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Abstract
Purpose – The aim of this paper is to explore the influence of sensory design elements upon attendees’ 
perceptions of events, focusing on all five senses and adopting a multisensory approach.
Design/methodology/approach – This study utilises a qualitative research approach, employing semi-
structured photo elicitation interviews. The inclusion of photographs within the interview process aids in 
memory recall and enables participants to articulate their sensory experiences in greater depth.
Findings – The study highlights the predominance of sight and sound in shaping event experiences. Sound, 
particularly in concert settings, has a significant effect on mood. Scents, though often processed subconsciously, 
have the capacity to evoke strong emotional responses and memories. Taste, especially at events focused on 
food, plays a crucial role, with variety enhancing emotional connections. Touch is the most interactive of the 
senses. A key overarching finding is the importance of sensory congruence: when sensory elements are 
harmoniously aligned with the overall event theme, attendees perceive the experience as more authentic and 
impactful.
Practical implications – The findings provide actionable insights for event planners. By recognising the 
significant role of sensory design in shaping attendee perceptions, event organisers can create more engaging 
and memorable experiences.
Originality/value – This paper makes a novel contribution by addressing all five senses in the context of event 
experiences. It also employs photo elicitation interviews, a relatively underutilised methodology in event 
research.
Keywords Five senses, Sensory congruence, Multisensory integration, Perception,
Memorable event experiences, Photo elicitation
Paper type Research article

Introduction
Crafting an exceptional customer experience is a critical objective for event planners. 
Achieving this requires meticulous planning and is shaped by multiple influencing factors. A 
memorable event experience (MEE) is central to this endeavour, as it fosters high levels of 
satisfaction and loyalty among attendees. Jepson et al. (2019, p. 40) define a MEE as “a 
festival/event experience positively remembered and recollected after the event has taken 
place.” While memory formation is inherently individual, the process of recalling these 
memories is influenced by social and collective contexts. Personal memories are deeply 
intertwined with and shaped by the broader social environment in which individuals exist 
(Jepson et al., 2019).

The human senses play a pivotal role in framing and enhancing these experiences. Sensory 
engagement forms the foundation of how individuals interact with their surroundings, 
mediating the process of meaning-making (Agapito, 2020). As Lv et al. (2020) emphasise, 
understanding human behaviour—and by extension, the experiences of event attendees— 
necessitates an acknowledgement that sensory engagement is fundamental to how individuals
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connect with the world. Environmental perceptions are shaped by stimuli received through the 
senses, with the resulting interpretations being uniquely personal (Agapito et al., 2013). 
Moreover, sensory experiences have a profound capacity to influence attitudes, emotional 
states, and behaviours (G�omez-Su�arez and Yag€ue, 2021). Thus, creating impactful sensory 
stimuli is a vital strategy for fostering memorable and meaningful event experiences, and this 
should be a primary consideration for event planners when incorporating the five senses into 
event design (Antchak and Ramsbottom, 2020).

Designing a memorable event necessitates deliberate planning and an understanding of 
how attendees respond to specific design elements (Adema and Roehl, 2010). In recent years, 
the academic focus has increasingly shifted from event management to the nuances of event 
design (Orefice, 2018; Toraldo, 2013). Despite this shift, event organisers continue to face 
challenges in assessing the impact of event experience design (Biaett and Richards, 2020). 
Currently, there is no standardised methodology for analysing attendee experiences, with 
diverse approaches employed across the academic literature (Biaett and Richards, 2020; Liu 
et al., 2017; Richards, 2017).

Recent studies suggest that examining the effects of sensory cues—such as scent, music, 
and colour—can yield valuable insights into the visitor experience. This perspective 
highlights the importance of both service quality and perceived value in shaping visitor 
responses to an experience (Armbrecht, 2021; Scott and Uncles, 2018). Nevertheless, the 
existing literature offers limited exploration of the specific ways in which sensory stimuli 
influence event attendees and their perceptions (Agapito, 2020; Agapito et al., 2013; 
Chung, 2020).

Addressing this research gap, this paper investigates the research question: “How do 
sensory design elements affect attendees’ perceptions of events?” The primary objective is to
examine the impact of sensory design elements on event attendees, considering all five 
senses—sight, sound, touch, scent, and taste—to explore their influence and the nature of their 
effects on attendee perceptions.

Sensory perception and sensory design
The senses form the foundation of human interaction with the environment (Agapito, 2020), 
influencing consumer behaviour, participation, and engagement (Agapito et al., 2013; Sagha 
et al., 2022). By fostering emotional connections between consumers and services, sensory 
experiences contribute to creating lasting memories (Rathee and Rajain, 2017). Agapito 
(2020, p. 2) describes the senses as “the foundation of how individuals interact with their 
surroundings, mediating the process of deriving meaning from these interactions.” Perception, 
defined as the interpretation of external stimuli through sensory input (Albright, 2015), aligns 
with Rathee and Rajain’s (2017, p. 125) assertion that “people perceive the world through their 
senses.” This topic has intrigued scholars from early philosophy to modern neuroscience, 
however, research on the impact of sensory stimuli on visitor perception remains limited 
(Agapito, 2020; Agapito et al., 2013; Chung, 2020).

The five senses
Although there is no universal consensus on the classification of human senses, the five 
primary categories—sight, sound, smell, taste, and touch—are widely recognised (Agapito, 
2020; Fong et al., 2023; Lv et al., 2020; Mehraliyev et al., 2020; Wei et al., 2022). 
Neuroscientists have in recent years pointed out several inconsistencies in our understanding 
of the five senses. They have started to critique a mere focus on the five, and have debated the 
possible existence of additional senses (see, e.g. Brandt et al., 2024; Wade, 2003). 
Nonetheless, the original five senses are still commonly used in marketing, tourism and events 
research. Consumer research has traditionally prioritised vision due to its significant role in 
perception, particularly in identifying and differentiating elements such as colours and shapes
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(Ali and Ahmed, 2019; Sihvonen and Turunen, 2022). Vision, an ambient sense, requires no 
active effort to experience, and it influences consumer preferences, often emphasising 
aesthetics over functionality (Balaji et al., 2011; Rathee and Rajain, 2017).

Similar to vision, audition is an ambient sense that allows individuals to process auditory 
stimuli without conscious effort, though selective attention is possible. Discrepancies in 
sound—such as mismatched music in retail or dining environments—can disrupt the 
consumer experience (Rathee and Rajain, 2017). Sound also significantly influences mood 
and emotions, with its perception depending heavily on contextual factors (Reybrouck et al., 
2021; Warrenburg, 2020), and music in particular can bring back memories from special 
occasions from years ago (Antchak and Ramsbottom, 2020).

The role of scent in consumer behaviour is well-established, with research demonstrating 
its profound emotional impact and its superior memory retention compared to other senses (Ali 
and Ahmed, 2019; Pawaskar and Goel, 2014). Smell, processed through the limbic system, has 
a strong influence on emotions, yet individual scent associations vary widely, making 
universal applications challenging (Zha et al., 2022).

Taste, essential for survival, also elicits strong emotional responses. The five basic tastes— 
sweet, sour, salty, bitter, and savoury—interact with other senses, particularly smell, to 
enhance flavour perception (Morrin and Tepper, 2021). Multisensory stimulation has been 
shown to improve taste experiences, emphasising its potential in marketing strategies (Rathee 
and Rajain, 2017).

Lastly, touch, a tactile sense requiring active engagement, remains underexplored in 
marketing (Balaji et al., 2011). As the first sensory modality to develop and the last to decline, 
touch plays a critical role in identifying objects and enhancing consumer experiences, 
particularly through haptic interactions (Ranaweera et al., 2021; Zha et al., 2022). The 
expanded definition of touch includes sensations such as texture, weight, and temperature, 
highlighting its potential for sensory marketing (Spence, 2022b).

In event and tourism marketing, sensory strategies often begin with visual elements, such as 
destination imagery, to attract visitors (Lv and Wu, 2021). Edensor (2018) specifically 
highlights that vision continues to be considered the most important sense among tourists, and 
that “the visual apprehension of sites, landscapes and people is merely supplemented by other 
sensory experience” (p. 913). He argues for a more multi-sensual consideration of tourism 
experiences. Other senses, including olfactory cues (e.g. signature fragrances in hotels), 
auditory modifications (e.g. music tempo in restaurants), and tactile elements (e.g. 
encouraging hands-on exploration), are indeed increasingly employed to enrich consumer 
experiences and strengthen brand identity (Pawaskar and Goel, 2014; Spence, 2022c). Taste 
remains a challenging sense to integrate but can be leveraged through unique culinary 
experiences to enhance destination appeal (Pawaskar and Goel, 2014), with food festivals 
often specifically contributing to this.

Sensory congruence and multisensory integration
Sensory marketing is widely employed to enhance consumer experiences and drive sales by 
carefully selecting and arranging sensory design elements, such as product colour, texture, and 
ambient hues, to align with the product’s attributes and benefits. Spence (2022a) emphasises 
that sensory cues carry context-dependent associations, with research highlighting the 
importance of semantic congruence for effective multisensory marketing (F€urst et al., 2021; 
Stach, 2015). Semantic congruence refers to the alignment of semantic associations across 
sensory attributes (F€urst et al., 2021; Krishna, 2012). For instance, congruent combinations of 
scent and music in retail environments have been shown to enhance customer engagement and 
improve attitudes toward the store (Douc�e, 2022; Spence, 2021).

According to Agapito (2020), congruity theory suggests that positive consumer attitudes 
are more likely when all sensory elements consistently align with the consumption context. 
Sagha et al. (2022) further highlight that sensory interactions significantly impact consumer
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emotions and purchasing behaviour. Their findings indicate that congruent sensory cues 
enhance emotional engagement and product appeal, while incongruence can diminish 
emotional responses and reduce purchase intent.

Krishna (2012; 333) defines sensory marketing as “marketing that engages the consumers’ 
senses and affects their perception, judgment and behavior.” This approach integrates multiple 
senses to create cohesive and immersive consumer experiences, recognising that sensory 
inputs are processed holistically by the brain (Wiedmann et al., 2018). Neuroscientific studies 
reveal that certain brain regions are multisensory, meaning they process inputs from multiple 
senses simultaneously, a phenomenon known as sensory interplay or cross-activation (Balaji 
et al., 2011; Sagha et al., 2022; Yu and Zhao, 2024). This interplay enhances emotional 
connections to brands, making experiences more memorable when multiple senses—such as 
sight, sound, smell, taste, and touch—are engaged simultaneously (Kim and Kerstetter, 2016; 
Kumar, 2014; Risso et al., 2015). This is also highly relevant to event experiences and 
memories in that event experiences by their nature engage several, if not all, senses. Saldanha 
(2002) provides a specific example of this where the sound of the music at a Goan beach rave 
was the main element of festival attendees’ sensory experience. But this was complemented by 
the smell of hash fumes as well as other people’s sweat, the sight of the moon and coconut 
trees, and the tactile experience of dancing barefoot on the sand squeezed in between other 
moving bodies. This created a mixture of sensations that together shaped the festival attendees’ 
experience.

Event experience
The creation of memorable and impactful experiences is fundamental to event management. 
However, effectively assessing and comprehending these experiences remains a considerable 
challenge (Biaett and Richards, 2020; Richards, 2017). Experiences can be characterised as 
“the sensation of interaction with a product, service, or event, through all our senses, over time, 
and on both physical and cognitive levels” (Shedroff, 2007, p. 11). These experiences 
encompass expansive dimensions, including the sensorial, symbolic, temporal, and
meaningful.

Event experiences are inherently dynamic, evolving throughout the event’s duration, and
are shaped by a variety of factors both within and beyond the control of event organisers
(Dashper and Buchmann, 2020; Fernandes and Krolikowska, 2023). They thus extend beyond
isolated moments, forming a complex, dynamic tapestry woven from every direct and indirect
interaction between the attendee and the event, transcending the traditional boundaries of the
purchase journey (Berridge, 2014). Sensory design, however, is often overlooked in event
management, even though design can be crucial to the success - or indeed, failure - of an event
(Richards et al., 2015). Event attendees are looking for immersive experiences that engage and
stimulate their senses, and that excite them. Such experiences can, and should be designed
(Beard, 2014; Sobitan and Vlachos, 2020).

Agapito et al. (2013) conceptualise event experiences through five interrelated dimensions:
sensory, affective, cognitive, behavioural, and social. While these dimensions are distinct, they
interact to influence and shape attendees’ perceptions. Their framework emphasises the 
critical role of sensory engagement in shaping consumer experiences, underscoring how the 
five senses can contribute to the formation of meaningful and impactful event experiences. In 
the context of event and festival experiences the five senses have been explored more 
specifically by Toraldo (2013), who focused on visual and textual elements that contribute to 
festival attendees’ sensory consumption and aim to create anticipation. Duffy and Mair (2018), 
on the other hand, found that sound and vision, as well as the overall festival ambience, affect 
participants’ embodied festival experience, and can even lead to feelings of inclusion within a
community. 

It should be noted that the senses are also important to consider in scenography and 
atmospherics where creating the visual and spatial environment for a performance is

IJEFM
17,1

48

Downloaded from http://www.emerald.com/ijefm/article-pdf/17/1/45/10185478/ijefm-01-2025-0004en.pdf by guest on 10 April 2026



significantly shaped by, for example, light and darkness, sound, set design, or costumes. 
Edensor (2015) specifically investigated light installations and light festivals to explore how 
light and darkness can contribute to the experience of the atmosphere. He found, for example, 
that the flashing lights at a fair in combination with the music that is synchronised to match the 
rhythm of the lights, produce a certain swirling and bright atmosphere. Other sounds 
commonly heard at a fair, such as the laughter of people, clanking of the rides, and shouts of the 
stallholders, further complement this fun and giddy atmosphere.

Finally, event managers also have a responsibility to consider different groups of people 
when designing experiences for the five senses, and to acknowledge that some might 
experience the senses differently (e.g. neurodivergent populations or people with sensory 
impairments). Research by Edensor (2015) shows how a concert performed by a blind couple 
was deliberately designed in complete darkness in order to allow the audience to experience 
the music without any distractions. Light shows are usually part of a concert atmosphere, and 
are intended to “accentuate particular beats and melodic tones and generally enhance the depth 
of the experience of the event for the audience as illumination envelops them and delineates the 
performance on the stage” (Edensor, 2015, p. 345). In the absence of these distractions of sight, 
the audience experienced the music much more intensely. Bossey et al. (2024), on the other 
hand, investigated the use of haptic vests that convert bass sound waves into vibrations, and 
can thus augment musical performances. They tested these vests with audience members at a 
Deaf Rave concert, and found that they enabled the audience to “feel” the music, but with little 
variance between findings from participants who identified as being deaf, disabled or 
neurodiverse, and those who are not.

Methods
To gain deeper insights into event attendees’ perceptions of sensory stimuli, this study 
employed the photo elicitation method, a visual research technique that incorporates 
photographs, in conjunction with semi-structured interviews. As Shaw (2013, p. 785) 
articulates, “a picture is worth a thousand words”, underscoring the rich insights that can be 
derived through the integration of images. The use of photographs facilitates 
communication during interviews, enhancing the quality of the data gathered. This 
method can be executed through various approaches, with either the researcher or the 
participant generating or collecting the photographs used. Contrary to the assumption that 
image-based research predominantly relies on researcher-collected secondary data, there is 
growing evidence of the widespread use of participant-generated photographs. This is 
particularly prevalent in studies exploring tourism experiences, where participants’ self-
selected or self-captured images are favoured (Matteucci, 2013). Unlike traditional etic 
approaches that impose the researcher’s perspective, an emic approach prioritises the 
participants’ own understandings, free from preconceived notions. In this context, photo 
elicitation serves as a powerful emic tool in event experience research, enabling 
participants to capture images that resonate with their experiences, which subsequently 
elicit deeper reflection and analysis through interviews or other research methods 
(Azungah, 2018; Liu et al., 2017; Shaw, 2013).

Research context
For this study, a convenience sample was deemed appropriate when selecting four different 
events to investigate. The sample was based on specific criteria, including event type, target 
audience, and location. To ensure a diverse representation of event settings, various types of 
events were chosen. The final selection comprised one exhibition, one sporting competition, 
and two concerts. The sporting competition and one of the concerts were organised by small 
regional associations and attracted fewer than 1,000 attendees. In contrast, the other concert 
and the exhibition were larger in scale and professionally managed by event organisers. All of
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the selected events took place in a German-speaking country. The table (Table 1) below 
categorises the four events based on several defining characteristics:

Data collection
As outlined previously, this study employed a qualitative research design, utilising semi-
structured interviews in conjunction with participant-generated photographs. The interviews 
were guided by predefined questions but remained flexible, allowing for the exploration of 
participants’ unique experiences in greater depth. The interview guide was developed 
following the five-step approach proposed by Kallio et al. (2016). After confirming that a 
semi-structured guide aligned with the research question and conducting a thorough review of 
relevant theoretical knowledge, the guide’s development proceeded to phase three. In this 
phase, key thematic questions were derived from the literature review and supplemented by 
follow-up questions to ensure comprehensive coverage of the topic. The finalised interview 
guide was organised into three main sections: (1) Overall Event Experience: This section 
sought to capture participants’ general impressions and memories of the event, including their 
emotional responses, the people who accompanied them, and their pre- and post-event 
experiences. (2) Photographs: Participants were asked to bring photographs they had taken at 
the event. These visual materials served as prompts to stimulate memory recall and facilitate 
discussion during the interview. (3) Sensory Stimuli: This section focused on participants’ 
perceptions of sensory elements—such as sight, sound, touch, taste, and smell—at the event, 
and explored how these sensory experiences shaped their overall perceptions of the event. 
Using the photographs as prompts during these discussions about sensory stimuli was 
particularly enriching in two ways: first, the photographs showed visual representations of the 
event experience, and thus provide highly relevant data in themselves. Second, they helped 
participants recall specific sensory experiences. For example, a photograph of a food stall at 
the exhibition triggered specific taste and smell related memories for one of the interview 
participants. In turn, the interviewer then asked them to reflect more deeply and more critically 
on these sensory experiences.

Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the university with which both authors 
are affiliated. A convenience sampling strategy was employed to recruit participants who were

Table 1. Overview and categorization of events used for empirical research

Event/
Features

ITB (Internationale 
Tourismus B€orse)

James Blunt 
Concert (JB)

Bezirksturnfest 
Hofsteig (HTF)

Fr€uhjahrskonzert 
des Musikerverein 
M€uselbach (MVM)

Date 05–07 March 2024 08 March 2024 17 March 2024 23 March 2024
Location Exhibition Center Berlin Olympia Halle

Innsbruck
Gymnastics hall
Wolfurt

Gymnastics hall
Alberschwende

Event type Exhibition Concert Sports Competition Concert
Audience Mainly tourism

professionals, some 
media representatives 
and students

Music fans, mostly
females and 
couples

Child athletes and
families of athletes

Local community

Estimated
size

∼ 100,000 attendees; 
over 5,500 exhibitors
from 170 countries 

∼ 6,000 people ∼ 500
attendees þ ∼400 
athletes 

∼ 400 attendees

Organiser Messe Berlin Arcadia Live in 
cooperation with 
Olympia Halle 
Innsbruck

Gymnastics club 
Wolfurt

Music club 
M€uselbach

Source(s): Authors’ own work (2025; data retrieved from event websites)
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readily available and accessible to the researchers. To be eligible for participation, individuals 
had to be at least 18 years of age. Recruitment efforts included social media posts, targeted 
email invitations, and personal outreach. In total, 24 participants were recruited who attended 
the four different events: ITB (7 participants), James Blunt Concert in Innsbruck (6 
participants), Bezirksturnfest Hofsteig (4 participants), and Fr€uhjahrskonzert des Musikverein 
M€uselbach (7 participants). Data collection ceased upon reaching data saturation, the point at 
which no new insights emerged from the interviews (Marshall et al., 2013). The final 
participant pool consisted of 14 women and 10 men, with ages ranging from 18 to 60 years. All 
participants were citizens of either Austria or Germany.

Participants were asked to bring three to five photographs to the interview or to submit them in 
advance. Each participant provided at least one visual, with some exceeding the requirement by 
contributing up to eleven images. In total, 116 photographs were collected. All interviews were 
conducted after the respective events, with a maximum interval of three weeks between the event 
and the interview. The interviews were held in various settings based on participants’ preferences, 
including public university spaces and a local sports hall, with some conducted online via 
Microsoft Teams. To mitigate potential bias, the interviewer (first author) did not attend any of the 
selected events herself. The interviews were audio recorded using the researcher’s mobile phone, 
and their durations ranged from 15 to 59 min, resulting in a total of 673 min of recorded material. 
All interviews were conducted in German and subsequently transcribed verbatim. The transcripts 
were then translated into English for the purpose of data analysis.

Data analysis
In accordance with the procedures outlined for thematic analysis (Clarke and Braun, 2017), the 
transcribed interviews were uploaded into MAXQDA software to facilitate the systematic 
coding process. An initial coding framework was deductively developed based on the 
literature reviewed, focusing on themes such as overall event experience, including related 
emotions, success factors, and challenges. Particular emphasis was placed on coding 
experiences in relation to the five senses. However, the coding framework remained flexible, 
allowing for the identification of new themes that emerged from the data, consistent with an 
inductive approach (Azungah, 2018). Each interview transcript was systematically reviewed 
independently by both authors, with relevant segments of text assigned codes that represented 
key concepts, experiences, or emotional responses related to sensory stimuli and their impact 
on event memories, and later compared. Throughout the coding process, the initial coding 
framework was iteratively refined, with additional codes introduced to encapsulate the full 
spectrum of experiences described by participants (Clarke and Braun, 2017). To categorise the 
codes, coding rules were added to each category. Table 2 below shows sample codes with the 
selected keywords:

Upon completing the coding process, the identified codes were reviewed and organised into 
higher-order themes. This stage of thematic analysis involved examining patterns and 
relationships across the codes to identify overarching concepts that encapsulated the core of 
participants’ experiences. The two authors regularly met to discuss this key stage of data 
analysis. Through the use of visualisation techniques, such as co-occurrence mapping, 
hierarchical structuring, and frequency analysis, distinct patterns emerged, providing deeper 
insights into the data. The following illustration (Figure 1) presents a visual representation of 
the process, outlining the progression from initial coding to the development of broader themes.

This visual analysis revealed, for instance, that colour is frequently perceived in 
conjunction with light, particularly in the context of stage set-ups. These two elements were 
closely intertwined, illustrating a subtheme within the broader theme that emphasises the 
prominence of visual elements in the findings. Throughout the thematic analysis, careful 
attention was paid to ensuring that the identified themes faithfully represented the participants’ 
voices and experiences (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Wiltshire and Ronkainen, 2021). Given the 
very different typologies and scales of the investigated events, careful consideration of the
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specifics of each event was also deemed important. These will be highlighted in the 
presentation of findings below as and when appropriate.

The analysis also incorporated the photographs provided by participants during the 
interviews. These visual materials functioned as memory triggers, facilitating participants’ 
recall and enabling them to articulate their experiences in greater detail. A thematic analysis of 
the visuals focused on the sensory elements captured in the images, examining how these 
aligned with participants’ verbal descriptions of their event experiences. As Pink (2012,

Table 2. Example code rules

Code category Keywords

Colours Purple, colour, white, pink, black, dark, bright, light, blue, orange, yellow, red, warm 
mood, green, grey, colourful

Windows; natural 
light

Windows, skylights, natural light

Floor and wall 
materials

Wooden elements, ceiling, floor, lines/markings on the floor

Light Light, bright light, LED, warm light, cold light, fluorescent tubes, laser show, 
spotlights, lamps, dimmed, lanterns

Smell of food Fishy smell, smell herbs, restaurant smell, smell food, spices, intense cuisine, smell of 
curry, Asian smells

Unpleasant smells Gym/sports hall smell, smell of many people, smell of changing room, sweat, 
unpleasant, stuffy air

Instrumental Instruments, guitar, drums, drummer, music, bands, traditional music, ukulele, playing 
(an instrument)

Quiet Quiet, without a lot of noise, noise level is within limits, didn’t understand well, too 
quiet

Source(s): Authors’ own work (2025)

Figure 1. Co-occurrences visual elements. Source: Authors’ own work
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p. 134) highlights, the “visible elements of experience(s) will be given different meanings as 
different people use their own subjective knowledge to interpret them.” Rather than the 
researchers merely analysing the photographs based on their own background and 
understanding, it was deemed important to discuss them with participants in order to better 
understand their perspectives and the meanings they attached to these photographs. 
Furthermore, visual elements are inseparable from and interrelated with other sensory 
elements (Pink, 2020). Analysing the photographs in conjunction with the interview 
transcripts thus provided new insights into this interrelatedness of the five senses. In the 
example below (Figure 2), excerpts from the interviews are juxtaposed with the corresponding 
image, allowing for a direct comparison between the participants’ verbal accounts and the 
coded elements observed in the visual data.

In addition to utilising the photos as prompts during the interviews, conducting a post-
interview analysis of these visual materials offered further insights into the role of sensory 
stimuli in shaping event memories. This dual approach to data analysis sought to provide a 
more comprehensive understanding of how sensory elements contribute to the overall event 
experience, highlighting the interplay between visual stimuli and participants’ recollections. 
By integrating both verbal and visual data, this method enhances the depth of analysis 
regarding the influence of sensory factors on memory formation and event perception.

Findings
The participants revealed noteworthy patterns in their perceptions of event experiences. As 
outlined in the literature review, visual perception is generally regarded as the dominant mode 
through which humans engage with the world. The findings from the interviews conducted in 
this study align with this established understanding. However, the results also offer new 
insights into the broader sensory experiences of event attendees, highlighting additional 
elements beyond the visual domain.

Music expresses emotions and influences attendees’ mood
The sensory dimension of sound is not confined to music events but extends to a broader range 
of experiences, receiving significant attention in the context of event attendance. Participants 
in this study identified a wide array of sounds, including music, instrumental tones, voices, and

Figure 2. Visual analysis of participant-generated pictures. Source: Authors’ own work; photo courtesy of 
participant HTF_1
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human speech. The distinctive qualities of these sounds—such as tempo, intensity, and 
volume—play a crucial role in their emotional classification. For example, a cacophony of 
voices, often marked by elevated noise levels, is typically linked to feelings of noisiness and 
discomfort. Conversely, melodies and various soundscapes can evoke a diverse spectrum of 
emotional responses, ranging from joy to melancholy. The findings of this study underscore 
the profound impact that variations in sensory perception, particularly sound, can have on an 
individual’s emotional state. As one participant at the James Blunt concert explained, the 
music had an emotionally moving effect on them.

He [the artist] addresses feelings and once said that he sang it for his best friend who had died or 
something; that was just perhaps a bit emotionally moving, and then, yes, when he sings, and you hear 
it and feel it here or there. I had goosebumps (JB_6, Pos. 19).

Moreover, event attendees observed that organisers actively tailored various sensory elements 
to align with the emotional responses elicited by the event, particularly by manipulating visual 
components such as lighting and colour. One participant, reflecting on their experience at the 
James Blunt concert, remarked: “With the lights for the quiet songs, gentle lights for the fast
songs, and then with the whole laser show for the more upbeat songs” (JB_1, Pos. 51). The
participants predominantly used visual documentation—specifically photographs—to 
demonstrate the diverse lighting and colour schemes implemented throughout the event. 
Plate 1 shows the gentle lights they refer to, compared to the laser show and lighting during 
more upbeat songs shown in Plate 2. Analysing the photographs they took in combination with 
what was said in the interview thus allowed for a more in-depth description of their sensory 
experience. The concert atmosphere generated through the unique combination of music and 
lighting was very specific to this event, and an immersive experience for participants. The 
findings thus indicate that music is not only associated with emotions; it also fosters personal 
connections and evokes memories.

Plate 1. Lighting and colour example 1. Source: Photo courtesy of participant JB_1
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Food is crucial for events, but taste is secondary
In the context of events, the availability of food is often considered a critical element, with 
many attendees expressing considerable appreciation for its presence. However, the findings 
from the interviews suggest that the specific nature of the food offered is not a central concern 
in many event environments. Rather, it appears that attendees are primarily focused on the 
fulfilment of basic satiety, with the absence of food leading to noticeable dissatisfaction. This 
pattern was observed across three of the four event types. A notable exception, however, was 
found at the ITB travel exhibition, where attendees frequently voiced particular preferences 
regarding the culinary experience. In fact, several interviewees at the ITB described the taste 
experience as a central feature of their visit, sometimes even ranking it above other sensory 
aspects of the event. Furthermore, a substantial number of attendees expressed a clear 
preference for stands offering regional cuisine, demonstrating a strong interest in exploring 
diverse culinary offerings.

There were lots of samples in different countries. I ate in Ecuador, I ate in La Reunion and also had 
drinks. I ate Italian ice cream, ate ice cream in Oman, tried tea from an Arab country. So, they were 
very different. An African coffee, I think it was from Namibia. So, I ate very different and very typical 
things from different countries. (ITB_4, Pos. 65)

Smell can trigger memories and associations
Conversations with event attendees revealed that smell has the capacity to evoke memories 
and shape the overall event experience. While only a few participants provided detailed 
reflections on their olfactory experiences, some were able to articulate specific associations 
with particular smells and how these contributed to the atmosphere of the event. The ITB travel 
exhibition again provides interesting insights here regarding the smell of certain foods and 
how this was cleverly implemented at and around the countries’ stands:

Plate 2. Lighting and colour example 2. Source: Photo courtesy of participant JB_1

International 
Journal of Event 

and Festival 
Management

55

Downloaded from http://www.emerald.com/ijefm/article-pdf/17/1/45/10185478/ijefm-01-2025-0004en.pdf by guest on 10 April 2026



What was also interesting in some countries was the smell. I mean, they were clever about it. Near 
Asia, for example, there was a food stand where they served Asian food. I mean, you could smell it, 
and it somehow seemed a bit more authentic. And even here in the Orient, they have lots of spices; you 
could smell them a bit, and the tea and the dates, so that was actually quite cool. (ITB_3, Pos. 37)

For a few participants, however, the perceived smell was notably intrusive and became a 
prominent aspect of their sensory experience. The small-scale sports competition was a 
particularly smelly experience for some participants:

Especially the smell . . . Of course, with so many people in the sports hall who are all active, the air is 
rather stuffy. So not exactly the most pleasant air, the most pleasant smell, which is coupled with sweat 
and, yes, dust from the magnesium. (HTF_1, Pos. 43)

This particular odor was described as typical of the event location and frequently triggered 
emotional associations, such as memories of childhood sports classes. One participant even 
noted that the scent of the floor reminded him of his profession as a floor layer, while another 
explained that, due to the frequency of his visits, he could easily identify various sports halls by 
their distinctive smells. Interestingly, this participant discussed the photo presented in Figure 2 
(visual analysis of participant generated picture), but initially did not refer to the smell in his 
description of the situation. The memories triggered by the smell only became apparent upon 
further probing by the interviewer. As such, this example shows how the photographs were not 
only used as visual data in themselves, but also to stimulate the discussion and reflection 
during the interviews.

Temperature is an important element of touch perception
The sense of touch is commonly associated with its haptic component, which requires active 
engagement from an individual. However, the findings of this study suggest that participants’ 
sensory experiences were often not directly linked to the physical sensations they were 
touching. Instead, the perception of temperature emerged as a more prominent and salient 
factor in shaping their overall experience. Many participants reported deviations from their 
comfort temperature, experiencing either warmer or colder conditions than they were 
accustomed to. One concert participant, for example, reflected on their experience with 
temperature, stating: “What struck me was that I felt very warm at some point. Moving and
singing along and celebrating made me quite warm at some point” (JB_2, Pos. 37).
Interestingly, participants often commented on temperature spontaneously, even without being 
directly prompted to do so, suggesting its significance as a sensory dimension in event 
experiences, in contrast to the more haptic element of touch.

Congruent sensory experiences are perceived positively
While each sense is characterised by its distinct qualities, the integration of these sensory 
experiences emerged as a central theme in the study’s findings. Throughout the interviews, 
many participants highlighted the alignment between the sensory stimuli they encountered and 
their preconceived expectations. For example, one participant at the ITB travel exhibition 
described the immersive nature of their experience, stating, “I always found that the most 
special thing was when they picked you up like that; I just had the feeling that I was immersed
in the world the moment I entered the stand” (ITB_1, Pos. 13). This individual further 
emphasised the importance of consistency in sensory experience, noting, “It has to create a 
consistent image, and it also has to match the stand” (ITB_1, Pos. 47).

In the James Blunt concert event setting, participants observed how colour and lighting 
were carefully coordinated to complement the musical performance. One participant 
described the way lighting was tailored to fit the emotional tone of the songs:

IJEFM
17,1

56

Downloaded from http://www.emerald.com/ijefm/article-pdf/17/1/45/10185478/ijefm-01-2025-0004en.pdf by guest on 10 April 2026



There were songs where there were a lot of color effects and lasers, and I don’t know what it was 
called. But there were also songs that were in black and white, where there was really only white light 
and there were only spotlights. They were more like an old-fashioned spotlight that only provided 
white light and created a really interesting atmosphere that suited the song. So it was, especially with 
the sad songs, there were fewer colors used. (JB_4, Pos. 48)

In contrast, at the small-scale community concert, music and clothing provided a congruent 
sensory experience. Participants at this event specifically highlighted the traditional clothing 
that the group was wearing for the first time: “You can see the new dirndl in the photo, which 
suits the ladies very well. They’re brand new. The first time on” (MVM_4, Pos. 36). This was
also worn by the moderator who led the audience through the program, and further accentuated 
the visual atmosphere of the event (see Plates 3 and 4).

The findings indicate that when multiple sensory stimuli are integrated in a cohesive and 
congruent manner, they can enhance the overall event experience, producing a more 
immersive and memorable event. The alignment of sensory cues with attendees’ expectations 
and associations appears to be a crucial factor in shaping positive event experiences, 
suggesting that sensory harmony plays a pivotal role in event design.

Discussion and conclusion
The findings of this study provide a comprehensive understanding of event attendees’ 
perceptions of their sensory environment. While the visual sense has traditionally been 
emphasised in both academic research and practical applications (Edensor, 2018; Lv and Wu, 
2021), emerging studies indicate that a carefully designed multisensory environment can yield 
more impactful and memorable experiences (Agapito, 2020; F€urst et al., 2021; Krishna, 2012). 
Beyond vision, the other senses—sound, smell, taste, and touch—each possess distinct 
characteristics that contribute to the overall event experience and should not be overlooked 
(Beard, 2014; Sobitan and Vlachos, 2020). Findings from this study confirm Richard et al.’s 
(2015) argument that event design can indeed be crucial to the success of an event.

Plate 3. Music and clothing example 1. Source: Photo courtesy of participant MVM_4
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The influence of auditory stimuli, particularly music, on mood regulation is well-
documented in the literature, with studies demonstrating its ability to evoke a range of 
emotions, from happiness to sadness (Rathee and Rajain, 2017). Additionally, the 
psychological effects of sound, including tempo and tonal variations, have been extensively 
explored, with scholars such as Ali and Ahmed (2019) and Zha et al. (2022) investigating the 
cognitive and emotional responses elicited by these auditory elements. Similarly, olfactory 
sensations have been shown to play a significant role in emotional and memory processes, as 
highlighted in the works of Ali and Ahmed (2019) and Zha et al. (2022), which explore the 
intricate relationship between smell and emotional recollection. This study yielded similar 
results in terms of sound and smell in the context of event experiences.

Regarding the sense of taste, Rathee and Rajain (2017) suggest that the enjoyment of food is 
often associated with positive emotional experiences. However, the findings of this study 
indicate that, in the context of events, the sensory qualities of food—such as taste—are of 
secondary importance compared to the mere availability of food. Participants were more 
concerned with the opportunity to satisfy hunger than with the specific characteristics of the 
food itself.

Touch, often conceptualised primarily in terms of its haptic properties (Agapito, 2020), was 
also an important component of the sensory experience in this study. However, the findings 
highlight that only temperature, as a sensory factor within the broader scope of touch, played a 
significant role in shaping participants’ comfort levels. Variations in temperature were found 
to influence subjective comfort, demonstrating that environmental factors can substantially 
affect an individual’s perception of an event.

The study also supports existing literature suggesting that the congruence between various 
sensory stimuli, such as music and visual elements, can significantly enhance attendee 
engagement and perception, and are particularly important to consider in scenography and 
atmospherics (Edensor, 2015). As noted by Krishna (2012), multisensory experiences that

Plate 4. Music and clothing example 2. Source: Photo courtesy of participant MVM_5
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exhibit a high degree of integration—where multiple sensory inputs align harmoniously with 
one another and with the associated product, service, or event context—are more likely to 
result in positive outcomes. Using photo elicitation interviews as a method to explore these 
sensory experiences yielded novel insights into participants’ perceptions of the events they 
attended. The unique combination of photographs and in-depth interviews allowed for more 
in-depth discussions and reflections during the interviews, as well as provided deeper insights 
into how the visuals aligned - or did not align - with participants’ verbal descriptions of their 
event experiences.

Theoretical implications
Research on sensory experiences within the events industry remains relatively limited (Chung, 
2020; Liu et al., 2017; Sihvonen and Turunen, 2022). Much of the existing knowledge is drawn 
from adjacent fields, particularly tourism studies, which examine the sensory impact on 
tourists in specific contexts such as hotels, restaurants, or destinations. This paper sought to 
broaden this understanding by focusing on the sensory perceptions of event attendees. While 
the academic literature often emphasises visual stimuli, this study underscores the importance 
of all five senses in shaping event experiences. Furthermore, by exploring the interaction 
between these senses, the research highlights the critical role of sensory congruity—an 
important and novel contribution to the existing body of knowledge in this area.

The findings further contribute to the development of a framework that illustrates the key 
factors influencing sensory experiences at events. The figure below (Figure 3) presents a visual 
representation of this framework, highlighting the interconnected nature of sensory inputs and 
their collective impact on the overall event experience. It also highlights how these are 
embedded within the wider event experience environment and servicescape, and how they 
might change dynamically pre-, during and post-event.

Figure 3. Theoretical framework - sensory perception of event experiences. Source: Authors’ own work
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Practical implications
The success of an event is profoundly shaped by the experiential design choices made by event 
planners (Richards et al., 2015). This paper highlighted the significant impact of sensory 
stimuli on attendee perceptions. While each of the five senses has a distinct and unique 
influence, it is essential for event planners to integrate all sensory elements harmoniously, 
rather than focusing exclusively on the visual sense, in order to create immersive experiences 
that stimulate attendees’ senses. The findings underscore the critical importance of sensory 
congruity, emphasising the need to approach sensory stimuli holistically rather than in 
isolation.

Tailoring all sensory inputs to the specific context of the event is vital for crafting authentic 
and unique experiences that leave a lasting impression on attendees. Findings from four 
different events show how sensory elements should be both genuine and relevant to the event’s 
theme and setting. For instance, lighting, colour schemes and decor should be thoughtfully 
aligned with the mood conveyed by the music at a concert or with a themed playlist for 
background music. Scents can further contribute to this by reflecting the distinctive 
characteristics of the event’s location and by subtly influencing the mood of the event without 
overpowering it. These scents should go beyond the smell of food at an event. Taste can 
complement the visual, auditory, and olfactory elements for example through seasonal menus 
or unique food-drink pairings. Lastly, the textures of the decor and the temperature in the room 
can further enhance the tactile dimension of an event. Interactive and hands-on activities also 
contribute to attendees’ physical engagement at the event. By intentionally designing the 
sensory environment, event planners can create meaningful, immersive experiences that 
extend beyond the immediate time frame of the event, fostering lasting emotional connections 
with attendees.

Limitations and future research
While this research provides valuable insights, it is not without limitations. One significant 
constraint arises from the selection of the four events investigated, which are very different in 
terms of typology and scale. Exploring sensory experiences at other events may have rendered 
different results, and as such, the findings should not be generalised. A further limitation 
regards the inherent subjectivity of the qualitative interview method. Relying on participants’ 
conscious recall and interpretation of their experiences may introduce bias, as individuals may 
not be fully aware of or able to articulate all sensory stimuli encountered during an event. As 
Haase et al. (2018) note, subtle environmental cues or background stimuli can influence 
emotional responses and memory formation unconsciously. Furthermore, focusing on 
individual event experiences also limits the generalisability of the findings, as they may not 
fully capture the collective nature of event experiences. A more holistic understanding of event 
perceptions would require research that examines the shared event experience across a 
broader group.

Acknowledging these limitations highlights the need for further research. Future studies 
could explore the subconscious aspects of event perception, specifically how subtle or 
unnoticed sensory inputs impact emotions and memory. Methodologies such as mental 
imagery techniques and eye-tracking could offer valuable insights into these implicit 
processes. Additionally, as this study primarily relied on individual perceptions, future 
research could focus on the impact of sensory design upon collective event experience. This 
approach would help identify sensory design elements that resonate with a larger audience, 
taking into account the social and cultural contexts that shape perceptions of the event. Finally, 
future research should also test the above presented framework on a larger scale and in various 
cultural and different event contexts. A specific focus on the accessibility of sensory design in 
respect of neurodiversity and sensory impairments would also contribute to a more nuanced 
and critical understanding of the topic under study.
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In conclusion, by strategically engaging all five senses and adopting a multisensory 
approach, event planners can foster impactful and lasting memories for attendees. This 
research goes beyond merely confirming the importance of individual senses; it emphasises 
the substantial influence of a thoughtfully curated multisensory environment. The findings 
provide empirical support for the theoretical assertion that consistent and harmonious sensory 
stimuli enhance the overall event experience, amplifying its emotional and cognitive impact.
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