) festival satisfaction; (6) festival loyalty; and
(7) basic demographic information. Existential authenticity was
measured using eight items adapted from Hsu et al. (2021) and
Zhao and Li (2023), divided evenly between interpersonal and
intrinsic authenticity, and with adjustments made to fit the context
of the Shenyang Strawberry Music Festival. The experience quality
scale included 14 items validated by previous studies (Jin et al.,
2015; Allan, 2016; Moon and Han, 2019). Tourist emotions were
assessed using four items derived from Karagoz and Uysal (2022),
while perceived value was measured with four items based on Yoon
et al. (2010) and Jin et al. (2015). The satisfaction constructs also
included four items adapted from prior festival studies (Yoon et al.,
20105 Lee, 2016). Four items were integrated from research by Choi
and Kandampully (2019) and Moon and Han (2019) to evaluate
tourist loyalty. All items utilized a five-point Likert scale, ranging
from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5). In addition,
the questionnaire included five single-choice and two multiple-
choice questions to collect demographic data such as gender, age,
education, income (in RMB), occupation, companions, and sources
of information.

To ensure the applicability of these scales in the context of
festival tourism in China, we adopted the translation and back-
translation method for localization (Brislin, 1986). Additionally,
three bilingual experts with backgrounds in tourism management
and psychometrics were invited to proofread the language, in order
to enhance semantic equivalence and cultural appropriateness.
Before final data collection, a pilot test was conducted to confirm
the reliability and validity of the questionnaire. The selection
criteria for pilot test participants were consistent with those used
in the main data collection. Visitors who had attended the 2023
Shenyang Strawberry Music Festival were asked if they would
participate in this preliminary survey. Data for the pilot test were
gathered on the first day of the festival using convenience sampling.
A total of 91 respondents participated in the pre-survey, and the
resulting data were used to assess the internal consistency and
reliability of the variable scales. According to the criteria proposed
by Nunnally and Bernstein (1994), Cronbach’s alpha value >0.70
indicates that the scale has good internal consistency and reliability.
The Cronbach’s alpha values for the measured variables in this study
ranged from 0.81 to 0.92, indicating good internal consistency and
high scale reliability for all measured variables. Therefore, no items
were deleted during the actual data collection process, and all 41
items were retained.

3.3 Data gathering and analysis

Data collection took place at the exits of the Shenyang
Strawberry Music Festival, targeting attendees from August 26-27,
2023. Out of 756 festival-goers who participated in the survey, 673
responses were deemed usable, resulting in an effective response
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rate of ~89%. Based on the collected data, the sample had a slightly
higher proportion of female respondents (60.77%) compared
to male respondents (39.23%). Most participants (74.59%) had
completed college or undergraduate education, with 9.06% holding
or pursuing graduate degrees. Overall, 16.34% had not attained a
college degree. In terms of income, 32.09% of respondents reported
earnings below 5,001 RMB, while 67.91% had incomes above
this threshold, with 23.33% earning more than 8,000 RMB. The
average age of participants ranged between 18 and 40, reflecting a
younger demographic. This aligns with previous research on music
festivals, where over 90% of attendees were found to be less than 40
years old. The participants represented various occupations, with
students (20.06%) and freelancers (25.11%) making up a significant
portion. Most attendees came to the festival with their spouses
(39.23%) or friends (47.55%). Information about the festival was
obtained through diverse channels, predominantly video platforms
like Douban, Kugou, and Bilibili (62.41%), as well as online
communities such as Xiaohongshu and Weibo (57.95%). Table 1
provides further details on the demographic characteristics of
the respondents.

Data analysis was conducted using SPSS 27.0 and AMOS
26.0. Initially, a Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) was
performed to assess the reliability and validity of the measurement
instruments. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were also analyzed to
verify the internal consistency of each subscale, thus evaluating
the measurement model. Structural Equation Modeling (SEM)
was then employed to test the research model. Finally, the
analysis included the calculation of direct, indirect, and total
effects among the variables. The efficacy and strength of our SEM
were meticulously evaluated using a range of well-established fit
indices, including the Chi-Square to Degrees of Freedom Ratio, the
Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), the
Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR), and the Root
Mean Square Error (RMSE) of Approximation (Schermelleh-Engel
et al, 2003). A model was considered adequate when the TLI and
the CFI reached or exceeded 0.95, and SRMR as well as the RMSE of
Approximation remained below 0.05, thereby affirming the model’s
validity and reliability (Schermelleh-Engel et al., 2003).

4 Results

4.1 Measurement modeling

According to the standards outlined by Whittaker and
Schumacker (2022), standardized factor loadings should not fall
below 0.50. While all items in this study met this criterion, ESC4,
EBJ4, and SAT1 were removed to improve model fit, despite their
standardized loadings being above 0.70 (ranging from 0.72 to
0.90). The decision to remove these items was based on multiple
model diagnostics, including modification indices (MIs > 15) and
item redundancy observed during confirmatory factor analysis
(CFA). Specifically, these items contributed to cross-loadings or
localized strain within their constructs, and their removal led to
substantial improvements in key fit indices without compromising
the conceptual integrity of the latent constructs. This approach
is consistent with the recommendation by Hair et al. (2019) that
theoretically redundant or statistically problematic items may be
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TABLE 1 Research participants’ general characteristics.

Variable Category Number %
Gender Female 409 60.77
Male 264 39.23
Age (years) 18-30 525 78.01
31-40 131 19.47
41-60 17 2.53
Over 60 0 0
Education Junior high school or below 11 1.63
High school or technical secondary school 99 14.71
College or undergraduate 502 74.59
Graduate student 61 9.06
Income Less than 2,000 84 12.48
(CNY)
2,001-5,000 132 19.61
5,001-8,000 300 44.58
8,001-15,000 126 18.72
Over 15,000 31 4.61
Profession Enterprise unit worker 129 19.17
Civil servants, public institution workers 97 14.41
Self-employed 113 16.79
Freelancer 169 25.11
Farmer or worker 23 3.42
Student 135 20.06
Retiree 1 0.15
Else 6 0.89
Companions | Couple or spouse 264 39.23
Children 41 6.09
Parent 55 8.17
Friends 320 47.55
Colleagues 109 16.2
Lone wolf 58 8.62
Else 12 1.78
Information | Small red book, Weibo, and other online 390 57.95
receiving communities
channels
Recommended by friends and family 258 38.34
Advertisements, newspapers, magazines 208 3091
Video platforms such as Douyin, Kuaishou, 420 62.41
and B station
WeChat, QQ, and other social software 294 43.68
Travel agencies and other tourism 120 17.83
organizations
Baidu, Google, and other search engines 77 11.44
Ctrip and other travel websites 45 6.69
Else 5 0.74

1 CNY equals ~0.14 USD.
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removed for better parsimony and model performance, as long as
the core meaning of the constructs is preserved.

Following Segars (1997), the composite reliability (CR) for all
variables should exceed 0.70, and the average variance extracted
(AVE) should be >0.50. All 10 variables in this study satisfied these
requirements (see Table 2).

Regarding discriminant validity, the square root of each
variable’s AVE must be higher than the correlation coefficients
between that variable and others (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). The
measurement model in this study met this standard, indicating
strong discriminant validity (see Table 3). Based on the criteria
recommended in Table 4, the results showed that the model fit
was satisfactory, with x /df (variance/degrees of freedom) = 2.351,
AGFI (adjusted goodness-of-fit index) = 0.865, TLI (Tucker-
Lewis index) = 0.931, CFI (comparative fit index) = 0.937, IFI
(incremental fit index) = 0.937, and RMSEA (root mean square
error of approximation) = 0.045 (see Table 4).

4.2 Structural modeling

The research model was validated using Structural Equation
Modeling (SEM). The model fit indices showed excellent fit, with
x*/df = 1.164, AGFI = 0.937, TLI = 0.992, CFI = 0.992, IFI =
0.992, and RMSEA = 0.016 (see Table 4). The hypothesis testing
results indicated that 10 out of 11 hypotheses were supported,
except for H8 (see Table 5).

Figure | illustrates the structural model of this study.
Specifically, “existential authenticity” had a significant positive
correlation with “tourist emotions” (8 = 0.203, t = 4.208, p
< 0.001), “satisfaction” (f = 0.142, t = 3.183, p < 0.01), and
“perceived value” (B = 0.269, t = 5.630, p < 0.001). “Experience
quality” also showed a significant positive correlation with “tourist
emotions” (B = 0.350, t = 6.744, p < 0.001), “satisfaction” (B =
0.184, t = 3.554, p < 0.001), and “perceived value” (8 = 0.430, t =
8.253, p < 0.001). Additionally, “tourist emotions” were positively
associated with “satisfaction” (8 = 0.120, t = 2.861, p < 0.001),
and “perceived value” had a significant positive relationship with
“satisfaction” (B = 0.401, t = 8.476, p < 0.001). The validated
structural model is shown in Figure 2.

4.3 Direct, indirect, and aggregate effects
between variables

After removing the non-significant paths, the direct, indirect,
and total effects between variables such as existential authenticity,
experience quality, tourist emotions, perceived value, satisfaction,
and loyalty were recalculated (see Table 6). The results showed that
the indirect effect of existential authenticity on loyalty, mediated by
tourist emotions, perceived value, and satisfaction, had a weight of
0.129. Similarly, the indirect effect of experience quality on loyalty
through the same mediators was 0.193.

Most of the indirect effects were primarily mediated by
perceived value (8 = 0.430 x 0.401 = 0.173), while only a small
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TABLE 2 Analysis results of construct validity and reliability.

10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1553211

Constructs/ Variables Factor
loadings

Intrapersonal authenticity 3.07 0.97 0.896 0.879 0.658
INTRA1 Tam able to discover more about myself. 0.822
INTRA2 T'am in touch with my feelings and emotions. 0.809
INTRA3 I was freed from the limitations of daily work or routine life and 0.830

became more self and subjective in my own right.
INTRA4 I tried to seek extraordinary experiences to pursue self-realization or 0.848

get self-satisfaction.
Interpersonal authenticity 3.05 0.94 0.890 0.890 0.669
INTER1 T have contact with performers in a natural, authentic, and friendly 0.821

way.
INTER2 T have contact with family members in a natural, authentic, and 0.795

friendly way.
INTER3 T have contact with other tourists in a natural, authentic, and friendly 0.821

way.
INTER4 T have contact with workers in a natural, authentic, and friendly way. 0.834
Escapism 3.64 1.04 0.799 0.800 0.572
ESC1 I felt I played a different character here. 0.773
ESC2 I felt like I was living in a different time or place. 0.731
ESC3 The experience here let me imagine being someone else. 0.764
Surprise 3.72 0.98 0.846 0.847 0.580
SUR1 The events at this music festival are special. 0.764
SUR2 The service at this music festival is consistent and reliable. 0.749
SUR3 There are some unexpected and unique performances. 0.720
SUR4 The service at this music festival makes me feel special and valued. 0.811
Participation 3.67 1.00 0.855 0.856 0.598
PAR1 T appreciated all the performances or as many as possible. 0.803
PAR2 I participated in activities that the music festival provided. 0.756
PAR3 I want to be a member of this music festival to receive benefits. 0.741
PAR4 I can choose any activities which are suitable for me. 0.792
Enjoyment 3.70 0.99 0.796 0.797 0.567
ENJ1 I felt that I was doing something I really liked to do at this music 0.776

festival.
ENJ2 I felt that I was doing something memorable at this music festival. 0.729
ENJ3 I felt that I was having fun at this music festival. 0.753
Tourist emotions 3.26 0.98 0.857 0.857 0.600
TE1 I feel pleasant. 0.738
TE2 I feel arousing. 0.765
TE3 I feel excited. 0.732
TE4 I feel relaxed. 0.857
Perceived value 3.26 0.99 0.865 0.863 0.613
PV1 This music festival was worth the money, time, and effort I spent. 0.744
PV2 This music festival offered more value than expected. 0.768
PV3 This music festival offered more value than other festivals. 0.747
PV4 This music festival’s overall quality of service was valuable. 0.865

(Continued)
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TABLE 2 (Continued)

10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1553211

Constructs/ Variables Std. Factor
dev  loadings

Satisfaction 3.33 0.98 0.914 0.912 0.723
SAT2 This music festival offers me more value than I expected. 0.816

SAT3 I believe I did the right thing in attending this music festival. 0.881

SAT4 My choice to visit this music festival was a wise one. 0.897

SAT5 As a whole, I am happy with this music festival. 0.803

Loyalty 3.36 0.92 0.884 0.885 0.659
LOY1 T will say positive things about the music festival to other people. 0.784

LOY2 T will keep attending the music festival if it is held again in the future. 0.741

LOY3 I will recommend the music festival to my relatives and friends. 0.836

LOY4 I will take pride in telling other people about my experiences at the 0.878

music festival.

INTRA, intrapersonal authenticity; INTER, interpersonal authenticity; ESC, escapism; SUR, surprise; PAR, participation; ENJ, enjoyment; TE, tourist emotions; PV, perceived value; SAT,

satisfaction; LOY, loyalty.

TABLE 3 Discriminate validity of the research model.

Constructs INTRA INTER ESC SUR PAR ENJ TE PV SAT LOY ‘
INTRA 0.811

INTER 0.548 0.818

ESC 0.147 0.115 0.756

SUR 0.133 0.101 0.388 0.762

PAR 0.148 0.093 0.433 0.409 0.773

ENJ 0.112 0.130 0.403 0.403 0.379 0.753

TE 0.166 0.206 0.202 0.204 0.202 0.266 0.775

PV 0.243 0.236 0.330 0.262 0.247 0.247 0.233 0.783

SAT 0217 0.260 0.307 0.295 0219 0.262 0.297 0.506 0.850

LOY 0.080 0.134 0.079 0.087 0.106 0.070 0.142 0.294 0.375 0.812

INTRA, intrapersonal authenticity; INTER, interpersonal authenticity; ESC, escapism; SUR, surprise; PAR, participation; ENJ, enjoyment; TE, tourist emotions; PV, perceived value; SAT,

satisfaction; LOY, loyalty.

portion was mediated by tourist emotions (8 = 0.203 x 0.013
=0.003).

5 Discussion and conclusions

5.1 Research conclusions

This study is the first to use the S-O-R paradigm to explore
factors influencing festivalgoer loyalty, focusing on the roles
of existential authenticity, experience quality, tourist emotions,
perceived value, and satisfaction. In the post-pandemic context,
where domestic tourism and large-scale events are recovering,
understanding how these factors shape loyalty is crucial.

First, the study found that existential authenticity and
experience quality, as key stimuli, have significant positive effects
on tourists emotions, perceived value, and satisfaction. This
indicates that when festivalgoers experience a stronger sense of
authenticity and high-quality events, they tend to have more
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positive emotions, enhancing their overall perceived value and
satisfaction with the festival. Especially in the post-pandemic era,
there is a heightened desire to escape from daily routines and seek
authentic, unique experiences, amplifying the impact of existential
authenticity on tourists emotions and behaviors (Cai et al,
20225 Yao et al,, 2023). Notably, existential authenticity not only
affects emotional experiences but also indirectly enhances loyalty
through perceived value. This result aligns with previous studies
in festival tourism, supporting the broad influence of existential
authenticity on tourist decision-making (Hsu et al., 2021; Fang
and Liu, 2024). Furthermore, cultural factors may further influence
the relationships among variables. Chinese culture emphasizes
interpersonal interactions, social connections, and a sense of
group belonging (Zhao and Li, 2023); therefore, the impact of
interpersonal authenticity on tourist satisfaction and loyalty may
be more pronounced. In contrast, in Western culture, individuals
place greater emphasis on self-expression and unique experiences
(Matheson, 2008), and the influence of existential authenticity on
loyalty may rely more on intrapersonal authenticity. This cultural
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TABLE 4 The goodness of fit indices for the measurement model and research model.

Model x* x*/df AGFI TLI CFI IFI RMSEA ‘
Measurement model 1,509.615 (0.000) 2.351 0.865 0.931 0.937 0.937 0.045
Research model 754.384 (0.000) 1.164 0.937 0.992 0.992 0.992 0.016
Recommended criteria P >0.05 <5.0 >0.90 >0.90 >0.90 >0.90 <0.08
TABLE 5 The results hypotheses test.
Hypotheses Hypothesized path 2} B S.E t Result
H1 EA—TE 0.250 0.203 0.059 4.208™** Supported
H2 EA—PV 0.383 0.269 0.068 5.630"* Supported
H3 EA—SAT 0.185 0.142 0.058 3.183** Supported
H4 EQ—TE 0.430 0.350 0.064 6.744** Supported
H5 EQ—PV 0.611 0.430 0.074 8.253%* Supported
He EQ—SAT 0.239 0.184 0.067 3.554"* Supported
H7 TE—SAT 0.127 0.120 0.044 2.861% Supported
H8 TE—LOY 0.012 0.013 0.042 0.296 Rejected
H9 PV—SAT 0.367 0.401 0.043 8.476™** Supported
H10 PV—LOY 0.123 0.144 0.043 2.865™ Supported
HI11 SAT—LOY 0.296 0.318 0.048 6.126™* Supported

EA, existential authenticity; EQ, experience quality; TE, tourist emotions; PV, perceived value; SAT, satisfaction; LOY, loyalty. ***p < 0.001, *p < 0.01.
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difference warrants further cross-cultural comparisons in future
research to explore in depth the moderating role of culture on
festival tourism experiences and tourist behavior.

Second, experience quality was identified as a powerful
stimulus. The study confirms that high-quality music festival
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experiences significantly boost tourists’ emotions and perceived
value, consistent with prior research on the positive impacts of
tourism experience quality on emotions and behavior (Yoon et al,
2010; Wu et al, 2018; Ozdemir et al., 2023). Post-pandemic
Chinese music festivals blend rich local culture with modern
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TABLE 6 Direct, indirect, and total effects among the variables.

10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1553211

Dependent variable Independent variable Direct effect Indirect effect Total effect R?
INTRA EA 0.717%% - 0.717 0.514
INTER EA 0.854*+* - 0.854 0.730
ESC EQ 0.738** - 0.738 0.544
SUR EQ 0.682%* - 0.682 0.465
PAR EQ 0.678** - 0.678 0.459
ENJ EQ 0.694** - 0.694 0.481
TE EA 0.203% - 0.203 0.164
EQ 0350 - 0.350
PV EA 0.269** - 0.269 0.257
EQ 0.430"* - 0.430
SAT EA 0.142** 0.132 0.275 0.366
EQ 0.184%* 0214 0.398
TE 0.120** - 0.120
PV 04017 - 0.401
LOY EA 0.129 0.129 0.175
EQ 0.193 0.193
TE 0.013 0.038 0.051
PV 0.144* 0.128 0.272
SAT 0.318** - 0.318

EA, existential authenticity; EQ, experience quality; INTRA, intrapersonal authenticity; INTER, interpersonal authenticity; ESC, escapism; SUR, surprise; PAR, participation; ENJ, enjoyment;

TE, tourist emotions; PV, perceived value; SAT, satisfaction; LOY, loyalty. ***p < 0.001, ™*p < 0.01.

urban elements, creating unique experiences for attendees. For
instance, Shenyang, a city with a rich historical background
and modern appeal, adds a distinctive cultural blend to the
festival (Liu et al., 2014). Visitors not only enjoy diverse musical
performances but also engage in various interactive activities,
creating “moments of surprise” that effectively elicit positive
emotions. This cultural fusion may explain why festivals can evoke
high emotional responses and satisfaction. Additionally, perceived
value serves as an essential mediator between experience quality
and loyalty, suggesting that high-quality experiences not only
enhance perceived value but also strengthen festivalgoer loyalty.

However, the study did not find a significant direct effect of
tourist emotions on loyalty, which contradicts several previous
studies (Choi and Kim, 2020; Godovykh and Tasci, 2021).
This unexpected result merits further exploration. One possible
explanation lies in the temporal misalignment between short-
term emotions and long-term loyalty. Emotions experienced
during a festival are typically transient, situational, and highly
sensitive to environmental factors such as weather, crowd density,
or performance quality (Lee et al, 2011). Loyalty, by contrast,
represents a stable attitudinal and behavioral commitment formed
over time, which may not be immediately affected by fleeting
emotional states (Moon and Han, 2019).

Additionally, it is possible that festivalgoers process emotional
experiences retrospectively—that is, their emotional evaluation is
only fully formed after the event concludes (Godovykh and Tasci,
2021). As such, their responses in post-event surveys may prioritize
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more cognitive assessments like satisfaction and perceived value,
rather than recalling specific emotional highs or lows. Another
interpretation is that emotional arousal alone is insufficient to
drive loyalty unless it is accompanied by cognitive appraisal and
evaluative judgment—such as the perception that the experience
was valuable or exceeded expectations (Ampadu et al, 2023).
This is consistent with dual-process theories in psychology, which
suggest that affective responses require cognitive reinforcement to
influence long-term behavioral intentions (Jang et al., 2021).
Finally, this study enriches the understanding of Chinese
music tourism in the post-pandemic era and offers practical
insights for festival organizers and destination managers. By
enhancing existential authenticity and experience quality, they can
effectively boost perceived value, leading to higher satisfaction and
loyalty. This approach is essential for the recovery and sustainable
development of music festivals in China in the post-pandemic era.

5.2 Theoretical contributions

While the study is context-specific, it offers theoretical
contributions that may inspire broader applications in festival
tourism research. This study extends the application of the
Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R) theory in the field of festival
tourism. Previous research on music festivals has predominantly
relied on the experience economy theory (Li and Wood, 20165
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Tan et al, 2023); in contrast, this study introduces existential
authenticity as an environmental stimulus to elucidate its influence
on tourist emotions, perceived value, satisfaction, and loyalty.
The results indicate that existential authenticity, together with
experience quality, affects tourist emotions, and perceived value not
only directly but also indirectly influences satisfaction and loyalty
through perceived value, thereby enriching the conceptualization
of the “stimulus” component within the S-O-R framework.

Furthermore, this study refines the theoretical role of existential
authenticity in the context of music festivals. Previous studies (e.g.,
Su et al, 2021; Fu, 2019) have largely focused on authenticity
experiences in heritage tourism or natural attractions; however, this
study is the first to demonstrate its significant role in the highly
emotive and experiential setting of music festivals—especially in
the post-pandemic era when tourists” heightened needs for self-
expression and identity recognition render the impact of existential
authenticity on emotions and satisfaction even more pronounced.
This broadens the scope of authenticity theory and offers new
perspectives for future research.

Finally, this study confirms the indirect role of emotions in
the formation of loyalty in festival tourism, thereby challenging
or revising previous assumptions. While previous research (e.g.,
Godovykh and Tasci, 2021; Lee et al., 2014) suggested that
positive emotions directly enhance loyalty, our findings reveal that
emotions do not exert a direct effect; rather, they influence loyalty
indirectly through perceived value and satisfaction. This suggests
that tourist emotions at music festivals are more transient and
volatile, with their impact on loyalty relying more on cognitive
evaluations (i.e., perceived value) and overall assessments (i.e.,
satisfaction). This finding broadens the applicability of emotion
theory in the realm of tourism experiences and underscores
the need for future research to examine the interplay between
emotional and cognitive factors.

5.3 Management implications

From a managerial perspective, this study provides practical
guidance for the sustainable development of music festivals and
destination marketing, particularly in the context of post-pandemic
recovery. Firstly, music festival organizers should enhance visitors’
experience of existential authenticity. This can be achieved through
immersive interactive projects such as art installations, immersive
performances, and creative interactive activities that help tourists
explore and express themselves. Additionally, creating a free
and open social environment—for example, dedicated social
zones, themed parties, and interactive games—will foster genuine
communication and enhance overall satisfaction. Secondly, the
quality of the overall experience should be improved. This includes
optimizing service facilities to ensure high quality and reliability,
as well as planning creative activities such as limited-edition
souvenirs, guest interactions, and special artistic performances.
Moreover, offering personalized services, such as VIP experiences,
reservation services, or interest-based community interactions,
can further enhance visitor engagement and satisfaction. Thirdly,
attention should be paid to visitors' emotional experiences. By
employing data analysis and social media interactions to accurately
capture tourist preferences, organizers can tailor personalized
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music programs and interactive experiences (such as virtual
reality experiences). At the same time, optimizing environmental
design by creating leisure areas, social interaction zones, or
spaces for emotional relief will boost visitor satisfaction and
their willingness to return. Finally, local cultural and tourism
management departments can promote the integration of music
festivals with local culture, historical attractions, and traditional
crafts to create culturally distinctive, environmentally friendly,
and community-oriented festival events. This strategy not only
enhances the appeal of music festivals but also extends visitor dwell
time, fosters local economic development, and contributes to the
long-term benefits and reputation of the tourism industry.

To evaluate the practical effectiveness of these strategies,
organizers can implement systematic feedback mechanisms, such
as regular surveys on visitor satisfaction and loyalty across
different experience dimensions. Additionally, organizers can
track and analyze repeat visitation rates and willingness to
recommend the festival, thereby quantifying loyal behavior.
Continuously monitoring visitor feedback on social media and
online platforms and optimizing management measures based on
real-time evaluations is also an effective approach. These methods
will help organizers enhance the festival experience quality and
visitor loyalty, thereby promoting the sustainable development of
music festival events.

6 Limitations and future research

Although this study makes contributions to both theory and
practice, there are still several limitations. First, data collection
was based solely on a field survey of the Shenyang Strawberry
Music Festival, and the sample region is relatively homogeneous,
which may limit the external validity and generalizability of
the research findings. Music festivals in different regions and
cultural contexts may exhibit significant differences in terms
of tourist interactions, emotional expressions, and experience
preferences. This is especially true in international contexts, where
tourists’ perceptions of existential authenticity and its impact
on emotions and satisfaction may differ (Tan et al, 2020).
Therefore, future research could consider cross-regional and cross-
cultural comparative studies to enhance the generalizability and
applicability of the research conclusions.

Secondly, in terms of variable selection, this study did not
include key demographic variables (such as age, gender, prior
participation experience, and music preferences), nor did it
account for external environmental factors (such as social media
dissemination, marketing strategies, and the macroeconomic
context). This omission may, to some extent, limit a comprehensive
explanation of variations in tourist behavior. Previous studies
have indicated that different demographic characteristics and
contextual factors can significantly influence tourists’ perceptions
of authenticity, emotional responses, and behavioral intentions
(Chi, 20105 Leenders, 2010; Raab et al., 2016). Future research
should incorporate a broader range of variables into theoretical
modeling to construct a more comprehensive analytical framework
that integrates both individual psychological factors and external
environmental influences.

Third, this study employed a convenience sampling method,
conducting surveys at the exit of the festival at the end of the event,
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which may introduce sample bias. For instance, it is more likely
that we engaged with visitors who had a positive experience and
were willing to stay until the event concluded, while those who left
early or had a less favorable experience may have been overlooked.
At the same time, self-selection bias should not be ignored—
satisfied visitors are more likely to participate in the survey, whereas
dissatisfied ones may choose not to respond (Smironva et al,
2020). Future research could adopt a multi-phase, multi-channel
sampling strategy that integrates both online and offline methods,
and incorporate random sampling or big data analysis (such as
social media comment mining) to enhance the representativeness
of the sample and the robustness of the findings.

Finally, the mechanisms underlying the formation of visitor
loyalty may vary depending on visitor type. First-time visitors are
often more influenced by external stimuli, novelty, or marketing
efforts, whereas the loyalty of repeat visitors tends to stem from
accumulated past experiences, emotional identification, and value
resonance (Jin et al, 2015). Future studies could incorporate
this distinction into sample design to explore in depth the
similarities and differences in loyalty drivers across different types
of visitors.
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