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ABSTRACT

In a rapidly growing economy, contemporary tourists are increasingly drawn to unique
cultural encounters; this highlights the significance of innovative approaches in pro-
moting cultural tourism. This paper, which relies on self-determination theory, adopts
a mixed-methods approach, amalgamating text mining with quantitative and qualita-
tive methodologies, to dissect the interplay of gamification in enhancing engagement
within immersive cultural tourism, with a concentrated lens on the “Wizarding World
of Harry Potter”. Immersive experiences, intricately crafted from profound narra-
tives, engender deep-seated connections between participants and the embedded
tales. Concurrently, the strategic deployment of gamification, while leveraging game
mechanics, acts as a potent catalyst in bolstering engagement levels, serving as a
conduit to heightened immersion. Rooted in motivational psychology, the tenets of
self-determination theory emerge as in-dispensable when applied to game mechan-
ics, fostering a richer, more holistic engagement and experience. This harmonious
confluence of immersive narratives, gamification techniques, and self-determination
principles not only augments engagement but, as underscored in this study, pro-
pels it toward deeper immersion, satisfying the intricate psychological cravings of
tourists. This research provides an illustrative case study that contributes to the ongo-
ing academic and industry discourse through a detailed analysis of selected immersive
cultural tourism exemplars. In doing so, the paper paves the way for a more synchro-
nized trajectory in cultural tourism, emphasizing the transition “From Engagement to
Immersion” and underscoring the pivotal role of self-determination theory in gamified
cultural tourism endeavours.
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INTRODUCTION

Cultural tourism programs primarily aim to craft enriching tourism experi-
ences. In the era of the “experience economy,” there is a discernible shift in
participants’ demands. Where participants no longer seek mere staged enter-
tainment but yearn for more profound, immersive experiences co-created by
participants and the programs themselves (AU & TSANG, 2022). This shift
underscores the need for cultural tourism industry to invigorate tourists’
participation, and ensure their psychological fulfilment during visits, and
heighten their immersive experiences.
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Immersive cultural tourism, characterized by its distinct features, has
rapidly gained traction among tourists, showcasing significant market poten-
tial. This form of tourism employs intricate narratives, establishing unique
interactions that enable tourists to delve deeper into the storylines and the
associated cultural nuances. The goal is to immerse tourists in the destina-
tion’s culture, history, and heritage, facilitating genuine interactions with
local traditions (Richards, 2007). At the heart of this lies the “immersive
experience”; which is a concept proven to intensify user immersion, and
fortify the bond between the user and the narrative, therefore enhancing
the recall value of the destination (Little et al., 2018; Neuhofer et al.,
2014). Policy inclinations across several nations further attest to immer-
sive cultural tourism’s emerging prominence in shaping the future of the
industry.

Given this trend, integrating gamification techniques in cultural tourism
projects holds the potential to significantly amplify immersive experiences.
Gamification, the act of infusing game elements into non-game contexts,
borrows from game design principles to transform routine activities, pre-
senting a novel avenue to address societal challenges (Kapp, 2012; Deterding
et al., 2011). It aims to embed game-inspired elements to foster user engage-
ment, guide behaviors, and thereby elevate the overall experience (Werbach,
2014; Marczewski, 2013; Schobel et al., 2020). Recognizing the inherent
appeal of games in delivering satisfaction and immersion, gamification strate-
gically blends these attributes with non-gaming activities (Huotari&Hamari,
2017), making it a tool of choice across varied sectors to enhance user
experiences.

Furthermore, the self-determination theory, which is a cornerstone in
the study of human motivation and increasingly influential in game design,
strives to comprehend the intrinsic and extrinsic motivations of users. It offers
insights into promoting user well-being by discerning their driving forces.
Central to this theory is the design philosophy rooted in understanding user
motivations, enabling them to achieve value outcomes and meet their fun-
damental psychological needs. Empirical evidence indicates that catering to
these basic psychological needs augments user engagement and satisfaction,
subsequently enriching their immersive experiences (Ryan & Deci, 2000;
Tyack & Mekler, 2020; Deci & Ryan, 2020; Buzinde, 2020).

This paper initially underscores the significance of gamification design
strategies, highlighting their transformative influence on enhancing tourist
experiences. Central to this exploration is the self-determination theory,
which serves as a foundational compass guiding the understanding of how
experiential sensations and participant satisfaction can be amplified. Sec-
ond, in pursuit of a tangible context that bridges theoretical postulates with
real-world applications, the Wizarding World of Harry Potter is selected
as an illustrative case study. Within this realm, the Octalysis gamification
framework is meticulously employed, ensuring its tenets are seamlessly inte-
grated with the principles of self-determination theory. Last, building upon
the theoretical groundwork and practical exploration, attention is redirected
towards the digital realm, specifically, online tourist feedback. Employing a
network text analysis approach, these online reviews aremethodically parsed,
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offering s deeper layer of insights that resonate with, and validate, the study’s
foundational perspectives.

Gamification: Unlocking Engaging Design Potential

Gamification, as an evolving design methodology, holds a promising poten-
tial, evident across diverse sectors like education, healthcare, and business
(Koivisto & Hamari, 2019). Its foray into the cultural tourism sector, both
theoretically and practically, has been marked by significant strides (Swacha
& Ittermann, 2017; Huang & Lau, 2020). As gamification elements perme-
ate cultural tourism, they not only expand its appeal, but are also anticipated
to shape the industry’s future trajectory. Such integration has been found to
fortify aspects like brand visibility, visitor experience, and engagement (Xu
et al., 2017). By fostering a symbiotic relationship between cultural tourism
initiatives and visitors, gamification fosters knowledge transfer, heightens cul-
tural awareness, and augments user experience rooted in satisfaction and
engagement (Widarti & Emanuel, 2020; Ryan et al., 2006; Pace & Dipace,
2015).

Yet, to harness the full potential of gamification, understanding and stim-
ulating tourist motivation remains crucial side. Motivation in gamification
operates on dual sides: intrinsic and extrinsic. While extrinsic motivation
is shaped by gamification elements and mechanisms in non-game settings,
intrinsic motivation is spurred by the confluence of game environments
and motivational design (Ryan & Deci, 2020). This distinction makes it
imperative to delve deeper into motivational psychology theories, with the
self-determination theory emerging as a fitting framework to discern how
gamification influences motivation by catering to tourists’ psychological
needs.

Self-Determination Theory: Catering to Psychological Fulfilment

Three foundational psychological needs are central to the self-determination
theory: autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Ryan&Deci, 2020). Auton-
omy underscores user-driven decisions, demanding designs that resonate
with users’ values and aspirations (Dehaan et al., 2016). Competence pivots
around individual feelings that was accomplished in challenging scenarios,
making the reward mechanism within activities crucial to reflect and elevate
user competence (Przybylski et al., 2010; Sedikides et al., 2019). Related-
ness, on the other hand, focuses on fostering meaningful connections among
users, amplifying their sense of belonging during participation (Niemiec &
Ryan, 2009). Addressing these three tenets can stoke intrinsic motivation,
enhancing user satisfaction in engagements (Tyack & Mekler, 2020).

The synergy between the self-determination theory and gamification is evi-
dent, given the theory’s widespread application in game design. As individuals
seek more profound experiences, the theory address applications in diverse
hierarchical domains, including education, tourism, and gaming (Hagger
et al., 2003). In the experience economy’s backdrop, tourists’ intrinsic emo-
tions during cultural engagements gain prominence. Consequently, academic
endeavours are integrating tourism projects with self-determination theory
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to satiate these advanced psychological needs (Pearce & Packer, 2013). For
instance, Buzinde (2020) merged the theory with spiritual tourism, empha-
sizing autonomy, competence, and relatedness to enrich user experiences.
Recognizing the multifaceted ways people perceive the world, this study aims
to intertwine the gamification design framework with self-determination
theory to offer deeper insights.

CASE STUDY

Octalysis and Self-Determination Theory

In order to better understand the intrinsic connection between self-
determination theory and gamification elements, the existing gamified
immersive cultural tourism projects should be analysed, categorise the gam-
ification elements embodied in them, summarise the features of gamifica-
tion presented in the cases, and test them against the three elements of
self-determination theory.

The forms of cultural tourism projects, which can be roughly classified into
the following categories according to their forms: 1. Cultural Ecotourism
2. Indigenous Cultural Tourism 3. Eco-Cultural Tourism 4. Socio-Cultural
Tourism (Petroman et al., 2013). When conducting research in the field of
cultural tourism, it is crucial to select appropriate cases. TheWizardingWorld
of Harry Potter, a themed area in Universal Studios, is regarded as an ideal
research subject due to its rich story background, cross-cultural appeal, inno-
vative gamification elements, interactivity with tourists, and its successful
business model. In the park, all the elements come from theHarry Potter book
series, including themed rides, themed shops, and themed interactive shows.
“Rides”which include Hagrid’s Magical Creatures Motorbike Adventure, an
immersive roller coaster, andHoneydukes, a candy shop in the park, The park
also features a Honeydukes candy shop, themed shops selling magical gear
such as Dervish and Banges, and attendees can watch the Frog Choir and the
Triwizard Spirit Rally themed events. There are also a number of interactive
wand experience points where participants can cast spells with their wands
and watch the magic work in the area.

The Gamification Octagonal Behavioural Framework was employed to
identify the design elements in the case study (Teixes, 2017). This framework
delineates core gamification drivers into eight categories: Accomplishment,
Ownership, Scarcity, Avoidance, Unpredictability, Social Influence, Empow-
erment, and Meaning. Each of these drivers was observed in the case study
(see Figure 1). Specifically, the backstory of Harry Potter serves as the essence
of the entire case and falls under the MEANING category. Choice mecha-
nisms, such as selecting wands and spells, relate to Empowerment, enhancing
visitors’ sense of agency. Staff interactions and other participants come under
Social Influence, establishing a connection between visitors and the attrac-
tion. Elements of surprise, such as triggered interactive effects, align with
Unpredictability. Limited edition merchandise embodies Scarcity, as visitors
often value rare items more. Ownership is felt by tourists when purchasing
park products. Engaging in park entertainment and completing interac-
tive activities resonate with accomplishment, intensifying visitor satisfaction.
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Time-limited park performances pertain to Avoidance; missing these can
result in visitors valuing the experiences they do attend even more.

Furthermore, motivation can be categorized by its nature. Intrinsic moti-
vation pertains to activities pursued for their inherent interest or enjoyment,
while extrinsic motivation relates to activities aimed at achieving separate
outcomes (Ryan & Deci, 2000). The program in the study strategically uti-
lized both intrinsic and extrinsic motivations to engage participants. Overall,
the primary drivers emphasized by the project predominantly lean towards
intrinsic motivation, suggesting a primary focus on this form of engagement.

Figure 1: Gamification analysis of “The Wizarding World of Harry Potter”.

Figure 2: A comparative analysis of intrinsic motivation in Octalysis and self-
determination theory.
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Figure 2 demonstrate that the Wizarding World of Harry Potter has given
more thoughts and settings to the three core gamification drives of Empow-
erment, Social Influence, and Accomplishment, and it is not difficult to find
out that these three core gamification drives can correspond to the three
elements of self-determination theory. Empowerment and self-determination
theory’s intrinsic motivation of autonomy are highly similar in logic; Accom-
plishment and self-determination theory’s need for competence both attract
participants by fulfilling their intrinsic sense of achievement; and Social Influ-
ence and Relevance both attract participants by setting up some social activity
elements. setting up some social activity elements to internalise the moti-
vation to participate and enhance the participants’ sense of belonging to
the project. It can be argued that the gamification strategy is to promote
intrinsic motivation as the main segment to enhance the sense of immer-
sion experience. Self-determination theory suggests that satisfying the three
basic psychological needs of autonomy, sense of competence, and relatedness
can promote intrinsic motivation and enhance satisfaction and engagement.
Thus, the commonality between self-determination theory and gamification
design strategies is to promote intrinsic motivation in a way that enhances
visitors’ satisfaction and engagement.

METHOD

This study adopts a comprehensive research methodology that combines text
mining techniques with a mix of quantitative and qualitative analysis meth-
ods, aiming to explore how gamification elements and self-determination
theories contribute to visitors’ immersive experiences in theWizardingWorld
of Harry Potter.

As a first step and in order to obtain primary data, a large number of
online reviews about the Wizarding World of Harry Potter were collected
from Qunar (https://www.qunar.com), one of the world’s leading Chinese-
language online travel agencies. These data were extracted using a Python
crawler program written specifically for this purpose. Given that the Qunar
platform provides public access to reviews, this ensured the acquisition of
a rich and authentic dataset. Subsequently, text mining techniques were
applied to meticulously analyze the content of the comments, identifying the
most common words and phrases in them and exploring the correlations
between them. In an effort to uncover the central themes and ideas expressed
within the comments, a co-occurrence matrix was employed for quantita-
tive analysis. This method offered a systematic and unbiased way to pinpoint
significant word pairs throughout the reviews. To further investigate these
themes and ideas, network relationship diagrams, alongsideVOSviewer’s net-
work and clustering visualization tools, were harnessed. Such tools not only
facilitated the visualization of key terms and concepts but also highlighted
their intricate interrelationships, supplying a lucid analytical framework for
the investigation. Building on this quantitative foundation, a subsequent
qualitative analysis delved into the key terms and concepts, aiming to unearth
their ties with gamification elements and self-determination theory. The land-
scape of contemporary cultural tourism is witnessing a transformative phase.
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As technological advancements meet the evolving demands of tourists, mere
observation falls short of meeting their aspirations. Today’s tourists yearn for
experiences that are richer, more interactive, and deeply immersive. The Wiz-
arding World of Harry Potter exemplifies this transformation. To grasp its
intricacies, three analytical tools — the co-occurrence matrix table, network
relationship diagram, and VOSviewer’s Network and clusters visualization
— were employed to dissect and interpret visitors’ feedback and remarks.

RESULTS

First, the co-occurrence matrix gives us a clear view of which themes or key-
words are frequently mentioned together (see Figure 3). For example, words
such as “queue”, “program”, and “time” were frequently linked together,
which conveyed a clear message that visitors to the Wizarding World of
Harry Potter experience were concerned about wait times and the relation-
ship between them and visitors to the Wizarding World of Harry Potter. This
sends a clear message that visitors to the Wizarding World of Harry Potter
experience are very concerned about wait times and their relevance to par-
ticular programs. Long waits can diminish the immersion of visitors and pull
them back from the wizarding world. Therefore, designers might consider
using technology and gamification elements to address this issue. For exam-
ple, providing visitors with an interactive queuing experience allows them
to immerse themselves in the world of magic even while waiting. With aug-
mented reality, visitors can use their cell phones or other devices to interact
with their surroundings, unlock hidden magical stories, or play interactive
games with other visitors.

Figure 3: Matrix diagram.

Second, from the network relationship map, the structure and relation-
ship of the whole network, as well as the importance and centrality of each
theme in the network (see Figure 4). This provides us with a macroscopic
view of the themes that matter most to tourists. For example, the high
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strength of the connection between “movie” and “scene” further confirms
that visitors have high expectations for movie content to be reproduced in
the park. This provides a clear direction for the designers: the park should be
designed to reproduce scenes and stories from the movie as much as possible.
The solutions might lie in virtual reality and augmented reality technologies.
These technologies can provide visitors with a realistic and immersive expe-
rience, allowing them to truly enter the world of the movie. In addition to
recreating scenes from the movie, designers can create entirely new stories
and quests for visitors, encouraging them to explore and interact with the
park.

Figure 4: Network relationship diagram.

Last but not least, network and cluster visualization shows us the structure
and characteristics of the entire network (see Figure 5). From this visualiza-
tion, the different clusters and themes become evident. This offers designers
a macro view of visitors’ interests and expectations. For example, Cluster 1
focuses on themes related to specific items, such as magic and roller coasters.
This means that tourists have high expectations for these items. To meet these
expectations, designers can consider introducing more interactive and gami-
fied elements. Through virtual and augmented reality, visitors can participate
in magical duels or treasure hunt quests, interact with characters in the park,
and unlock hidden stories and rewards.
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Combined with self-determination theory, it can be posited that visitors’
immersive experiences are driven by their intrinsic needs and motivations. To
fulfil these needs, the design of the park should provide sufficient autonomy,
a sense of competence, and a sense of belonging. Through gamification ele-
ments such as quest systems, point systems, and social interactions, visitors
can find goals and objectives in the park and connect with other visitors for
a deeper and more rewarding immersive experience.

In conclusion, through the in-depth analysis of these three tools, an insight
was gained behind the immersive experience of visitors to the Wizarding
World of Harry Potter. This provides designers with valuable feedback and
suggestions to help them create better, more interesting, and immersive visitor
experiences.

Figure 5: Network and clusters visualization.

CONCLUSION

To summarize, this study employed a multi-dimensional methodology, weav-
ing together text mining, case study analysis, co-occurrence matrices, net-
work relationship visuals, and qualitative techniques. The aim was to offer
an exhaustive and comprehensive understanding of the interplay between
gamification strategies and the principles of self-determination theory in
amplifying the immersive experiences of visitors, with the Wizarding World
of Harry Potter as the focal point.

The comprehensive analysis of visitor reviews of this magical world illu-
minated the undeniable significance of gamification and self-determination
theory in curating enriching visitor experiences. It was discerned that specific
gamification techniques like interactive queues, virtual quests, and charac-
ter interactions significantly uplift visitor engagement. Moreover, catering
to visitors’ intrinsic needs, such as autonomy, competency, and relational
connections, holds the potential to immerse them profoundly, making the
fictional world come alive.
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However, it is paramount to recognize that the Wizarding World of Harry
Potter, while a rich source of insights, represents just a fragment of the
vast cultural tourism landscape. To generalize and deepen our understand-
ing, future research must branch out in multiple directions. Diverse cultural
tourism ventures, ranging from historical sites, natural vistas, theme parks,
to museums, warrant exploration. Each offers distinct visitor experiences,
with historical sites emphasizing educational narratives and theme parks pri-
oritizing entertainment. Delving into these varied environments can shed
light on the adaptability of gamification strategies. Moreover, geograph-
ical contexts infuse unique cultural flavours, presenting both challenges
and prospects for gamification. A mountainous region might emphasize
exploration-themed tasks, while an urban museum might focus on interac-
tive historical narratives. Cross-cultural studies can further elucidate how
regional nuances influence visitor receptions to gamification. The gamifi-
cation gradient, from minimalistic implementations to intricate ones, also
demands attention. It’s essential to discern the impact of varied gamifica-
tion intensities on visitor satisfaction and explore if over-gamification risks
diluting authentic experiences. Also, demographic factors, such as age, gen-
der, and cultural backgrounds, can influence gamification reception. Younger
cohorts might gravitate towards tech-augmented experiences, while older
demographics might resonate more with narrative-driven ones. Additionally,
the economic spectrum of cultural tourism projects, from luxury to budget
experiences, can cater to different economic demographics, each with its own
set of expectations. Lastly, the scale of projects, whether expansive interna-
tional ventures or localized endeavours, determines the depth of gamification
implementation, with larger projects potentially leveraging more intricate
strategies.

In summary, while this study has charted significant territories in under-
standing the symbiosis between gamification and immersive experiences in
cultural tourism, vast expanses remain uncharted. A holistic exploration
across the multifaceted dimensions of cultural tourism promises to equip
the industry with robust strategies, ensuring more immersive and gratifying
visitor experiences.
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