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Gamified experience design: a
case study on China’s immersive
tourist blocks in historic cities

Yuqi Zheng?, Jiayi Zhang! and Jinsha Li**

!School of Arts, Peking University, Beijing, China, ?Television School, Communication University of
China, Beijing, China

Introduction: In the context of the internet economy era, historic cities face
increasing pressure to attract tourists through effective urban design strategies.
Immersive districts, particularly in historic Chinese cities, have emerged as an
innovative approach to enhance tourism experiences, achieving notable success.
This paper explores the use of immersive design strategies in the Guitanglou (&
JERE) district in Xi'an, China, with a focus on gamification theory.

Methods: The study employs in-depth interviews and content analysis to
examine the design strategies employed in the Guitanglou immersive district.
Through these methods, the research investigates how immersive experiences
can be used to enhance tourist engagement in historic sites.

Results: The research introduces a “4S" design model, consisting of Scene,
Socialization, Story, and Stimulus. The model suggests that by innovating design
within these four key areas, tourists can engage more deeply with the immersive
district, resulting in stronger cultural resonance and emotional connections.

Discussion: This study offers new insights into tourism and urban design,
highlighting how immersive districts can serve as effective platforms for
disseminating historical and cultural values. The findings suggest that leveraging
communication strategies familiar to digital natives can create a balance between
cultural preservation and economic growth, offering a fresh perspective on urban
design in historic settings.
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1 Introduction

As the cultural tourism industry continues to evolve, the standardized mass tourism
model that developed in the 1960s and 1970s is becoming obsolete, no longer meeting
the sophisticated demands of today’s consumers (Poon, 1994; Timothy and Boyd, 2006).
Changes in values and lifestyles driven by new communication technologies, increased
wealth, more leisure time, and heightened awareness of personal needs and social
responsibilities have shaped a new generation of tourists. These tourists are not only more
individualistic but are also more interactive and willing to engage in travel projects (Gretzel
etal,, 2005; Jenkins, 2006). Millennials, in particular, are set to dominate the travel market
over the next decade. Having grown up in the internet era and starting their careers
during economic downturns, their consumption behaviors are markedly different; they
seek rationality and authenticity in the experiences they procure (Sofronov, 2018; Skinner
et al., 2018; Benzecry and Collins, 2014).

The shift in consumer preferences changes the fundamental dynamics of the
travel industry and significantly influences product and service design, including urban
planning and block management. In this context, the Tourist Block generally refers
to a city’s important symbolic historical and cultural landscape. Many cities regard
it as an essential tool for shaping urban characteristics and competitiveness (Liang
et al, 2022). Although spontaneous experiences are difficult to manipulate, creating
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and managing a sense of genuine pleasure is achievable (Jelinci¢
and Senki¢, 2019). Therefore, successful designers are those who
not only focus on enhancing the quality of tourism products but
also cater to the evolving demands of a diverse consumer base
(Schiopu et al., 2016). Nowadays, tourism products, services, and
urban environments are increasingly designed to allow tourists to
immerse themselves in local cultures, even becoming locals during
their visits (Jelinci¢, 2019). The aforementioned trend toward
transformational design holds particular importance for cities rich
in historic heritage resources.

Nowadays, the concept of tourism progress is changing rapidly,
but the development of historical and cultural cities is often
constrained by traditional concepts, resulting in many resources
not being fully used for more innovative application (Fang,
2023). However, early-stage tourism development in historical
and cultural cities without pre-planning has led to a bottleneck
of homogenization of commercial development today (Garcia-
Hernéndez et al., 2017).

Some scholars, drawing on empirical cases from China’s
cultural and historical tourism sector, have indicated that the
traditional commercial tourism development model is increasingly
inadequate in addressing contemporary market demands, resulting
in a decline in tourist numbers (Fan et al, 2008). Even in
Xi’an, one of the earliest cities in China to explore immersive
development, its most famous immersive district - “Datang City
Never Sleeps”(K J& A~ 14 3k)’s operating body Xi ’an QUJIANG
CULTURAL TOURISM CO., LTD., had a net profit of—187 million
yuan in the first half of 2024, which not only turned from profit
to loss, but the margin of loss increased by more than 15 times
year-on-year.! According to the semi-annual report released by Xi
’an TOURISM CO., LTD.,? which represents the overall tourism
operation in Xi ’an, the revenue in 2024 was 252 million yuan, a
decrease of 10.03% over the same period last year. The net loss
reached 63.66 million yuan, representing a 26.68% increase from
the first half of 2023.°

The traditional tourism development mode and the earlier
exploration of the immersive district operation mode have fallen
into the disadvantage in the fierce market competition. How to
change the business strategies and further enhance the attraction of
tourists has become an important issue in the current development
of tourist sites.

In addressing these practical problems, current studies
generally tend to focus on the commercial planning of cultural
tourism cities (Wang et al, 2018; Guimaraes, 2021), policy
management (Lak et al., 2019), sophisticated environmental design
(Bonn etal., 2007; Shang and Yao, 2024; Tayhuadong and Inkarojrit,
2024) to propose solutions for these historical and cultural old
cities. However, in this era of new media, the service design
of tourist sites cannot simply pursue sensory stimulation but
need to go deep into the demands of consumers and match

1 Data
August2024/jgTW8LSIIvdbKUYTyRJIT.pdf

resources: https://www.gjtourism.com//storage/posts/
2 Tourism state-owned holding listed company, there are more than
30 subsidiaries, including hotels, catering, tourism, scenic spots, property,
ecological industry and so on.

3 Data
ebdf95calbb3d74e.PDF

resources: https://www.xatourism.com/upload/files/2024/8/
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the corresponding text. Factors including narratives and stories
are increasingly becoming key drivers and influences of visitor
perception and behavior, highlighting a further shift in the
experience economy (Moscardo, 2021). This approach can enhance
their perception of “existential authenticity”, so as to better enhance
tourist loyalty, which is the key to the development of urban
historical districts (Luo et al., 2024).

Therefore, in the construction of tourist blocks, a single
design element is not sufficient. Designers must have a relatively
comprehensive set of concepts in order to help realize the consumer
demand of tourists for personalized deep experience. Considering
the above factors, this paper is committed to building such a
set of systematic theoretical models to supplement the specific
dimensions worth considering in the planning of tourist blocks
through qualitative research. In this regard, the questions raised
in this paper include: What emotions do consumers (tourists) of
immersive blocks specifically experience in different dimensions of
immersion? Why do these emotions enhance the experience? What
kind of learning and reference can these different dimensional
feelings bring to the designers of cultural tourism blocks?

Currently, the practice cases of some tourist districts in China
provide a good reference for the construction of this research
model, and fully demonstrate the overall preference of tourists in
the process of tourism experience. In order to revitalize historic
districts, many cities have made great efforts to open up tourism
and carry out various cultural activities.

To revitalize historic districts, many cities have made great
efforts to open up tourism and carry out various cultural
activities (Bosone et al,, 2021). Chinas historical and cultural
cities have also realized that shaping local characteristics and
showing their local history and geographical image to the outside
world can greatly improve their comprehensive competitiveness,
so they vigorously carry out commercial development (Wang
et al, 2019). In the list of the first batch of national smart
tourism immersive experience new space cultivation pilot projects
announced by the Ministry of Culture and Tourism and other
departments of the Chinese government in 2024, Xi ’an, Chengdu,
Kaifeng, Wuhan, Yangzhou, Hangzhou, Beijing, Pingyao and other
historical cities are on the list, reflecting the enthusiasm of
historical and cultural cities for the construction of immersive
experience space, and received strong support from the state.
Among them, Guitang Lou belongs to “Xi ’an Datang Never
Night City”, which won the 11th ITIA Award, the Best New
Tourism Project Award in China, and the 6th Longque Award
in the Cultural Tourism Industry in 2022, the Best Immersive
Experience Complex Award. It is an important exploration in
the transformation of cultural tourism in the Xi ’an Datang
Never Night City. Therefore, Guitang Lou, a representative of
these immersive blocks, is chosen as the study case in this paper,
aiming to add a theoretical model for the development and design
concept of tourist blocks that fully incorporates factors affecting
consumer experience.

2 Literature review
The tourism urban design of historic cities in the tourism
sector necessitates a thorough understanding and evaluation of

consumers’ experiential demands, with targeted design linkages.
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Consumers’ attitudes, interests, and opinions play a critical role
in the design process of travel products (Gonzalez and Bello,
2002). In addition to this basic space creation, what other elements
will affect the consumer experience in the tourist district? Many
studies have also launched relevant exploration on this issue.
Distinguished from general cultural entertainment, consumers in
the tourism industry are ontologically situated across multiple
dimensions—time, context, body, and interaction—necessitating
a multidimensional approach from urban designers (Lindberg
et al, 2014). Although the perception layers of tourists at historic
sites can be categorized into entertainment, cultural identity-
seeking, education, relationship development, and escapism (Lee
and Smith, 2015), revisiting historical periods through leisure and
entertainment experiences remains a core component of heritage
tourism (Kempiak et al., 2017; McCain and Ray, 2003; Millar, 1989),
with the motivation for recreation often surpassing that for learning
(Liang, 2022).

In discussions of historical and cultural tourism, addressing
consumers’ demand for authenticity is crucial. Sarah Gardiner and
other scholars have emphasized the need for staged authenticity
in historical heritage tourism experiences (Gardiner et al,
2022). They argue that staged authenticity, which aligns with
educational, entertainment, escapism, and aesthetic experiential
values, has a significant positive correlation with attitudes toward
recreating experiences, thus promoting staged authenticity and
the reproduction of historical eras as new modes of tourism
experience (Gardiner et al., 2022). Traditionally, this staged
representation of reality in travel often referenced cinematic and
television experiences, overlooking the potential of video games
(Rainoldi et al., 2022). Yet today, with consumers deeply valuing
experiential authenticity, video games also wield considerable
influence and can serve as effective marketing tools for designers
and a means of deeper interaction with tourists (Xu et al,
2016).

The ongoing exploration of game studies has brought
gamification design to widespread attention. Some research
suggests that there is a positive correlation between travel
experience and memory and the willingness to visit again (Lee,
2022). In cultural tourism field, gamification mechanism can
positively impact tourists by providing a memorable experience,
rather than just pastime (Paixao and Cordeiro, 2021). Other studies
have demonstrated that gamification in cultural heritage tourism
can facilitate tourists’ psychological (enjoyment, flow experience,
and loyalty) and behavioral outcomes (knowledge gain) (Lee,
2019). However, in the past gamification development models
for tourism of cultural heritage sites, many studies focused on
the technical aspects, emphasizing the transformation of cultural
attractions through the installation of specific interactive facilities
(Prandi et al., 2019). Nevertheless, some scholars have sought to
explore the specific aspects of gamification mechanisms affecting
consumer perception. In the past gamification development models
for tourism of cultural heritage sites, many studies still focused
on the technical level, emphasizing the transformation of cultural
attractions through the installation of specific interactive facilities
(Prandi et al, 2019). Nevertheless, some scholars still tried to
explore the specific aspects of gamification mechanism affecting
consumer perception. Drawing on Schmitt’s SEMs model (Schmitt,
1999), Michal Mochocki has proposed five key dimensions of

Frontiersin Sustainable Tourism

10.3389/frsut.2024.1482203

player engagement in his pursuit of authenticity and immersion at
heritage sites through gamification development:

Mochocki’s model Attention level extraction

Spatial
involvement/environment-immersion

Space (environment) design

Kinaesthetic
involvement/activity-immersion

Behavioral design

Narrative involvement/narrative
immersion

Text (narrative) design

Affective involvement

Shared
involvement/community-immersion

Emotional design

Participation (social) design

These dimensions outline the consumer immersion knowledge
in heritage tourism (Mochocki, 2021). Although this model
primarily focuses on electronic games, it is informed by
comprehensive research on game experience by Calleja (2011)
and Bowman (2018), offering valuable references for the physical
space design.

Mochocki suggests that the design of role-playing patterns in
physical historic sites predates those in video games, using the
term Live Action Role Playing (LARP), historically employed in
educational, psychological, business, or medical fields (Harviainen
et al, 2018; Song et al, 2022). Myriel Balzer delineates four
dimensions to differentiate the real world from the constructed
virtual game world surrounding LARP (2011):

Balzer’s model Attention level extraction

Temporal level The clear start and end time of events

Spatial level The boundary between the game world and

its surroundings

Topical level Topical orientations of specific themes within

the game worlds

Social level

Interactions between characters in a game

To sum up, in the research on consumer cultural and
entertainment experience, both Mochocki’s and Balzer’s theories
emphasize the importance of space, theme/story-telling, and
social interaction, forming a basic framework for consumers to
achieve deep immersive experiences in gamified, interactive, and
participatory contexts. When applied in the context of historic
cities, these insights not only facilitate innovative design and
transformative development but also enhance the realization of
intangible tourism assets and more actively engaging forms of
tourism consumption (Richards and Wilson, 2006). Therefore,
learning from the success of electronic games to boost consumer
participation in physical interactions within historic urban
settings remains a pivotal topic in urban design and tourism
mechanism design.

3 Methodology

3.1 Research context

To thoroughly explore the design strategies of immersive
blocks, this paper investigates Guitanglou (& 1) as a case study.
Located in Xi’an, Shaanxi Province, China, Guitanglou spans nearly
20,000 square meters. This site functions as a commercial travel
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FIGURE 1
Guitanglou block note: the images were captured during field research: (A) depicts the interior layout of the block; (B) illustrates the character setup;
(C) outlines the task specifications; and (D) showcases the block’s token.

destination and was officially opened in October 2021. The design
approach of Guitanglou incorporates elements of Live Action Role
Playing (LARP), providing participants with substantial autonomy.
Visitors at Guitanglou can engage in typical activities such as
sightseeing, photography, and shopping. Additionally, they have
the opportunity to assume specific roles, don costumes, and
immerse themselves in various narratives, thereby experiencing life
from alternative perspectives (refer to Figure 1).

Xi’an, known as one of the cradles of ancient Chinese culture,
served as the capital city for thirteen dynasties in China. Renowned
for its numerous historic sites like the Mausoleum of the First
Emperor of Qin (15 £ [X), the Terracotta Warriors (1= i),
and the Dayan Pagoda (K JfE3), Xi’an attracts a large number
of tourists annually. A vital source of cultural tourism design
in Xi’an is the rich history and culture of the Tang Dynasty.
Xi'an’s significance stems from its long-standing status as the
capital of the Tang Dynasty, an era highly revered by Chinese
people. The Tang Dynasty boasted a flourishing economy, social
stability, active diplomacy, diverse culture, and art, embodying a
high degree of international influence. It symbolizes the illustrious
history and cultural achievements of Chinese civilization on
the world stage (Ng et al, 2016; Zhu and Yang, 2017; Lin
et al., 2020), and the Chinese often refer to themselves as
“Tang People.”

Recent official data released by the Xi’an government revealed
a 64% increase in tourism orders during the Spring Festival in 2024
compared to the previous year. Xi’an emerged as the top destination
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for domestic inbound tourism, with the most frequented site being
the “Datang City that Never Nights (K AN )” area.® It is
within this context that the Guitanglou block was launched, aligned
with the Tang Dynasty theme and harmonizing closely with the
city’s historical and cultural heritage.

Presently, China features several blocks similar to Guitanglou,
such as “Twelve Hours of Changan” (¥ % 1 — i} J&) in
Xi{an and “Xifan Li” ("% & B) in Beijing. These blocks, set in
renowned historic cities, adopt comparable designs and incorporate
familiar modes of live-action game interactions found in traditional
public cultural spaces like theme parks, museums, and commercial
streets from earlier years. The interactions involve storytelling,
open-air theatrical performances, tour guide role-playing, and
task-based challenges (Fu et al, 2023; Tseng, 2022; Hansen and
Mossberg, 2017; Prentice, 2001; Jafari et al., 2013), albeit with
unique innovation.

Guitanglou stands out as a popular choice among such
block cases, as indicated by comprehensive rankings on various
social media platforms. It is, therefore, selected as the focal
case for this study based on its exceptional popularity and
intriguing features.

4 Business Xi 'an Evening News (2024, February 18). “F§Z4E" Hi 45 [Report
on “Year of Xi ‘an’l. mp.weixin.qq.com/s?_biz=MzA4MTYzNzA1IMA==&mid=
2655679465&idx=2&sn=f6d32cdd34a542466803fc4144749a3e&chksm=84
2f283cb358a12a19291d789d5c1e64f53d86a51cbb3942473956d82297219¢f
d245d2e710c2&scene=27
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3.2 Methods

Designers should actively observe and analyze consumers’
behaviors and feedback to gain insights into the concept of
“immersion”. Subjective evaluation and expression are key in
determining the success of a project and objectively measuring its
effects, especially considering the various psychological elements
involved. When consumers experience a sense of immersive
presence, they often enter a state of deep concentration. A common
approach to measuring this state is through subjects’ self-reports
(Lombard and Ditton, 1997). In this study, interviews were
employed to collect firsthand data.

The selection of research participants was done through
snowball sampling to ensure diverse perspectives. In this study,
snowball sampling was used to reach the target participants.
Snowballing is a common sampling method for qualitative
research, mainly used to recruit consumer groups that are not
easy to reach directly (Marcus et al., 2017; Reagan et al., 2019).
Since the customers participating in Guitanglou are engaged in
the experience, it is difficult for researchers to speak with them
directly without disruption. Therefore, the researchers initially
contacted the groups who had participated in Guitanglou outside
the block, and then contacted additional relevant consumers
through the groups they had already interacted with. Semi-
structured interviews were conducted based on Mochocki et al.’s
framework, covering aspects such as consumers’ environmental
perceptions, content assessment, emotional states, overall feedback
on the experience, and likelihood of being repeat customers (see
Appendix A). Twenty-five consumers who had engaged with the
Guitanglou Block experience were randomly selected. Considering
the clarity of these responses, detailed records of 13 interviews are
included in the paper’s Appendix B.

To protect the privacy of interviewees, coding was done using
the interview date and serial number (e.g., 230403V1 for the
first interviewee on April 3, 2023). Each interview lasted between
45 and 60 min and was conducted online (see Table 1). Further
information is available in the attached documents.

4 Findings

Combined with Mochocki and Balzer’s two models, which have
been widely used in the field of immersion experience research
in the past, this study conducted a detailed comparative analysis
based on the qualitative analysis results of the interview records
(see the following detailed table for keywords). It can be seen
from the analysis that neither of the two models mentioned above
can fully meet the needs of theoretical exploration and model
construction at this stage, or some key elements are missing, or
the connotation and importance of some elements have changed
in the new context. Firstly, it is found that there are some
elements in the two models that are not applicable to the research
context. On the one hand, affective involvement in Mochocki’s
model is not a design element that can exist independently,
but as a purpose that runs through every link of activities in
tourist blocks. Therefore, it is difficult to guide designers in
practice. On the other hand, the temporal level in Balzer’s model
is also a special dimension. Because the object of his research
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focuses on LARP (live-action role play) activities with specific
time arrangements. However, in a space-based project such as a
tourist block, the designer does not need to design the immersion
experience of tourists according to the strict time constraints, but
focuses on bringing better experiences to tourists, and there is no
clear time limit. In addition, the business model of the subjects
studied in this paper is also different from that of Balzer: the
longer the immersive block can retain tourists, the higher the
commercial profits it can bring, and the stronger the sense of
belonging of tourists. Therefore, considering the above factors,
we need to further optimize the model of consumer experience
based on the theoretical model of these two theorists and the
object of “tourist block”, so as to provide designers with a better
reference model.

Meanwhile, according to the characteristics of the selected
research topic and the key points in actual industrial application,
this essay integrates the elements with strong reference significance
in the model mentioned above and updates the key aspects.
Since this research aims to better extract the specific feelings
of different tourists in the immersive block through qualitative
data, this paper adopts an inductive approach to extract the
frequency of words in the interviewees' discourse and uses NVivo
to analyze the interview texts to investigate the respondents’
attention to the corresponding topics. In this paper, researchers
combined the interview analysis and existing literature to obtain
the overall category and subdivision coding of the 4S model.
Since all our interviews were conducted in Chinese, when sorting
out the experience of the interviewees, we first extracted the
Chinese semantics and encoded the English version as accurately
as possible.

The results of the qualitative analysis of the interview texts
revealed four main themes related to immersion: scene, social, story
and stimulation (referring to Table 2 for details).

4.1 Scene design

In the context of designing tourist blocks with a focus on
gamification, a critical priority is the meticulous construction of
the overall environment. This aspect serves as the initial point of
contact for tourists upon entering the block, shaping their first
impressions significantly. Effective spatial design exerts a profound
visual influence on tourists, leaving a lasting impact. For example,
an interviewee suggested that the scene is very well arranged, and
it often feels like a winding path leading to a secluded place.
For example, when walking on a busy street, you might find
a shady side path lined with bamboo that leads directly to a
Taoist temple. This place is very rich in both audio and video
[230411V1, female]. Other than that, according to respondents,
the essence of the Guitanglou block extends beyond its stark
contrast with the “real world” exterior; it is also rooted in the
interior’s sense of comfort and authenticity. For example, one
visitor mentioned that there was a special atmosphere in the block,
just like jumping into ancient times [230409V1, female]. These
environmental atmospheres, which are different from those of
conventional tourist blocks, have brought a strong sense of impact
to many interviewees.

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/frsut.2024.1482203
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-tourism
https://www.frontiersin.org

Zheng et al.

TABLE 1 Details of the participants surveyed.

10.3389/frsut.2024.1482203

[\ [o} Gender Tour duration  Fellow traveler Identity in the Guitanglou

230406V1 Male 4h Together with six friends A rich man

230407V1 Female 5h Together with one friend A woman in an ancient brothel

230409V1 Female 5h Together with two friends A detective

230410V1 Female 3h Together with friends A bystander

230410V2 Female 7h Together with friends A merchant from a chamber of commerce

230411V1 Female 35h Together with two friends A matchmaker

230411V2 Female 5h Together with relatives A female student dressed as a man to obtain an official

position at Dali Temple

230412V1 Male 2h Together with one friend A businessman with the aim of reviving his own club

230414V1 Female 4h Together with her boyfriend An escort (the Courier in ancient China) and candidates for
and her classmates Dali Temple

230416V1 female 8h Together with colleagues A snake demon in the fairy tribe

230508V1 Male 4h Together with friends A swordsman

230511V1 Female 3h Together with 230508V 1 A traveler from other place

230511V2 Female 4h Together with a foreign friend | A fox fairy

230515V1 Male 2h Together with 230515V2 A burglar

230515V2 Male 2h Together with 230515V1 An adventurer

230518V1 Female 5h Together with 3 friends A princess in folk places

230518V2 Male 3h Together with 2 family A poet
members

230518V3 Male 4h Together with his girlfriend A Taoist friar

230520V1 Female 2h Together with her classmates A Chinese wizard

4.2 Socialization design

In developing immersive blocks within the gamification
framework, the design process encompasses both the “hardware”
components, such as the physical scenery and environmental
setup, and the essential “software” elements that revolve around
the involvement of service providers (i.e., the official block
performers) and other participants (i.e., fellow visitors). While
performers possess a degree of autonomy, their actions, behavioral
patterns, and overall flow of interaction primarily align with the
predetermined design blueprint.

One of the most frequently mentioned topics is interacting with
NPCS. For example, an interviewee expressed: “What I like about
it very much is that it provides a sense of immersion through the
construction of real-life houses and streets, everything is real but
new. I think this is a particularly interesting thing. It opens in the
morning and closes at night, and all the NPCs in it seem to be living
in real life” [230511V1, female]. This professional performance
can make great contributions for tourists to gradually adapting to
the life and social mode in the immersive block. In addition, a
variety of collective rituals of different scales also bring reasonable
context to these social interactions. For example, “There will be a
show in the block every half hour. I remember one performance
of witchcraft that was visually stunning [230410V1, female]”. The
intensive activities not only build the social circle of the block, but
also promote the engagement and participation of tourists.
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4.3 Story design

The narrative content serves as the vital core of the creative
blocks, forming the foundational basis for consumers to deeply
engage with the immersive game experience during their visit.
The continuous innovation and enhancement of the story
text play a pivotal role in captivating consumers’ attention,
ensuring the block remains dynamic in breaking stereotypes.
Designers adeptly intertwine fresh stories with both “software”
and “hardware” elements to sustain the project’s appeal. Upon
entry into the immersive block, each consumer is provided with
a unique storyline comprising character backgrounds and core
clues integrated into the pre-established setting (refer to Figure 2).
This narrative further unfolds through the consumer’s active
participation, engagement, and firsthand experience. In Guitanglou
block, although the stories are based on certain text settings,
they are not all inevitable, but with strong randomness and
flexibility. For example, one interviewee told an interesting story
he encountered in the block: “The NPC’s dialogue in Guitanglou
would not be a long reading script like the Secret of Murder Game,
but would give an immersive interaction. For example, in order
to earn token money, tourists may steal the token on the table
while the NPC was not paying attention—but once caught, he
would be taken to the court by an officer from Dali Temple—the
policeman in ancient China [230414V 1, female]”. In the collection
of stories made up of such interesting “small events”, visitors can
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TABLE 2 Themes and codes from the thematic analysis.

Theme

Scene

Code

Compartmentalization

10.3389/frsut.2024.1482203

Example

“The architecture and the interior decoration style are very special. It is still a modern environment
when changing clothes outside, but completely different as you enter.”

Comfort

“The vision is immersive, but there are some water tubes and electricity wires overhead, which
destroy the scene to some degree. Besides, because we all wear in summer clothes, we felt a bit cold as
we stay indoor for a long time due to the powerful air conditioner.”

Exquisite

“When I first went in, I felt that the scenery was very beautiful, and I felt that I had a sense of getting
back to the ancient times.”

Authenticity

“The block was like a real world, not necessarily history, but the actual world.”

Socialization

Interest

“I went there because I was interested in Hanfu (traditional Chinese costume). After I went there, I
admired the gorgeous dancing provided by the NPCs.”

Sense of substitution

“When interacting with many NPCs, you will feel that they are of great professional skills. Even when
you're out of the story play, they are capable to pull you back in.”

Sense of ritual

“There was a canonization ceremony, which was held once a day. In this performance, tourists as
players who received the special task will get on the stage to have a competition, which was a relatively
highlight moment.”

Story

Degree of Excellence

“I think the integrity and quality of the story is more important than the scenes, costumes, NPC’s
interpretation and so on. The integrity and quality of the story is the key point of whether I like the
block, or the willingness of the secondary consumption.”

Novelty

“The difference between it and the Secret of Murder Game - a kind of table game with role-play
mechanism, is that Guitanglous’ story is more comprehensive, and I am willing to experience
different roles again.”

Openness

“In here, people have to communicate face to face, and NPC will give clues according to their mood,
so there is a strong uncertainty in story-telling. It’s not as fixed as a computer game, but with
numerous possibilities.”

Stimulus

Degree of difficulty

“There are some interesting tasks to complete, a little bit more difficult, but not too much.”

Sense of progression

“The gameplay can be a little richer, in addition to activities such as talent competitions, there can be
some other ones such as archery and so on. The tasks are too repetitive, which may not be a good
thing.”

Incentives

“The task of the block is of great real-time feedback. What I enjoy most is to help others to realize
their wishes. Although this is not the major task in the world, there are rewards anyway.”

Collaboration

“There’s also a sort of competition in the block. In this world, tourists as players will be categorized in
to different groups such as human and fairy, and competition generally happens among those groups.
If you want your group to win, you need to buy flowers with in-game revenue tokens. We bought a lot
to help our friends win and got the gold medal in the game.”

more fully integrate and trust the stories they experience and
participate in.

4.4 Stimulus design

An immersive site that offers a worthwhile experience
necessitates effective gamification strategies to encourage visitor
engagement. By strategically implementing diverse tasks and goals,
participants are provided with a clear behavioral direction within
the block, fostering heightened levels of involvement. While
interviewees in this study expressed both positive and negative
impressions of Guitanglou, there was a notable consensus on
the importance of physical and psychological encouragement in
enhancing their experiences.

For example, more than one respondent [230406V1, male;
230411V1, female; 230410V2, female] mentioned that the game
tasks in the block were too easy and could be appropriately
increased in difficulty to enhance playability. At the same time,
some respondents also mentioned: “We can earn silver tickets
inside, and the motivation to do so is to buy fake flowers from
NPCs to vote in the contest. We used real Chinese Yuan to buy food
and souvenirs, while we used the fake silver tickets to buy flowers
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FIGURE 2
The character background and basic clues of Guitanglou.
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and vote for our friends.” [230416V 1, female] Getting emotional
feedback from peers and even strangers through cooperation
and competition are also an effective incentive model. Therefore,
through a rich variety of tasks and rewards, visitors can be further
mobilized to participate in the enthusiasm.

5 Discussion

Empirical research identifies four key dimensions that are
closely related to consumer experience, consolidating crucial
factors highlighted in previous research. This research is based on
the theoretical achievements of immersion perception contributed
by Mochocki and Balze, and considers that if their theoretical
model can be applied to the block practice dimension.

This study introduces a novel model termed the “4S model,
tailored specifically for the design of cultural tourism within
historic cities. The model comprises the dimensions of Scene,
Story, Stimulus, and Socialization.

These four design dimensions of consumer experience are
intricately intertwined, representing various layers of immersion
perception that progressively deepen the overall experience.
The scene design facilitates a sensory transition from two-
dimensional visuals to a three-dimensional environment, providing
a tangible backdrop for consumer activities that evoke a sense
of reality and credibility. Interactive design, on the other hand,
transitions consumers from passive observers to active participants,
generating a dynamic spatial experience through the engagement
of performers and fostering feelings of identity and belonging.
Story design shifts narrative frameworks toward more open-ended
structures, constructing a coherent inner world that resonates with
consumers and fosters a sense of connection and understanding.
Finally, the stimulus design leverages gamification mechanisms
to captivate consumers attention, guiding them from aimless
exploration to focused engagement, ultimately leading to a sense
of accomplishment and fulfillment.

By incorporating these four design dimensions, consumers are
guided through a progressive immersion experience, encouraging
deeper levels of engagement and participation (refer to Figure 3 for
a visual representation).

5.1 Scene

Immersive blocks comprise a diverse array of tangible scenes,
acting as the central focus for designers. Scenes serve as the
convergence points of cultural phenomena, providing coherence
(Straw, 2015) and embodying a new way of life characterized
by value exchange and emotional connections. In the context of
immersion construction, space, environment, and scenes form the
essential foundations. This underscores the notion that objects
must first be perceived before they can be truly understood,
as emphasized by Mochocki (2021, p. 958-960). Additionally,
the concept stresses the necessity of delineating reality from the
surrounding environment, a process known as defamiliarization, as
articulated by Balzer (2011, p. 82).

Mochocki
discussion of spatiality basically focused on the description of

However, and Balzer's previous theoretical
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physical space. In fact, the reason why this paper changed the name
of this dimension to “scene” is that it is not only a simple spatial
element, but also includes the functions of different buildings
and various elements within it—these together constitute the
stage for people to carry out activities. Meanwhile, the word
“stage” itself also emphasizes that everyone has the opportunity to
show themselves on it, and this possibility for everyone to show
themselves is particularly important in today’s personalized society.

The development of environmental scenes is geared toward
facilitating authentic consumer experiences. A superior authentic
encounter not only fosters tourists’ willingness to engage but also
bolsters trust levels, influencing overall satisfaction levels (Park
et al, 2019; Dominguez-Quintero et al., 2020). Wang (1999)
distinguished between objective, constructive, and existential
authenticity, whereby tourists gravitate toward existential and
postmodern authenticity during positive consumption experiences
(Xu et al, 2022). Consequently, authenticity holds paramount
significance in cultural tourism scene design, particularly
among participants.

The comfort and artistic merit embedded within scene design
are irreplaceable components. Physical space design encompasses
visual elements along with multi-sensory factors like light,
temperature, and odors (Spence, 2020), which, when meticulously
curated, create a harmonious and inviting environment for
the aesthetic
dimension of urban spaces plays a pivotal role in enhancing tourist

consumers to immerse themselves. Moreover,
experiences, influencing their perception of existence authenticity
(Carti and Cova, 2013). The aesthetic design of urban spaces has
been shown to have a positive impact (Silver and Clark, 2016),
and designers can leverage a good aesthetic experience to enhance
tourists’ perception of the authenticity of their surroundings (Genc
and Gulertekin Gene, 2023).Respondents’ favorable remarks on
the aesthetics of Guitanglou, highlighting elements like “beautiful
scenery” and a “sense of time travel,” [230414V 1, female; 230409V 1,
female] underscore the significance of artistic sensibilities in
satisfying contemporary consumers.

In the realm of scene design, it is essential to establish a
clear demarcation between tourism spaces and their external
surroundings, fostering a psychological transition zone. Moreover,
attention to the comfort and intricacy of the spatial landscape is
crucial to instill trust and appreciation among tourists. Continuous
efforts to reinforce the internal world’s coherence are instrumental
in ensuring tourists derive authentic and fulfilling experiences.
Designing with a focus on these four dimensions facilitates a deeper
consumer perception of the scenes (refer to Figure 4).

5.2 Socialization

In the realm of “socialization,” the concept involves the swift
adaptation to new contexts and social norms through social
interactions. This enables individuals to momentarily detach
from real-life constraints and engage in a virtual alternative.
Establishing and fostering social connections is paramount in
the creation of immersive experiences. Wang (1999, p. 364-365)
highlighted the importance of interpersonal authenticity, stressing
the distinct status individuals assume when they embark on
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Correlation of four design dimensions.
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Immersive experience composition in scene design.

travels, transitioning into a unique mental state separate from their
daily routines.

Social mechanisms play a pivotal role in the design of
immersive blocks. The underlying principle underscores that
individuals can fully embrace their roles only when they embrace
and nurture new interpersonal ties within participatory community
immersion (Mochocki, p. 960). This facilitates complete immersion
in the roles designated by designers, enabling participants to
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distinguish this fabricated role from their real-world persona
(Balzer, p. 82).

While Mochocki called this shared
involvement, Balzer stopped at the social level. In the actual

social interaction
interaction process, tourists can not directly enter the shared
state of experience and cognition, but need a gradual socialization
process. Therefore, “socialization” becomes the name for the
current theoretical model. Just as people need to gradually become
familiar with the environment in the game, the social design under
the gamification mechanism also includes such a gradual and
in-depth process.

In order to ensure the realization of this goal, several
different subject relationships should be taken into account in
design procedure:

Firstly, the interaction between individual participants and
performers plays a crucial role in creating immersive experiences.
Rather than passively observing performances, empowering
tourists with the autonomy to make decisions and take initiative in
performances holds more significance (Smith, 2013). This dynamic
necessitates performers, functioning as staff members, to exhibit
heightened professionalism and actively involve participants in the
narrative they weave (Bagnall, 2003). For instance, performers at
Guitanglou, portraying ancient figures, display genuine curiosity
about participants’ interactions with mobile devices, fostering a
more authentic engagement [230511V1, female]. This approach
enables visitors to fully inhabit their roles and enhances their overall
experience. As respondent 230410V1 [female] said: “The NPCs
there are very involved in the play and very immersed in their roles,
it will bring up the feeling of every tourist.” Therefore, during the
design phase, meticulous consideration must be given to factors
such as performer allocation, role guidance, and communication
strategies to cater to the diverse needs of tourists effectively.

Secondly, it is the interaction among participants that
forms a community of shared interests. Within the context
of burgeoning social media platforms, tourists are increasingly
building connections based on ideas, resources, and mutual
interests (Dickinson et al., 2017). Many core connections among
consumers at Guitanglou revolve around shared fandom interests
like “Hanfu” (traditional Chinese costume) and “murder role-
play games,” fostering a sense of camaraderie [230407V1, female;
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230416V1, female; 230511V1, female]. These shared interest
relationships present an ideal community model that transcends
social hierarchies, enabling open communication and immersive
enjoyment (Wang, 1999). In designing these interactions, it
is imperative to create spaces and opportunities that facilitate
communal communication among consumers.

Thirdly, the ritual of collective interaction between performers
and participants serves as a crucial design element. By
consolidating dispersed groups during collective ceremonies,
like the talent competition at Guitanglou, a distinct cultural
facet is unveiled, fostering a robust sense of identity and
community among participants (Turner et al,, 2017). In addition
to individual interaction design, designers should also prioritize
aspects like frequency, objectives, and thematic alignment
of collective rituals within the block. This holistic approach
aims to bolster participant connection and enrich the overall
immersive experience.

In the realm of interaction design, special consideration should
be given to diverse and transient forms of relationships and
network connections across several dimensions: firstly, elevating
the professionalism of non-player characters (NPCs) is crucial
to facilitate tourists’ immersion in the context; secondly, tourists
engaging with the block should be encouraged to engage in
interactive and communicative activities to overcome feelings of
isolation; and lastly, as a temporary “community;” designers ought
to enhance consumers’ overall sense of belonging to the block
through meticulously planned cultural celebration ceremonies
(refer to Figure 5).

5.3 Story

The narrative presentation and portrayal are collaborative
processes, where compelling stories and themes can effectively
engage consumers, instill belief, enhance emotional resonance, and
elevate their overall travel experience (Doyle and Kelliher, 2023;
Moscardo, 2010; Jolliffe and Piboonrungroj, 2020).

Story design encompasses the crafting of character backstories
and the development of a player avatar’s new biography (Mochocki,
p. 960). This involves exploring event-specific or mundane topics
that deviate from real-life scenarios within the immersive setting
(Balzer, 2011).
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In this dimension, Mochocki and Balzer’s models name
narrative model and topical model respectively. The former focuses
on narrative techniques, while the latter lacks discussion on the
integrity of the story. However, the actual analysis of this research
found that only emphasizing narrative skills or showing fragmented
content could not improve tourists’ attention and recognition.
Only complete, systematic and content-rich stories could arouse
people’s interest and stand out in the competition of similar tourism
projects. Therefore, the third S proposed in this article is the
Story, which contains a more complete plot and persuasive cultural
content, and will be used for the purpose of evoking emotions,
rather than just as a technique to promote immersion.

In Guitanglou, participants are assigned unique identities upon
entering the block, each entailing distinct storyline requirements,
such as the obligation for a successor from a wealthy family
to rejuvenate their lineage. Participant actions are met with
corresponding consequences based on their worldview within
the immersive narrative framework. For instance, as mentioned
by the 230414V1 [female] interviewer, participants engaged in
activities like “stealing” in the streets are subjected to “ruling” and
“punishment” in adherence to the story’s regulations. The “Dali
Temple,” serving as an ancient Chinese legal entity, oversees the
execution of such measures within the narrative.

In the story design of the block, there is a strong relationship
between the quality of the story and its theme as well as structure.
Moscardo (2020) divides the story features in the tourism system
model into three sections: pre-experience, emerging experience and
post-experience stories. In the design of the immersive block, the
three aspects are slightly different:

In the pre-experience story design phase, visitors’ attention
revolves around the depth and coherence of the narrative
background within the block. This pre-established storyline serves
as a crucial information source influencing their planning and
decision-making processes (Moscardo, 2017). As the experience
unfolds, the story design stage becomes pivotal, with consumers
seeking twists and originality in the plot. Unlike the conventional
linear storylines, modern tourists are inclined toward co-creating
their narratives during on-site tourism experiences, leading to
dynamic content influenced by various factors (Moscardo, 2021).
Post-experience storytelling shifts focus toward constructing
lasting impressions and evaluations. Travel memories merge into
personal narratives shared with others, shaping visitors’ perceived
destination memories and intentions for future visits (McCabe and
Foster, 2006; Kim and Youn, 2017).

Overall, consumers perception of the immersive block’s
story experience hinges on its richness, novelty, openness, and
freedom. As respondent 230511V2 [female] put it, “Guitanglou’s
story is more comprehensive, and I am willing to experience
different roles again.” Good stories help to promote tourists’
secondary consumption of the tourist block. In today’s tech-driven
landscape, narrative possibilities continually evolve, embracing
characteristics like analog, user-generated, participatory, and
synchronous elements (Ryan, 2006). This innovation in narrative
potential also impacts the design trends of story modules within
physical scenic locations. Therefore, successful story design within
blocks should prioritize coherent background narratives, foster
novelty and diversity in narrative progression, and seamlessly
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integrate initial settings with mid-stage developments to ensure a
logically structured and engaging narrative journey for consumers
(refer to Figure 6).

5.4 Stimulus

Visitor engagement in tasks and challenges represents the most
gamified aspect of immersive block design, offering a pathway
to spur innovative travel experiences. Such engagements have
the power to evoke strong emotional responses, foster positive
intrinsic motivation, and ignite a desire for sustained participation
(la Cuadra et al, 2020; Xu et al., 2013; Cupchik, 2001). As the
respondent 230508V 1 [male] said, “I think it will be more fun once
it has the design of solving problems.” Appropriate challenges in
tourist blocks can make tourists feel more significance of traveling.
While Mochocki and Balzer’s research primarily focuses on the
gaming realm, transitioning to non-game domains necessitates
leveraging game awards to imbue motivational stimuli.

In Mochocki’s theoretical model, activity-immersion is an
effective way to enhance immersion experience. Nevertheless, the
activity is just a pure external behavior, in order for visitors to
participate in a truly immersive experience, it is still necessary
to add feedback and personalized content to the block. As found
in the empirical research in this paper, ordinary group activities
tend to make people lack the willingness to participate. On
the contrary, people prefer those special activities with enough
freedom, strong customization and autonomy, which enables
them to master the rhythm and have higher leadership, and
therefore they are more willing to enhance communication with
the environment and enhance immersion. Therefore, this model
innovatively proposes a dimension of Stimulus to enhance tourist
experience in tourist neighborhoods.

Currently, gamification serves as a vital tool for cultivating
engagement across diverse industries. Games effectively capture
participants’ attention through elements such as control and
physical movement (kinesthetic engagement), collaboration and
competition with peers (co-engagement), emotional responses
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during gameplay (emotional engagement), and pursuit of objectives
(fun engagement) (Calleja, 2011). Implementing game components
in non-game contexts involves weaving together compelling
narratives, establishing clear rules and objectives, presenting well-
balanced challenges with prompt feedback, facilitating social
interactions and relationships, among other elements (Stadler and
Bilgram, 2016, p. 363-364).

Instant feedback and challenging mechanics play a pivotal role
in transitioning into non-game activities (Berger et al.,, 2018; Xu
et al., 2016). This motivational mechanism is characterized by the
persistence and accumulation of tasks, often manifested through
systems such as token rewards, upgrades, badge achievements,
and more (Manzano-Leon et al., 2021). External rewards typically
yield positive psychological effects on game participants, with
their influence extending to tourist attractions (Kim et al,
2021; Kawanaka et al, 2020; Jang and Kim, 2022); self-earned
rewards notably enhance participants’ willingness to engage
(Nofal et al, 2020). Within immersive blocks, the intrinsic
value of rewards transcends mere commodity significance,
often embodying emotional benefits that resonate deeply with
consumers. Moreover, in the realm of group activities, fostering
cooperation and competition effectively heightens individual
emotional investment in the gamification process, fostering
robust value co-creation (Leclercq et al., 2017). The collaborative
spirit within the block serves as an additional motivational
force, propelling participants to actively pursue task goals, thus
showcasing their value effectively.

In conclusion, the gamification incentive design significantly
influences consumers’ immersive experiences within immersive
blocks. Therefore, emphasizing the design of tasks and activities
in which tourists partake is essential. Designers should firstly
prioritize appropriate task difficulty adjustments; secondly,
provide rich sub-level variations, bolster diverse material and
intangible incentives; thirdly, promote team-based competitive
and cooperative dynamics, and finally elevate participant attention,
emotional engagement, and sense of accomplishment throughout
the process (refer to Figure 7).

Based on the above discussion, it can be found that in the
design of immersive blocks, the external environment (the first S) is
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only a basic condition in attracting tourists. In fact, this is also the
most important link in the current research on the development
of tourist blocks. However, there are many other factors that are
still overlooked—namely the other three “S”—which also play
an important role in the development of tourist blocks at this
stage. Among them, through the establishment of interpersonal
connection, social interaction enables participants to better meet
the needs of belonging and increase playability; The quality of the
story text is easy to be ignored, but it is the key to retaining people
and giving the deep cultural value; Motivation can help people
increase their attention, while strengthening the memory of the
play with positive feedback.

6 Conclusion

In the context of declining consumer attraction to historical
tourist blocks, many current studies tend to solve the problem
by focusing on external space construction to strengthen
the superficial sensory stimulation for consumers and other
commercial means (Mansilla and Milano, 2022). However, through
empirical research, this paper finds that for many consumers, in
addition to the environmental factors of the neighborhood, there
are many other factors that can deepen tourists’ travel experience,
especially focusing on the improvement of virtual text stories,
interactivity and incentives. This study combines relevant theories
of gamification mechanism to build this 45§ model.

Although scholars represented by Mochocki and Balzer had
already discovered the impact of gamification factors on experience
and authenticity in tourism/heritage research and proposed specific
independent variable dimensions respectively, their researches
were still limited to a single “game” or “project” model, which
does not take into account the overall development needs of the
current historical city tourist block—the latter needs to consider the
freedom of consumers in the play process, as well as the significance
of these historical and cultural cities themselves.

This paper introduces the 4S framework crucial in cultural
tourism block development, comprising scene, social, story, and
stimulus elements. In addition, the paper also tries to extend
the consumer experience framework developed by Mochocki
and Balzer from gamification projects to immersive tourist
district design from the theoretical level. Scene design entails
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considerations such as segregation, comfort, artistic value, and
authenticity. Social design encompasses diverse interaction modes
among participants, between participants and performers, inter-
block group dynamics, and external group interactions. Story
design progresses through stages involving world-building richness
in the early phase, multiple narrative directions in the middle
phase, and diverse ending options in the latter phase. Stimulus
design encompasses features like task complexity, level intricacy,
reward diversity, and team collaborations. In addition, according
to the analysis of the in-depth interview of Guitanglou consumers,
it can be concluded that while Guitanglou has some advantages
in aforementioned aspects, there is still room for further
improvement. For example, in terms of environment, comfort
issues such as light and temperature need to be further considered.
In terms of actor interactions, it is necessary to avoid the sense
of fragmentation caused by occasional “play” details (such as shift
changes, etc.). The story can further be enriched by incorporating
more diverse character scripts. In terms of motivation, the
relationship between material and spiritual motivation should
be balanced.

The practical significance of this research lies in offering
specific insights for the development and design of cultural tourism
projects at historical sites to enrich consumer experiences. It
also provides transformation strategies for cities abundant in
historical and cultural resources, aiming to strike a balance that
ensures heritage preservation while meeting visitors™ satisfaction.
The theoretical innovation significance of this study extends
beyond by enhancing the existing consumer perception model in
gamification development of historic sites. This research broadens
its scope to present a more holistic design concept for immersive
tourist block projects, enhancing logical coherence among the
four levels and providing detailed enhancements in the subdivided
design elements. This study introduces a new theoretical model,
refines existing theories applied in virtual gaming, and introduces
a theoretical framework adaptable to the evolving consumer
landscape, thereby fostering interdisciplinary cross-innovations.

While the study boasts commendable attributes, it is not
devoid of limitations. The restricted sample size and scope of
objects present constraints in this study. Given the evolving
nature of Guitanglou, consumers visiting during different periods
may exhibit varying experiences and perceptions. Moreover,
being rooted in a contemporary Chinese context, the research
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bears potential regional biases. Therefore, a recommendation is
made to conduct cross-cultural studies to discern perception
disparities between local and international visitors, assessing the
universality of consumer psychology. Furthermore, this research
primarily delves into tourists’ immersion perceptions, neglecting
the significant realm of digital technology within immersion theory.
The exploration of VR, AR technology, and the nuances between
virtual and reality stands as a pertinent issue warranting future
exploration within immersive project design.
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