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The Role of Awe in Shaping Tourists’ Cultural Identity and Place Attachment

Introduction

Awe is believed to be one of the most desirable experiential accolades for travelers and providers
of tourist experiences (Coghlan, Buckley, and Weaver 2012). Scholars in a tourism context have
begun to explore the experience of awe and its influences (e.g., Coghlan et al. 2012). However,
the few available empirical studies mainly studied awe in natural tourism, with little attention
paid to cultural tourism. Cultural tourism remains an important context that elicits awe in
contemporary settings compared with natural elements (Schurtz et al. 2012). It is thus critical to
explore this complex emotion, awe, in a cultural tourism context (i.e., museum).

While cultural heritage and museums’ exquisite exhibits can elicit a sense of vastness and awe in
viewers, visitors’ emotional experiences of awe are also colored by internal and external factors.
Previous literature has highlighted external factors, suggesting that one’s physical and social
environment, interpretation, and other setting-related factors (e.g., displays) will inform visitors’
experiences. Regarding internal factors, Carlson (1997) pointed out that the tourism experience is
generated through a cognitive process involving experiential elements. Yet empirical studies
have at large neglected the impact of tourists’ cognitive process on the tourists’ experiences of
awe; thus, this study is positioned to focus on understanding how cognitive process influences
visitors’ experiences of awe. The impacts of awe on tourists’ satisfaction, loyalty, and morality
have been studied in a tourism context, other tourism-relevant benefits (e.g., cultural identity and
place attachment) of awe have not been addressed.

Considering these research gaps, this study aims to understand tourists’ experiences of awe in a
cultural tourism context, particularly its antecedents and consequences in a museum setting. This
study employed a two-stage, mixed-method design in China. A qualitative study was first
conducted (i.e., content analysis of online reviews) to explore awe experiences among tourists in
cultural heritage destinations, along with factors that may influence tourists’ experiences and
benefits. Hypotheses were then developed and tested using survey data from visitors in Zhejiang
Provincial Museum.

Literature Review

Cultural identity and place attachment in visitor Experience

Cultural identity and place attachment represent emotional bonding with group and place
respectively, and both are those “emotionally-charged value-laden” insightfulness (MclIntosh
1999, p.58) that tourists can get from cultural tourism. Tourists’ cultural identity can form
positive emotional effects, improve tourists’ happiness, and thus achieve emotional healing (Lu
& Wan, 2018). Tourists’ place attachment promotes the generation of tourists’ attitude and
behavior loyalty, improve their environmental awareness, stimulate their willingness to pay and
promote the development of tourism industry (Kyle, et al., 2003).

Awe



Psychologists depict awe as a positive emotion with two key features (Keltner & Haidt, 2003).
First, awe arises when one encounters something strikingly vast in scope, complexity, size,
ability, or number (Shiota, Keltner, & Mossman, 2007). Second, awe changes one’s
understanding of the world and stimulates new mental schemas (Shiota, Campos, & Keltner,
2003). According to Keltner and Haidt’s (2003) prototypical model of awe, the psychological
prototype of awe contains two core connotations: perceived vastness and need for
accommodation. Vastness refers to “anything that is experienced as being much larger than the
self, or the self’s ordinary level of experience or frame of reference” (Keltner and Haidt 2003,
p.303); accommodation refers to “the process of adjusting mental structures that cannot
assimilate a new experience” (Keltner and Haidt 2003, p.304).

Mindfulness

For tourists, the sense of awe is generated based on processing of their cognitive experiential
cues (i.e., the cognitive process) (Walls et al. 2011). Mindfulness has been developed by many
researchers (Moscardo 1999; Pearce 2005). In the tourism context, Moscardo (1992, 1996, 1999)
introduced mindfulness into museum learning and constructed an interpretation and mindfulness
model to analyze the influencing factors and consequences of mindfulness and mindlessness.
Then, Moscardo (2008) proposed a general mindfulness model of the tourist experience. This
mindfulness theory identified six components related to mindfulness or mindlessness: four
inducing factors (the tourist, the place, management and communication systems, and the focus
of the experience), the theme or narrative that interact with one’ s cognitive state, and the
outcomes. In tourism settings such as natural scenic areas and historic sites, the place is the focus
of experience. Specific factors, or variables of the four factors, that induce mindfulness or
mindlessness have also been discussed (Moscardo 2008).

Methodology: Two-step mixed methods

We applied a mixed-methods strategies (an exploratory sequential design) (Creswell & Clark,
2017; Tapachai & Waryszak, 2000); this approach is underpinned by a pragmatism paradigm.
We first conduct a qualitative study to explore the factors that may influence tourists” awe
experiences and develop our hypotheses model, which was then tested via a quantitative study.

This study chose Zhejiang Provincial Museum and Qin Terra-Cotta Warriors Museum as the
sites. Ninety-nine reviews of Zhejiang Provincial Museum and three hundred reviews of Qin
Terra-Cotta Warriors Museum reviews on Qunar.com were collected and coded. Investigator
triangulation was applied to control for likely biased subjectivity of a single researcher. The
authors discussed the coding scheme in depth. Two of authors employed NVivo 11.0 software to
code reviews independently. After coding was completed, the authors compared the two sets of
codes and agreed on over 90% of them, indicating an acceptable level of inter-coder reliability.

Hypothesized Model

Awe in the museum experience




Cultural factors have been widely recognized as evoking awe (Picard, 2012). The coding results
of museum reviews revealed awe to be common in the museum experience per visitors’
commentary:

“It is the third time I've been here, and I still feel shocked and revered.” (No. 286)

Influencing factors on awe

Many scholars believe that individual characteristics influence one’s travel experience (Walls et
al., 2011); studies have mostly addressed motivation and demographic characteristics, while
neglecting visitors’ cognitive state. Mindfulness provides a theoretical foundation to understand
tourists’ cognitive state. If visitors do not actively immerse themselves in an experience,
extraordinary experiences will cease to exist (Walls et al., 2011). Mindfulness can also be linked
to, and promotive of, several concepts in the tourism experience, namely flow, authenticity,
construction of meaning through stories or narratives, and satisfaction (Moscardo, 2009).

Mindfulness is a general precondition for these positive experiences (Lynn et al., 2017). For
example, peak/flow experiences require participants’ full attention (Lee & Smith, 2015).
Emotional experiences such as awe belong to extraordinary experiences that elicit great
insightfulness. In a cultural heritage and museum context, mindfulness has been identified as a
key factor in the visitor experience. Mcintosh (1999) contended that tourists’ psychological
processes leading to insightfulness relied on a mindful state. Tourists alluded to its significance:

“It may seem boring at first glance, but when you think about it in the past, when

technology was so backward, it was really magnificent to build such a great project”
(No. 278)

It is therefore reasonable to suggest that mindfulness is positively related to awe.

LHyporhesis 7. Tourists’ state of mindfulness is positively related to the experience of awe in
museums.

Tourism experiences are fundamentally subjective, shaped by one’s physical experience, human
interaction, and situational factors (Walls et al., 2011). In the museum context, coding results
revealed four aspects affecting the tourist experience: the physical environment, social
environment, exhibit displays, and interpretation.

Mindfulness is a way of responding and a state of mind, combining situational and intrapersonal
factors (Langer & Moldoveanu, 2010). In line with Pearce (2005) and Moscardo (2009), the
qualitative analysis of online reviews revealed that visitors’ perceived physical environment,
social environment, and exhibit displays and interpretation are presumably positively associated
with a state of mindfulness.

LHyporhesis 2. isitors’ (a) perceived physical environment, (b) perceived social
environment, and (c) perceived exhibit displays and (d) interpretation are positively related to the
state of mindfulness.



Correlations between external factors and awe are mediated by one’s cognitive state (i.e.,
mindfulness or mindlessness); whether this mediation is complete or partial requires further
confirmation. Consumers who willfully become involved in positive physical and relational
aspects of their experiences are more inclined to experience positive emotions and behavioral
outcomes (Walls et al., 2011). We suggest that visitors’ preferred perceived physical
environment, social environment, and exhibit displays and interpretation are positively related to
the experience of awe.

LHypothesis 7. Visitors® (a) perceived physical environment, (b) perceived social environment,
and (c) perceived exhibit display and (d) interpretation are positively related to the experience of
awe.

Consequences of awe: Cultural identity and place attachment

Among the many positive consequences of awe, cultivating stronger connections with the
surrounding world and promoting a desire to prolong, remember, and/or relive the experience are
especially pertinent in tourism (Coghlan, Buckley, & Weaver, 2012). Cultural identity and place
attachment represent emotional bonding with group and place respectively, and both are those
“emotionally-charged value-laden” insightfulness (McIntosh, 1999, p.58) that tourists can get
from cultural tourism. Of the various benefits tourists can gain from museum tourism, the
cultural identity and place attachment are the most influential and relevant to awe.

Cultural identity is the identity or feeling of belonging to a group. It measures the degree to
which an individual is consciously invested in and belongs to a cultural group (Oetting &
Beauvais, 1991). Studies have found that traveling to a destination can increase tourists’ cultural
identification with the destination, especially cultural sites. Cultural identity is the most
important benefit tourists can reap from cultural heritage tourism; however, little is known about
how cultural heritage tourism affects tourists' cultural identity. Drawing from the literature on
awe, we contend that awe can promote visitors’ cultural identity. Bonner and Friedman (2011)
posited that connectedness is a thematic element of awe. The emotion of awe has also been
found to make people feel small and develop a sense of oneness with others (Van Cappellen and
Saroglou, 2012). Awe and gratitude cause people to want to connect with that which elicits them.
Examples of cultural identity generated by awe were found in selected reviews.

“Seeing is believing. So awesome! It is recommended to follow the narrator while
visiting. It is a feast for brain and eyes. The long history, glorious culture of our country
is worth our pride, and also needs our strong national strength to protect.” (No. 264)

In this regard, it is reasonable to assume that the experience of awe in a museum could
promote local cultural identity.

HHyporhesis 4 Museum visitors’ experiences of awe promote their local cultural identity.

Place attachment, the bond that develops between individuals and their meaningful
environments, has gained much scientific attention in recent years. Place attachment is defined as
an affective bond or link between people and specific places (Hidalgo & Hernandez, 2001),
including place dependence and identity (Lee 2011). Tourist destinations, as special places, are
rife with place attachments (Larsen, 2004).

Awe is commonly expressed when experiencing a spiritual connection to land, and feelings
of awe help people form an emotional attachment to a place (Wolf, Stricker, & Hagenloh, 2015).



Coghlan et al. (2012) noted that environmentally inspired awe can encourage tourists extend,
remember, or relive past experiences, leading to place attachments. The connection between awe
and place attachment was also found in visitors’ reviews:

“...Porcelain, calligraphy and painting, mountains and rivers, celebrities, so delicate and
awesome... Zhejiang is a place with history, heritage and charm. The journey has not been
made in vain.” (No. 41)

Hence, we posit that awe is positively related to museum tourists’ place attachment to the
destination.

Lhypothesis 5. The experience of awe is positively related to museum tourists’ place
attachment to the destination.
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Figure 1. Hypothesis model.

Survey Study and Hypothesis testing

Study Site and Sample

A survey was used to collect data from Zhejiang Provincial Museum to empirically test the
conceptual model. Visitors who had just finished their visit to Zhejiang Provincial Museum
comprised the study sample. We approached every fifth person at three exits of the museum.
Questionnaires were distributed to visitors from March 2018 to April 2018, including working
days, weekends, and holidays. Four hundred questionnaires were issued and 370 valid copies
were returned, with an effective response rate of 93%. After discarding incoherent and
incomplete questionnaires, 362 surveys were considered valid for further analysis, resulting in a
final response rate of 88.9%.



Reliability and Validity

Values for Cronbach’s alpha of each construct exceed 0.70, confirming their reliability (Fornell
and Larcker, 1981). Convergent and discriminant validity were verified using confirmatory
factor analysis (Fornell and Larcker, 1981); fit indices (A%/df = 2.269, p = 0.000; CFI = 0.963;
RMSEA = 0.059) were better than the cutoff values in Hu and Bentler (1999), indicating an
acceptable model fit. All factor loadings were larger than 0.7; average variance extracted (AVE)
values were all larger than 0.5 (except for that of Social Environment, which was 0.468), and
composite reliability (CR) values were larger than 0.7, implying good internal consistency and
convergent validity.

Structural Model Testing

Figure 3 presents the findings of structural model analysis. Mindfulness had a strong effect on
awe (B =.327, p <.001). Physical environment (B =.128, p <.01), display (B =.105, p
<.01), social environment (B =.222, p <.001), and interpretation (B =.191, p <.001) were
found to be a significant effect on mindfulness. As for the external factors’ influences on awe,
only social environment (B =.133, p <.001) and interpretation (8 =.066, p <.01) had
significant effect. Therefore, mindfulness completely mediated relationships between the
physical environment, social environment, and awe, respectively, and partly mediated
relationships between interpretation, exhibit displays, and awe, respectively. Finally, awe exerted
significantly positive impacts on cultural identity (8 =.205, p <.001) and place attachment ( 8
=.095, p <.01).
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Figure 2. Structural model results

Conclusion and Discussion

Mindfulness mediated relationships between external factors and awe experience. The impacts of
perceived physical environment and exhibit displays on the experience of awe were completely



mediated by mindfulness, whereas those of the social environment and interpretation on awe were
partially mediated. In terms of outcomes of the awe experience, results indicate that awe can
promote tourists' place attachment and cultural identity.
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