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Abstract： 
This study explores how immersive cultural experiences shape emotional resonance, cultural identity, and behavioral intention among China’s Generation Z, with a particular focus on gender differences. Grounded in the Experience Economy and Social Identity Theory, a conceptual model was developed linking immersive experience, emotional resonance, cultural identity, and behavioral intention. Data were collected from 472 valid survey responses and analyzed using structural equation modeling (SEM) and multi-group analysis (MGA). Results indicate that immersive experiences significantly enhance emotional resonance, which in turn fosters cultural identity and drives both cultural engagement and digital participation. Mediation tests further confirm that emotional resonance and cultural identity act as key bridges within the experience–emotion–identity–behavior chain. Gender differences also emerged: females were more likely to translate immersive experiences into emotional responses, while males relied more on cultural identity to sustain behavioral intention. These findings extend theoretical frameworks by integrating emotion, identity, and gendered mechanisms, while offering practical implications for immersive design, digital engagement, and cultural sustainability in tourism and creative industries.
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1 Introduction
1.1 Background and Problem Statement
In recent years, traditional culture has witnessed a revival among China’s younger generations, especially Generation Z (born between 1995 and 2010), who actively reinterpret heritage within contemporary lifestyles and aesthetics (Lu, Zhang, & Luo, 2023). This transformation is evident in the Guochao movement, which reframes cultural heritage from static exhibition into dynamic cycles of identity construction and consumption.
At the same time, immersive experiences have become crucial for engaging youth with culture. Multisensory and narrative-driven designs in heritage spaces and digital platforms heighten psychological involvement and a sense of presence (Oh, Fiore, & Jeong, 2020; Robaina-Calderín, Martín-Santana, & Muñoz-Leiva, 2023). Such experiences not only generate immediate enjoyment but also create pathways for deeper emotional connections, cultural identity reinforcement, and sustainable behavioral intentions (Slater, 2020).

1.2 Theoretical Lens and Research Gap
The Experience Economy emphasizes that value creation has shifted from goods and services to meaning-laden experiences (Pine & Gilmore, 1999), while Social Identity Theory highlights the role of cultural symbols and group affiliation in shaping self-concept (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Integrating these perspectives suggests a causal pathway:
Immersive Experience → Emotional Resonance → Cultural Identity → Behavioral Intention.
Although prior research has explored parts of this chain, systematic empirical testing remains limited. For example, immersive settings have been shown to enhance visitor engagement and meaning-making (Oh et al., 2020), yet their impact on long-term cultural participation is less studied. Similarly, cross-cultural studies of nostalgia suggest that emotional responses play a central role in identity formation (Sedikides et al., 2022), but their mediating function within immersive cultural contexts is underexplored.

1.3 The Importance of Gender Differences
Gender provides an additional lens to understand how immersive experiences shape cultural behavior. Studies indicate that women are more likely to translate affective stimuli into emotional resonance, whereas men emphasize cognitive and symbolic meanings (Lin & Wang, 2020). More recent findings confirm significant gender-based differences in engagement and trust formation in cultural and virtual tourism contexts (Saidon, Hassan, & Ramli, 2024; Tan, 2025). Moreover, neuroscientific evidence shows measurable gender variation in emotional responses to virtual environments (Li, Wang, Hai, Cai, & Zhang, 2024). However, multi-group structural equation modeling (MGA) remains underutilized in cultural tourism, limiting systematic insights.

1.4 Research Objectives and Contributions
Against this backdrop, this study investigates how immersive experiences influence cultural identity and behavioral intention through emotional resonance, while examining gender differences among China’s Generation Z.
The contributions are threefold. First, it develops and validates a unified model linking immersive experience, emotional resonance, cultural identity, and behavioral intention. Second, it incorporates gender as a moderating factor, revealing heterogeneous pathways across male and female groups. Third, it provides practical insights for designing gender-sensitive immersive cultural experiences, thereby advancing cultural sustainability in tourism and creative industries.

2 Literature Review
2.1 Immersive Experience
Immersion refers to the psychological involvement and presence individuals feel within cultural or digital contexts (Slater, 2020). In tourism, immersive experiences often rely on multisensory and narrative-driven designs, which can significantly enhance engagement (Oh et al., 2020). For example, immersive museum experiences have been identified as effective tools to attract and engage younger generations, particularly Generation Z and millennials (Robaina-Calderín et al., 2023). Similarly, virtual reality (VR) applications in museums highlight the transformative potential of digital immersion for cultural learning and identity formation (Shehade & Stylianou-Lambert, 2020).

Yet, most studies emphasize short-term hedonic outcomes such as enjoyment or satisfaction, with less attention to long-term mechanisms like cultural identity and sustained participation (Lu et al., 2023). Addressing this gap is critical for understanding how immersive experiences translate into durable cultural behavior.

2.2 Emotional Resonance
Emotional resonance refers to the affective alignment and empathetic connection individuals form with cultural stimuli. In immersive contexts, emotional engagement acts as a psychological bridge between external cultural narratives and internalized self-concept (Sedikides et al., 2022). Research indicates that immersive settings are particularly effective in triggering such affective responses, which may in turn foster belonging and cultural identification (Oh et al., 2020). For Gen Z audiences, resonance is especially salient as they often seek authentic, emotionally charged cultural experiences (Robaina-Calderín et al., 2023).

2.3 Cultural Identity
Cultural identity encompasses cognitive, emotional, and symbolic dimensions of belonging shaped through cultural interaction (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). It plays a decisive role in whether visitors incorporate cultural symbols into their self-concept. Prior research demonstrates that immersive experiences can stimulate identity affirmation among youth, as seen in the Guochao trend where heritage is reimagined in modern contexts (Lu et al., 2023). Moreover, emotional resonance has been shown to precede identity incorporation, which in turn predicts loyalty and behavioral engagement (Sedikides et al., 2022; Zhou & Wong, 2022).

2.4 Behavioral Intention
Behavioral intention, defined as the subjective likelihood of future action (Ajzen, 1991), is a widely accepted predictor of actual behavior in tourism. It includes revisit intention, recommendations, and continued cultural engagement. Empirical research confirms that cultural identity strongly predicts such intentions (Zhou & Wong, 2022). Importantly, studies also highlight that Gen Z’s behavioral intentions extend into digital and learning environments, such as their adoption of digital learning applications (Singh & Kushwaha, 2021). This indicates that behavioral intention is shaped not only by cultural identity but also by generational engagement patterns in both physical and digital domains.


2.5 Gender Differences
Gender differences remain a central concern in consumer and tourism research. Women are generally found to prioritize emotional resonance, whereas men emphasize symbolic and cognitive interpretations of cultural experiences (Lin & Wang, 2020). Recent studies reinforce this divide, showing that female tourists are more sensitive to affective value while male tourists rely more on identity-based mechanisms for sustained engagement (Saidon et al., 2024; Tan, 2025). Neuroscientific evidence further reveals gender-specific emotional responses in virtual contexts (Li et al., 2024). Taken together, these findings underscore the need to incorporate gender-sensitive analyses in cultural tourism research.

2.6 Summary and Hypothesis Development
The reviewed literature highlights the interconnected chain of immersive experience, emotional resonance, cultural identity, and behavioral intention. Prior studies confirm that immersion fosters emotional engagement (Oh et al., 2020; Robaina-Calderín et al., 2023; Shehade & Stylianou-Lambert, 2020), which in turn predicts cultural identity (Sedikides et al., 2022; Lu et al., 2023). Cultural identity subsequently strengthens loyalty and future participation (Zhou & Wong, 2022). Furthermore, evidence shows that Gen Z’s behavioral intentions extend into digital contexts (Singh & Kushwaha, 2021), and that these processes are moderated by gender differences (Lin & Wang, 2020; Li et al., 2024; Saidon et al., 2024; Tan, 2025).
Accordingly, this study proposes a unified framework:
Immersive Experience (IE) → Emotional Resonance (ER) → Cultural Identity (CI) → Behavioral Intention (BI),
with gender as a moderator shaping these pathways.

3 Research Design and Methodology
3.1 Research Framework and Hypotheses
Building on the literature review, this study proposes an integrated framework to explain how immersive experiences influence behavioral intention through emotional resonance and cultural identity. Immersive experience is conceptualized as the initial driver that enhances psychological engagement and presence. This experience triggers emotional resonance, which strengthens cultural identity, and cultural identity, in turn, serves as a key mechanism shaping behavioral intention. Furthermore, gender is introduced as a grouping variable to examine whether these pathways differ across demographic subgroups.
Accordingly, the following hypotheses are developed:
· H1: Immersive experience positively influences emotional resonance.
· H2: Emotional resonance positively influences cultural identity.
· H3: Cultural identity positively influences behavioral intention.
· H4: Emotional resonance mediates the relationship between immersive experience and cultural identity.
· H5: Cultural identity mediates the relationship between emotional resonance and behavioral intention.
· H6: The proposed pathways differ significantly across gender groups.
Testing these hypotheses will provide a systematic understanding of the causal chain linking immersive experience, emotional resonance, cultural identity, and behavioral intention, while also uncovering the moderating role of gender. This design addresses theoretical gaps and generates practical insights for segmentation and experience design in cultural tourism and creative industries.


3.2 Measurement of Constructs
The constructs in this study were measured using established scales adapted to the cultural tourism context. All items were rated on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”), allowing respondents to indicate the degree of agreement with each statement. Minor modifications were made to ensure clarity and cultural appropriateness in the Chinese context.
· Immersive Experience (IE) was assessed through indicators of psychological engagement, sensory stimulation, and perceived presence. Prior work has demonstrated that such dimensions are essential for capturing the depth of cultural immersion (Oh, Fiore, & Jeong, 2020; Shehade & Stylianou-Lambert, 2020). Recent studies also emphasize the role of multisensory design and interactive features in strengthening immersion among younger audiences (Robaina-Calderín, Martín-Santana, & Muñoz-Leiva, 2023).
· Emotional Resonance (ER) captured participants’ affective responses and empathetic alignment with cultural narratives. Cross-cultural research has highlighted how nostalgia and cultural memory generate strong emotional reactions (Sedikides et al., 2022), while immersive museum settings have been shown to elicit emotional engagement among Generation Z and millennials (Robaina-Calderín et al., 2023).
· Cultural Identity (CI) was measured based on the sense of belonging, value alignment, and self-concept incorporation derived from cultural interaction. These dimensions reflect the theoretical foundation of Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986) and have been further validated in empirical studies on Chinese youth, where tradition is reinterpreted through Guochao consumption practices (Lu, Zhang, & Luo, 2023; Zhou & Wong, 2022).
· Behavioral Intention (BI) was operationalized as the likelihood of continued engagement, including revisits, recommendations, and sustained participation. This approach is consistent with the theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991) and subsequent tourism applications that link identity to loyalty. In addition, the scope of behavioral intention was extended to digital contexts, acknowledging evidence that Generation Z actively expresses intentions through online learning and cultural consumption platforms (Singh & Kushwaha, 2021; Zhou & Wong, 2022).
Finally, gender was treated as a categorical variable (male = 1; female = 2), reported at the beginning of the survey. It was employed as a grouping variable in the multi-group analysis to assess potential differences in the hypothesized pathways (Li, Wang, Hai, Cai, & Zhang, 2024; Saidon, Hassan, & Ramli, 2024; Tan, 2025).
Table 1. Measurement items and sources
	Construct
	Dimension
	Example item
	Sources

	Immersive Experience (IE)
	Cognitive/psychological engagement
	“I felt mentally absorbed in the cultural environment.”
	Oh, Fiore, & Jeong (2020); Shehade & Stylianou-Lambert (2020)

	
	Sensory immersion
	“The multisensory design made me feel deeply immersed.”
	Oh et al. (2020); Robaina-Calderín, Martín-Santana, & Muñoz-Leiva (2023)

	
	Presence
	“I felt as if I were physically present in the cultural setting.”
	Oh et al. (2020)

	Emotional Resonance (ER)
	Affective connection
	“This experience evoked strong emotions linked to cultural memory.”
	Sedikides et al. (2022)

	
	Empathic response
	“I felt emotionally aligned with the cultural narrative.”
	Robaina-Calderín et al. (2023)

	Cultural Identity (CI)
	Sense of belonging
	“I feel a strong sense of belonging to this culture.”
	Tajfel & Turner (1986); Zhou & Wong (2022)

	
	Value alignment
	“I identify with the cultural values represented in this experience.”
	Tajfel & Turner (1986); Lu, Zhang, & Luo (2023)

	
	Self-concept incorporation
	“This culture has become part of who I am.”
	Zhou & Wong (2022)

	Behavioral Intention (BI)
	Revisit intention
	“I intend to participate in similar cultural experiences again.”
	Ajzen (1991)

	
	Recommendation intention
	“I would recommend this type of cultural experience to others.”
	Ajzen (1991); Zhou & Wong (2022)

	
	Continued participation
	“I plan to continue engaging in related cultural or digital activities.”
	Singh & Kushwaha (2021)

	Gender
	Grouping variable
	Male = 1; Female = 2
	Self-reported; Li, Wang, Hai, Cai, & Zhang (2024); Saidon, Hassan, & Ramli (2024); Tan (2025)


Note: All items were rated on a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). Items were slightly adapted to fit the cultural tourism context of this study.

3.3 Data Collection and Sample Profile
To empirically test the proposed framework, this study targeted China’s Generation Z (born between 1995 and 2010) as the sample population. The questionnaire was developed based on validated measurement scales identified in Chapter 2 (see Table 1). A bilingual translation and back-translation procedure was employed to ensure linguistic accuracy and cultural appropriateness. Prior to the formal survey, a pilot test with 30 university students confirmed the clarity of the items, with no substantial revisions required.
Data collection took place between March and April 2025, using both online and offline methods. Online responses were gathered through Wenjuanxing (a Chinese survey platform) and social media invitations, while offline surveys were distributed in university campuses and cultural venues. A total of 520 questionnaires were returned, of which 48 were invalid or incomplete, resulting in 472 valid responses with an effective response rate of 90.8%.
The demographic characteristics of the respondents are summarized in Table 2. The sample is dominated by individuals aged 18–29, with a nearly balanced gender distribution and a majority holding undergraduate-level education, consistent with the profile of China’s Gen Z. (See Table 2).
Table 2. Demographic profile of respondents
	Characteristic
	Category
	Frequency (N)
	Percentage (%)

	Gender
	Male
	228
	48.3

	
	Female
	244
	51.7

	Age
	18–20 years
	112
	23.7

	
	21–23 years
	186
	39.4

	
	24–26 years
	124
	26.3

	
	27–29 years
	50
	10.6

	Education level
	High school or below
	38
	8.1

	
	Associate degree
	64
	13.6

	
	Bachelor’s degree
	290
	61.4

	
	Master’s degree or above
	80
	16.9

	Monthly expenditure (RMB)
	Less than 1,000
	102
	21.6

	
	1,001–3,000
	218
	46.2

	
	3,001–5,000
	108
	22.9

	
	Above 5,000
	44
	9.3


Note: N = 472. Percentages are calculated based on valid responses.

3.4 Data Analysis Methods
This study employed structural equation modeling (SEM) to test the proposed hypotheses and examine the causal relationships among the constructs. The analysis was carried out in three steps.
First, SPSS 28.0 was used to conduct descriptive statistics and normality tests. Then, AMOS 26.0 was applied to perform confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to evaluate the measurement model. Reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s α and composite reliability (CR); convergent validity was examined via factor loadings and average variance extracted (AVE); and discriminant validity was tested using the Fornell–Larcker criterion and the HTMT ratio. The results of the measurement model are shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Measurement model
Note: Measurement model with standardized factor loadings.
Second, the structural model was tested to examine the significance of hypothesized paths and the overall model fit. Goodness-of-fit indices included χ²/df, CFI, TLI, RMSEA, and SRMR. The structural model is presented in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Structural model
Note: Structural model illustrating hypothesized relationships among IE, ER, CI, and BI.
Finally, multi-group analysis (MGA) was conducted to explore gender-based differences. The sample was divided into male and female groups, and path coefficients were compared across groups using chi-square difference tests and confidence interval analysis to determine whether the relationships varied significantly by gender.
Through this approach, the study rigorously tested the hypothesized causal chain and examined gender heterogeneity in the proposed model.

3.5 Common Method Bias and Data Quality Control
As the study relies on self-reported survey data, there is a potential risk of common method bias (CMB). To minimize this risk, several procedural remedies were implemented during survey design:
1. Procedural control: Items were carefully worded to avoid socially desirable terms, and question order was randomized to reduce sequence effects.
2. Anonymity assurance: Respondents were informed that the survey was anonymous and solely for academic purposes, thereby reducing evaluation apprehension.
At the analysis stage, two statistical tests were employed. First, Harman’s single-factor test revealed that the largest factor accounted for 34.7% of the variance, below the critical threshold of 50%, suggesting that CMB was not a major concern. Second, a latent method factor test showed no substantial improvement in model fit, further confirming that common method bias was not problematic.
In addition, strict data quality control was applied. Questionnaires with implausibly short completion times (less than 2 minutes) or highly uniform response patterns (e.g., identical answers across all items) were removed. These steps ensured the validity and reliability of the final dataset, making it suitable for hypothesis testing.

4 Results
4.1 Descriptive Statistics and Measurement Model Assessment
Before testing the structural model, descriptive statistics were conducted for the main constructs. Results indicated that the mean values of immersive experience, emotional resonance, cultural identity, and behavioral intention were all above the midpoint of 3.0, suggesting generally positive evaluations of cultural experiences among respondents. Standard deviations ranged from 0.65 to 0.92, indicating reasonable data dispersion without serious outliers. Correlation analysis showed significant positive relationships among the constructs, consistent with theoretical expectations (see Table 3).
Next, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was performed to assess the measurement model. The results demonstrated that the scales exhibited satisfactory reliability and validity. Specifically, all factor loadings exceeded 0.70, Cronbach’s α and composite reliability (CR) were above 0.80, and the average variance extracted (AVE) values were above 0.50, confirming adequate convergent validity (see Table 3).
Table 3. Reliability and validity results
	Construct
	Factor loadings (range)
	Cronbach’s α
	Composite Reliability (CR)
	Average Variance Extracted (AVE)

	Immersive Experience (IE)
	0.73 – 0.88
	0.89
	0.91
	0.67

	Emotional Resonance (ER)
	0.75 – 0.87
	0.88
	0.90
	0.65

	Cultural Identity (CI)
	0.72 – 0.90
	0.91
	0.93
	0.71

	Behavioral Intention (BI)
	0.76 – 0.89
	0.90
	0.92
	0.69


Note: Factor loadings, Cronbach’s α, Composite Reliability (CR), and Average Variance Extracted (AVE) all meet the recommended thresholds (loading ≥ 0.70, α ≥ 0.70, CR ≥ 0.70, AVE ≥ 0.50).
Taken together, the measurement model demonstrates acceptable reliability and validity, supporting further structural model testing.

4.2 Discriminant Validity Test
After establishing convergent validity, this study further examined discriminant validity among the latent constructs. According to the Fornell–Larcker criterion, discriminant validity is supported if the square root of a construct’s average variance extracted (AVE) is greater than its correlations with other constructs. The results indicated that all constructs met this requirement, as each AVE square root exceeded the corresponding inter-construct correlations.
In addition, the HTMT (Heterotrait–Monotrait ratio) approach was used as a supplementary test. All HTMT values were below the conservative threshold of 0.85 (with 0.90 also commonly cited), thereby confirming discriminant validity across all constructs (see Table 4).
Table 4. Discriminant validity results
	Construct
	IE
	ER
	CI
	BI

	Immersive Experience (IE)
	0.82
	0.64
	0.58
	0.61

	Emotional Resonance (ER)
	0.64
	0.81
	0.66
	0.63

	Cultural Identity (CI)
	0.58
	0.66
	0.84
	0.72

	Behavioral Intention (BI)
	0.61
	0.63
	0.72
	0.83


Note: Diagonal elements represent the square roots of AVE, while off-diagonal elements show inter-construct correlations. HTMT ratios are all below 0.85, confirming discriminant validity.

4.3 Model Fit Assessment
After establishing reliability and validity, the overall fit of both the measurement model and the structural model was assessed. Commonly reported fit indices include the chi-square to degrees of freedom ratio (χ²/df), the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), the Tucker–Lewis Index (TLI), the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), and the Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR).
The results indicated that both models demonstrated satisfactory fit. Specifically, the χ²/df was 2.31 for the measurement model and 2.47 for the structural model, both below the threshold of 3. CFI and TLI were 0.94 and 0.93, respectively, exceeding the recommended minimum of 0.90. RMSEA was 0.056, below the 0.08 threshold, and SRMR was 0.041, also below the recommended cutoff of 0.08. Overall, the fit indices suggest that the models achieved good fit (see Table 5).
Table 5. Model fit indices
	Model
	χ²/df
	CFI
	TLI
	RMSEA
	SRMR

	Measurement model
	2.31
	0.94
	0.93
	0.056
	0.041

	Structural model
	2.47
	0.94
	0.93
	0.056
	0.041


Note: Recommended thresholds are χ²/df < 3, CFI ≥ 0.90, TLI ≥ 0.90, RMSEA ≤ 0.08, SRMR ≤ 0.08. Both measurement and structural models meet these criteria.

4.4 Structural Path Analysis
After confirming satisfactory model fit, the hypothesized structural paths were tested. The results indicated that all primary relationships were significant and in the expected direction. Specifically, immersive experience had a significant positive effect on emotional resonance (β = 0.62, p < 0.001), supporting H1. Emotional resonance positively influenced cultural identity (β = 0.57, p < 0.001), supporting H2. Cultural identity positively predicted behavioral intention (β = 0.54, p < 0.001), supporting H3.
Furthermore, mediation tests revealed that emotional resonance partially mediated the relationship between immersive experience and cultural identity (supporting H4), while cultural identity mediated the effect of emotional resonance on behavioral intention (supporting H5). These findings suggest that immersive experiences not only evoke emotional responses but also foster sustained cultural engagement through identity mechanisms.
The overall structural path results are presented in Figure 2 and Table 6.
Table 6. Structural path estimates and significance results
	Hypothesis
	Path
	Standardized coefficient (β)
	Standard error (SE)
	t-value
	Significance (p)
	Result

	H1
	Immersive Experience → Emotional Resonance
	0.62
	0.05
	12.40
	< 0.001
	Supported

	H2
	Emotional Resonance → Cultural Identity
	0.57
	0.06
	10.02
	< 0.001
	Supported

	H3
	Cultural Identity → Behavioral Intention
	0.54
	0.05
	10.80
	< 0.001
	Supported

	H4
	Immersive Experience → Cultural Identity (via ER)
	0.35
	0.04
	8.75
	< 0.001
	Supported

	H5
	Emotional Resonance → Behavioral Intention (via CI)
	0.31
	0.05
	7.12
	< 0.001
	Supported


Note: Standardized path coefficients (β), standard errors (SE), t-values, and significance levels are reported. All hypothesized paths are significant at p < 0.001.

4.5 Multi-group Analysis (Gender Differences)
To examine the moderating role of gender, multi-group structural equation modeling (MGA) was conducted. The sample was divided into male (N = 228) and female (N = 244) groups, and path coefficients were estimated separately. Chi-square difference tests and confidence interval comparisons were then applied to assess whether the relationships differed significantly across gender groups.
The results showed that while most paths were significant in both groups, the strength of certain relationships varied. Specifically, the effect of immersive experience on emotional resonance was stronger among females than males (β = 0.66 vs. 0.58, Δχ² = 5.21, p < 0.05), suggesting that women are more likely to translate immersive experiences into emotional responses. In contrast, the path from emotional resonance to cultural identity did not differ significantly between groups (Δχ² = 1.32, p > 0.05). Meanwhile, the effect of cultural identity on behavioral intention was stronger for males than females (β = 0.59 vs. 0.49, Δχ² = 4.76, p < 0.05), indicating that men rely more on identity mechanisms to sustain behavioral intention.
Overall, gender was found to exert a partial moderating effect on the hypothesized pathways, supporting H6. Detailed results are presented in Table 7 and illustrated in Figure 3.
Table 7. Multi-group SEM results by gender
	Hypothesis
	Path
	Male (β)
	Female (β)
	Δχ²
	p-value
	Result

	H1
	Immersive Experience → Emotional Resonance
	0.58
	0.66
	5.21
	0.023
	Significant difference

	H2
	Emotional Resonance → Cultural Identity
	0.55
	0.59
	1.32
	0.251
	Not significant

	H3
	Cultural Identity → Behavioral Intention
	0.59
	0.49
	4.76
	0.029
	Significant difference

	H4
	Immersive Experience → Cultural Identity (via ER)
	0.33
	0.36
	0.97
	0.325
	Not significant

	H5
	Emotional Resonance → Behavioral Intention (via CI)
	0.30
	0.32
	0.85
	0.357
	Not significant


Note: Standardized path coefficients are reported separately for male and female groups. Δχ² and p-values represent the significance of gender-based differences.
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Figure 3. Chart showing the Multi-group SEM results by gender
Note: Standardized path coefficients are reported separately for male and female groups. Solid lines represent significant relationships, while dashed lines indicate nonsignificant relationships.

5 Discussion
5.1 Key Findings
Drawing on the structural equation modeling results, this study examined the causal relationships among immersive experience, emotional resonance, cultural identity, and behavioral intention, with a particular focus on gender differences. The main findings can be summarized as follows:
First, immersive experience was found to have a significant positive effect on emotional resonance, indicating that highly immersive cultural settings effectively trigger emotional responses among young audiences. This result is consistent with prior research on psychological engagement and confirms the central role of immersive design in cultural tourism.
Second, emotional resonance significantly promoted cultural identity, which in turn enhanced behavioral intention. This suggests that emotion functions as a bridge between cultural experience and identity, while identity serves as a key psychological mechanism driving sustained participation and consumption. The findings provide new evidence on how cultural experiences translate into both long-term cultural engagement and extended forms of digital participation among Generation Z.
Third, gender differences were observed in specific pathways. Females were more likely to translate immersive experiences into emotional responses, whereas males relied more on cultural identity to sustain behavioral intention. This highlights the differentiated roles of gender within the experience–emotion–identity–behavior chain, reinforcing the value of multi-group analysis.
In sum, the study not only validates the theoretical pathway of “Immersive Experience → Emotional Resonance → Cultural Identity → Behavioral Intention,” but also emphasizes the heterogeneity of gender effects and acknowledges the expansion of behavioral intention into digital contexts, laying a solid foundation for the subsequent discussion.

5.2 Theoretical Implications
The findings of this study yield several important theoretical contributions.
First, the study validates and extends the Experience Economy framework. While the theory emphasizes the shift of value creation from goods and services to experiences, prior research has predominantly focused on hedonic enjoyment and satisfaction, with limited attention to the mechanisms leading to long-term behavioral outcomes. By testing the full pathway—Immersive Experience → Emotional Resonance → Cultural Identity → Behavioral Intention—this study demonstrates how experiences evolve into sustained intentions through emotional and identity mechanisms, thereby enhancing the explanatory power of the Experience Economy in cultural tourism contexts.
Second, the study broadens the application of Social Identity Theory. Although the theory highlights identity construction through group affiliation and cultural symbols, the emotional processes underpinning identity formation have often been overlooked in cultural tourism research. The results confirm that emotional resonance serves as a precursor to cultural identity, which in turn becomes a critical driver of sustained cultural participation. This provides new evidence on the dynamic interplay between experience, emotion, and identity.
Third, the study offers novel insights into gender differences. Whereas previous studies typically treated gender as a control variable, this study employed multi-group SEM analysis to uncover meaningful heterogeneity. The results show that females are more likely to translate immersive experiences into emotional responses, while males rely more on identity mechanisms to sustain behavioral intention. This not only addresses calls in the literature for a deeper examination of gender but also enriches both Social Identity Theory and the Experience Economy by introducing a gendered perspective.
In sum, by modeling the integrated experience–emotion–identity–behavior chain and incorporating gender as a moderating factor, this study fills key gaps in the literature and provides a fresh theoretical lens for future research.

5.3 Practical Implications
The findings of this study also provide several actionable implications for cultural tourism and the creative industries.
First, the results highlight the pivotal role of immersive experience design. Immersive settings effectively trigger emotional resonance, which subsequently fosters cultural identity and sustained behavioral intention. For cultural tourism operators, museums, and heritage managers, this underscores the importance of integrating multisensory interaction, narrative-driven storytelling, and contextual reconstruction. The use of technologies such as virtual reality (VR), augmented reality (AR), and immersive performances can significantly enhance presence and psychological engagement.
Second, the study underscores the practical significance of emotional and identity mechanisms. Emotional resonance is not merely an immediate affective reaction but a bridge to cultural identity and long-term engagement. This implies that cultural communication strategies should move beyond presenting cultural elements alone to incorporating symbolic narratives, storytelling, and interactive activities that elicit emotional alignment and foster identity incorporation.
Third, the study demonstrates the importance of gender-sensitive strategies. Women are more likely to translate immersive experiences into emotional responses, while men rely more heavily on cultural identity to sustain behavioral intention. This suggests that cultural and tourism industries should adopt differentiated strategies. Experiences targeting female audiences may benefit from emphasizing emotional expression and interactive atmosphere, whereas those targeting male audiences could highlight cultural values, identity reinforcement, and collective belonging. Such gender-sensitive approaches enhance market segmentation and customer loyalty.

Finally, the study offers implications for cultural sustainability. By combining immersive experience with identity-building mechanisms, younger generations can shift from being mere “spectators” to becoming “practitioners and transmitters” of culture. Importantly, the findings also suggest that behavioral intentions among Generation Z extend beyond physical tourism settings to include digital platforms and online learning environments. Policymakers and creative enterprises should therefore leverage both offline immersive design and digital engagement strategies to ensure the sustainable use and intergenerational transmission of cultural resources.
6 Conclusion
This study investigated China’s Generation Z by constructing and validating a pathway model of “Immersive Experience → Emotional Resonance → Cultural Identity → Behavioral Intention,” while also examining gender differences through multi-group analysis. Based on 472 valid responses, the empirical results confirmed that immersive experiences significantly enhance emotional resonance, which in turn fosters cultural identity, ultimately driving behavioral intention. Moreover, gender was found to play a moderating role: females were more likely to translate immersive experiences into emotional responses, whereas males relied more on cultural identity to sustain behavioral intention.
The contributions of this study are threefold. First, it validates and extends the applicability of the Experience Economy and Social Identity Theory within the domain of cultural tourism. Second, it uncovers the bridging role of emotion and identity in the formation of cultural behavior. Third, it highlights the importance of gender differences within the experience–emotion–identity–behavior chain, offering fresh insights for both scholarship and practice.
In practical terms, the findings suggest that cultural tourism and creative industries should emphasize immersive experience and emotional resonance in product design and marketing, while also adopting gender-sensitive strategies to enhance participation and loyalty. Importantly, the results also indicate that behavioral intention among Generation Z extends beyond on-site cultural tourism to include digital participation and online learning platforms, underscoring the need for integrated offline and online engagement strategies. Theoretically, the study provides a novel lens for understanding the cultural consumption logic of Generation Z.
Overall, this research enriches the theoretical landscape of cultural tourism and offers practical references for experience design and cultural sustainability, underscoring the central role of experience, emotion, identity, and digital participation in promoting cultural transmission and innovation.

Limitations and Future Research Directions
Despite the theoretical and practical contributions, this study is not without limitations, which point to several avenues for future research.
First, sample scope. The study focused on China’s Generation Z, with respondents primarily recruited from universities and cultural venues. While representative of the target group, this limits the generalizability of findings across regions and populations. Future research should expand the sample to include cross-regional and cross-cultural comparisons to enhance external validity.
Second, methodological limitations. The study employed a survey-based quantitative design and structural equation modeling, which effectively captures causal relationships but may overlook nuanced dynamics. Future research could incorporate qualitative methods, such as interviews or participant observation, to provide richer insights into the mechanisms of immersion and identity formation.
Third, limited variable scope. The research centered on immersive experience, emotional resonance, cultural identity, and behavioral intention, while excluding other potentially important factors such as cultural values, social capital, or the role of digital media. Future studies may extend the framework by integrating these variables to build a more comprehensive model.
Fourth, time dimension. As a cross-sectional study, the data reflect relationships at a single point in time. Longitudinal designs would allow future research to examine how immersive experience, identity, and behavior evolve over time, thereby offering stronger evidence for causal mechanisms.
In sum, while this study provides a novel perspective on how immersive experiences shape cultural behavior through emotion and identity, further research is needed to broaden its scope, enrich its methods, and deepen its temporal insights.
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