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provides a comprehensive systematic literature review combined with thematic
analysis to examine 43 studies on smart tourism destination advancements through
qualitative approaches in detail and identify critical research trends that require
urgent attention. The results provide multiple theoretical and practical implications
related to employing qualitative methods to advance this emerging field; the most
representative geographic scope covered and others demanding attention; the
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this area of knowledge.
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1 Introduction

The tourism industry remains among the fastest-growing economic sectors worldwide,
with investment levels in the travel and tourism sectors expected to return to pre-pan-
demic values by 2025, according to a recent report published by the World Travel and
Tourism Council [1]. In fact, hundreds of millions of people are involved in this global
industry and experience numerous direct and indirect impacts—such as social, eco-
nomic, environmental and political—from the relationships and synergies occurring
constantly between different actors, including tourists, residents and local communities,
tourism stakeholders, governments, and industry representatives, among others [2].
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Although the United States still occupies the top world position in the travel and tour-
ism market, contributing about US$2.36 trillion to its economy in 2023, followed by
China, Germany, Japan, and the United Kingdom, it is anticipated that the next decade
will witness considerable shifts in the international landscape, with emerging markets
such as China and India expected to ascending their position in the global ranking [1].

With these rapid developments and the complexity of subjects arising from it, includ-
ing the urgent need to guarantee a sustainable development of places competing for
tourist attention, side by side with constant advances in technology and information and
communications technology (ICT), several authors have examined and conceptualized
the rise of the relatively new notion of smart tourism destinations [3-7].

According to [6], “the real sense of smart tourism destinations is to focus on tourists’
needs by combining the ICT with casual culture and tourist innovation industry in order
to promote tourism service quality, improve tourism management and enlarge industry
scale to a broader extent’, having as priorities “to enhance tourists’ travel experience; to
provide more intelligent platform both to gather and distribute information within des-
tinations; to facilitate efficient allocation of tourism resources; and to integrate tourism
suppliers at both micro and macro level aiming to ensure that benefit from this sector is
well distributed to local society” On the other hand, [3] highlight that “the fundamental
constructs of a smart tourism destination are first of all human capital, which forms the
base for the leadership, entrepreneurship and innovation, and social capital constructs.
Subsequently, these are supported and enabled via technology applications and ICT
infrastructures” Additionally, [5] affirm that “the smart destination is a space in which all
agents involved with the destination collaborate in efficient management of infrastruc-
ture and use technology to increase the quality of life of both locals and tourists”

However, despite this field's increasing popularity, there is still a lack of consensus
regarding the definition and holistic understanding of smart tourism destinations. This
includes, among other factors, the significant impact of smart technologies on tradi-
tional tourism destinations and the effects on the quality of life in these geographies [8].
Moreover, notwithstanding the notable efforts conducted to advance the area during the
past decade, [5, 9] also underlined that the academic knowledge concerning smart desti-
nations remains very limited in the scientific field of tourism.

Qualitative research plays a crucial role in advancing the understanding of the tour-
ism industry [10]. Its unique contributions to capturing detailed insights and a range of
viewpoints from multiple perspectives are particularly valuable. Qualitative approaches
are recognised as instrumental in shedding light on and comprehending the intrica-
cies of tourism experiences, which are often influenced by social, cultural, and personal
aspects, to name a few. This understanding should be valued for the depth and richness
its use can provide to the field [11, 12].

Concerning the specific scope of smart tourism, [13] argues that “qualitative research
methodologies are too infrequently applied, leading to a paradox evident in smart tour-
ism studies”, suggesting the urgent need to use qualitative approaches to promote more
holistic advancements and diversify the academic discourse and understandings of the
field. This lack is corroborated by the fact that qualitative approaches are needed to allow
the development of exploratory work and the emergence of new and critical perspec-
tives on these destinations, which are characterized by the rapid and continual change of
processes and the need for socio-technical adaptations [14]. Among the recent literature
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gaps identified in the current understanding of smart tourism destination [15], qualita-
tive research can offer deeper insights including, among other topics: stakeholder nar-
ratives, visitors behaviour and the acceptance of artificial intelligence for personalized
experiences; digital asymmetries, such as the role of technology in empowering margin-
alized communities, comprehending digital vulnerability and informing ethical guide-
lines and practices in smart tourism; contribute to develop standardized frameworks for
smart tourism; and study the impacts perceived by residents of these destinations.

This article aims to uncover, examine, and provide a comprehensive understanding of
the intersection of qualitative research within the academic field of smart tourism desti-
nations. This is based on a systematic literature review, ensuring a thorough and reliable
exploration of the topic. To address its purposes, this study set out to answer the follow-
ing research question (RQ): “In what ways does qualitative research support develop-
ments in the academic field of smart tourism destinations?”. Additionally, four specific
research objectives (O) derive from the RQ to allow methodical organising of the results,
providing:

OI Summarise the qualitative methods applied to advance this emerging field.

02 Overview of the geographic scope covered by academic research about smart tour-
ism destinations.

03 Investigate the smart tourism destination themes benefiting from qualitative
research developments and main contributions.

04 Identify future research avenues to advance and potentially shape the smart tour-
ism destination field.

To the best of the authors’ knowledge, this is the first study conducting a systematic
literature review concerning applications and implications of qualitative research to
advancing the emerging area of smart tourism destinations, offering a set of theoretical
and practical contributions to the consolidation and progress of this emerging field.

The remainder of this article is structured as follows: the next section presents the
research methods, detailing the sample identification, screening and selection process,
and informs the qualitative methods used for data analysis. The article proceeds with
the presentation of the main findings related to the four specific objectives shaping this
research. It finishes with the conclusions, highlighting the study’s main implications,
limitations and further research directions.

2 Research methods

2.1 Sample identification, screening and selection process

To achieve the main goal of this research, the systematic literature review was carried
out by carefully following the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic reviews and
Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines [16], given its globally recognised framework to
ensure a transparent and reliable report process to overview the research field under
study.

In order to obtain a general understanding of the most widely used terms associated
with the subject of analysis, an exploratory search of the literature was first carried out.
During this stage, it was concluded that the keyword “smart tourism destination” pro-
vides fewer results than “smart tourism” Therefore, the following search string was used
to identify the most relevant records by querying the Scopus and Web of Science data-
bases, chosen for its comprehensiveness of the literature related to the smart tourism
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destination field: “smart tourism” AND (“qualitative” OR “qualitative research” OR “qual-
itative stud*” OR “qualitative method*”).

A total of 142 records were found from this identification process (n=84 in Sco-
pus and n=58 in Web of Science), conducted in October 2024. Next, 46 records were
removed for being duplicates, and several inclusion criteria were applied for screening
the remaining 96 records: (i) peer-reviewed articles to ensure the high quality of the
research; (ii) published in English; (iii) published in any subject area, aiming to provide a
broad overview of this field; and (iv) no time limitation was applied. Note that the result-
ing sample of 60 records was not screened based on their number of citations or h-index
as an exclusion criterion, intending to include both well-established and new research
in this emerging knowledge area for the final analysis. During the retrieval stage, it was
not possible to access 15 records, resulting in 45 being assessed for eligibility. Given the
study's specific objectives, it was decided to qualitatively analyse all the articles in depth
at this point to select the final sample instead of selecting them based only on their titles
and abstracts. Two articles were excluded for only applying quantitative research meth-
odologies and, therefore, not responding to the research question. Finally, 43 articles
corresponding to individual studies comprised the sample for the systematic literature
review performed. The entire procedure followed during the identification, screening,
and selection phases is presented in Table 1.

2.2 Qualitative data analysis

The thematic analysis method [17, 18] was used to perform the systematic literature
review, considering the six stages informed by the authors to identify, examine, and
report patterns and connections within the 43 articles included in the study. The spe-
cific objectives of this research served as a broader guide for the qualitative data analy-
sis, which was systematically coded and iteratively organized into refined themes and
subthemes for each case. For the coding process, it was agreed between the authors that

Table 1 Process systematization for the selection of samples included in the systematic literature

review

Phase 1: Search categories Smart tourism destination and qualitative research
Exploratory search

Phase 2:Identification  Title-abstract-keywords “Smart tourism” AND (“qualitative” OR “qualitative re-
process search” OR “qualitative stud*” OR “qualitative method*”)

Databases and number of Scopus (n=284); Web of Science (n=58)
records identified

Phase 3: Document type Article
Screening process Language English
(n=142) Subject area All subject areas
Years All publication years
Records removed before Duplicate records removed (n=46)
screening
Phase 4: Removed publications Records removed for not being articles published in
Records screened journals (n=31)
(n=96) Records removed for only having the abstract written

in English (n=5)

Reports not retrieved (n=15)

Articles removed for only applying quantitative
research methodologies (n=2)

Phase 5: Sample of articles included for the systematic literature review (n=43)
Studies included
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the themes identification should derive from the data and be based on a semantic level.
Therefore, it followed an inductive approach, where the data’s explicit meaning was con-
sidered to identify the diverse patterns.

The organization and management of the qualitative data were supported using the
NVivo 15 qualitative data analysis computer software, particularly during the coding
process for the various themes and subthemes. After completing the initial identifica-
tion and categorization of themes, the authors discussed and revised the data until they
reached a consensus on the final categorization. This iterative process involved re-ana-
lyzing each code individually, assessing the level of agreement among the researchers
regarding the hierarchy of the theme nodes, and rearranging them until concordance
was achieved for all codes.

3 Results

This section presents the results of the systematic literature review, organised into
four subsections according to the specific objectives of this study, to provide methodi-
cal information and insights for each one: qualitative methods supporting smart tour-
ism destination research, the geographic scope of the previous scientific works, central
themes, and proposal of further research avenues for advancing this field. Before explor-
ing each of these dimensions in detail, it is critical to mention that the publication period
of the analysed articles ranged from 2015 to 2025, even though no time limitation was
applied for the identification and screening processes, as already clarified. This fact
indicates that advances in this topic under study started to gain traction only recently,
especially after the COVID-19 pandemic, with 74.4% of publications dating from 2021
onwards, with the higher volume of publications being after 2023, representing 44.1%,
i.e., about half of the academic publications in this specific field.

3.1 Qualitative methods supporting smart tourism destination research

Regarding the applied research methodologies of the 43 articles included in the system-
atic research, it was first concluded that about half were conducted using purely quali-
tative research methods and techniques (n=21), while 22 articles used mixed methods
approaches. Given the first specific objective of summarizing the qualitative research
methods and techniques applied to advance the emerging field of smart tourism des-
tinations, Table 2 provides a systematic organization of the results from data analysis
according to: qualitative data gathering techniques, qualitative data analysis approaches,
mixed data analysis approaches, and qualitative research methods.

When investigating the qualitative data gathering techniques, it was clearly evidenced
that interviews, especially semi-structured ones, were the most applied techniques to
conduct qualitative research in this field of scientific knowledge, used in 48.8% of studies
[19-39]. Next, six articles focused on public documents and reports’ analysis as tech-
niques to collect qualitative data supporting the developed investigations [21, 23, 31,
39-41]. Furthermore, focus group discussions were organized in four studies involving
multiple stakeholders to generate widespread discussions or validate concepts, allowing
the collection of rich qualitative data [32, 41, 43, 44], and another four relied on obser-
vations to accomplish a deeper understanding of behavioural, spatial and other intrin-
sic aspects under study [20, 28, 31, 41]. Lastly, three works applied digital ethnography
as a data-gathering technique to collect qualitative information and digital community
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Table 2 Summary of the qualitative research methods and techniques from the systematic
literature review's articles sample

Qualitative approaches Techniques and methods References
Quialitative data gathering Interviews [19-39]
techniques Public documents and reports [21, 23,31,39-41]
Digital ethnography [40-42]
Focus group [32,41,43,44]
Observations [20, 28,31, 41]
Qualitative data analysis GABEK method [14]
approaches Interpretative phenomenological analysis [26]
Grounded theory [19,37,39]
Thematic analysis [12, 14,23, 25, 30,
33, 35, 36, 44]
Mixed data analysis approaches Fuzzy-set qualitative comparative analysis (fSQCA) 21,45-47]

[
Qualitative research methods ~ Case study method [20, 23, 38, 44, 48]
Delphi method 27
Systematic literature review [12,34,49-53]
[

Non-systematic literature review 54-59]

interactions on social media platforms [42], and to retrieve content made available on
smart tourism-related websites [40, 41].

After examining the qualitative data analysis approaches, it was concluded that nine
studies employed thematic analysis to codify data and determine the most prominent
arising themes to interpret diverse smart tourism destinations-related phenomena [12,
14, 23, 25, 30, 33, 35, 36, 44]. In turn, only three articles employed grounded theory as
an approach to discover and frame new theoretical implications and emerging concepts
from qualitative data collected in the field [19, 37, 39]. Additionally, [26] employed inter-
pretative phenomenological analysis to understand how functional, psychological and
individual barriers affect tourists' resistance to immersive experiences. In the case of
[14], the authors employed the qualitative research GABEK method to analyse data and
integrate empirically rooted knowledge from experts concerning their diverse under-
standing of smart tourism destinations.

When reviewing the data analysis approaches contributing to the field under study,
it was noted that the Fuzzy-set Qualitative Comparative Analysis (fSQCA) method was
used by four studies [21, 45-47] for assessing outcomes based on the effects of configu-
rations of qualitative and quantitative variables. Despite this approach being highlighted
as a mixed data analysis technique, it requires qualitative variables rich in contextual
information to function [60], therefore constituting significant relevance for the present
article’s results.

Finally, it was concluded that broader qualitative research methods transversal to
some studies analysed. The most expressive concerns conducting systematic literature
reviews on diverse topics linked to smart tourism destinations, but this method was only
applied in 16.3% of the cases [12, 34, 49-53]. On the other hand, six studies employed
non-systematic literature review as qualitative research methods to advance the sci-
entific field [54—59]. It was also noticed that another five articles based on case study
methods applied in particular research contexts to pursue multi-faceted objectives in
well-delimitated geographic places [20, 23, 38, 44, 48]. Lastly, the Delphi method was
only employed in the case of [27] to conclude experts’ opinions about technologies used
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in smart tourism and its impacts on several national tourist regions, as will be detailed in

the following sections.

3.2 Geographic scope of smart tourism destination qualitative research

Table 3 presents the geographic scope of the revised literature. It is organized according

to the continents, countries, and regions, provinces or cities to which the results apply,

allowing an overview of the extent and specific geographical areas the documents cover.

It should be noted that nine articles did not specify any geographic scope, as they

encompass general literature reviews about specific topics of smart tourism destina-

tions or discuss the development of models or strategic guidelines with application into

Table 3 Overview of the geographic scope of smart tourism destination qualitative research

Continent  Country Region or province or city References
Europe Austria Innsbruck and border region of Tyrol [24]
Greece Corfu island (Pentati) [57]
Iceland nd (37]
[taly Palermo and Rome [22]
Romania Transylvania, Banat and Crisana, Bucovina and Moldova, Dobrogea, [27]
Maramures, and Walachia and Oltenia
nd [55]
Spain Alcald de Henares, Avila, Caceres, Cordoba, Cuenca, Eivissa, Mérida, [39]
Salamanca, Santiago de Compostela, Segovia, San Cristobal de la
Laguna, Tarragona, Toledo, Ubeda, and Baeza
Benidorm [23]
Cartagena and La Union [31]
nd [43,47]
Slovenia Ljubljana [36]
Sweden Are (Jamtland County) and Stockholm 4]
Croatiaand  Koprivnica (Podravina Region) [58]
Hungary
ltaly and Venice (Italy) and Salzburg (Austria) [40]
Austria
Spain and Donostia-San Sebastian, Madrid, Mélaga, and Valencia (Spain); Lisbon  [29]
Portugal (Portugal)
United n.d [30]
Kingdom
and Spain
Asia China Beijing and Fujian province [46]
Hong Kong [19]
Beijing, Nanjing, Nanping, Lijiang and Anshun [45]
nd [21,53]
India Himalayan cities [33]
nd [26]
Indonesia Kenderan (32]
Jakarta [41]
Iraq Karbala region (38]
South Korea n.d [25,42]
United Arab  Abu Dhabi [44]
Emirates
Vietnam n.d [48]
Europeand Italy and Milan (Italy) and Tomsk (Russia) [54]
Asia Russia
Turkey lzmir [35]
South Colombia Medellin [20]

America

Page 7 of 22
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broader geographical contexts [12, 28, 34, 49-52, 56, 59]. Moreover, eleven articles did
not mention any particular region, province or city (marked as “n.d” in the table), only
indicating the countries to which the conducted research applies.

Concerning the geographic applications of the revised studies, it can be noted that two
continents—Europe and Asia—are in the vanguard of combining qualitative research
within diverse topics of smart tourism destination, which will be explored in deeper
detail further. In the case of Europe, 12 countries are represented as benefiting from
advances in this field: Austria, Croatia, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Italy, Romania, Por-
tugal, Spain, Slovenia, Sweden, and the United Kingdom. When looking at the research
developed directly under regions, provinces or cities, it is notable that Spain presents
the most widespread qualitative research applications to smart tourism destinations, fol-
lowed by Romania. It should also be mentioned that four studies were developed from
multinational perspectives, namely, between Croatia and Hungary, Italy and Austria,
Spain and Portugal, and the United Kingdom and Spain.

Regarding the Asian continent, seven countries benefit from this emerging field
of knowledge: China, India, Indonesia, Iraq, South Korea, United Arab Emirates, and
Vietnam. For these cases, China is where vaster regions, provinces, and cities are being
explored through qualitative methods to develop smart tourism destinations, followed
by Indonesia.

During the systematic literature review, it was also found two specific cases of Euro-
pean-Asian joint research, specifically regarding destination branding of Italian and Rus-
sian cities [54], and the examination of multiple city components to support the progress
of Izmir in Turkey as a smart tourism destination [35]. Additionally, one study explored
the process certification of a Colombian city as a smart tourism destination [20].

3.3 Smart tourism destination themes

The results presented in Tables 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 convey the central themes evidenced during
the thematic analysis performed to investigate the under-study literature’s diverse con-
tributions. They were iteratively organized based on the research of [3] and [51], aim-
ing to systematically report the results according to well-established and widely accepted

Table 4 Central themes and study’s contributions to the economic dimension of smart tourism
destinations

Dimension Factors Themes Contributions References
Economic Entrepreneurship Innova- Explore the value of digital innovation [37]

tive local and its significance for rural tourism

businesses entrepreneurs

Propose a holistic ecosystem of hospital-  [52]
ity model based on entrepreneurial eco-
systems as approaches for development
Demonstrate that developing smart [24]
destinations impacts supporting young
companies'or startups’ success

Quiality of products ~ Products Analyse the most important aspects of [55]
or services or services tourism products innovation to favour
innovation the competitiveness of emerging
economies
Understand the value of small and (34]

medium-sized alternative accommoda-
tion and its competitive advantage for
local suppliers (micro-business owners)
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Table 5 Central themes and study’s contributions to the sociocultural dimension of smart tourism
destinations

Dimension Factors Themes Contributions References
Sociocultural Culture and Industrial Explore a synthetic landscape index based on  [31]
entertainment  heritage sites a comprehensive set of indicators
Museums Proposal and validation of 3 models for digital ~ [21]

innovation in museum tourism

Assess factors influencing the use of pervasive  [47]
mobile apps in museums

Scenic spots A model for evaluation, determination and [46]
building of the smart tourism level of scenic
spots
Social Capital  Interactions  Explores gamified experiences of geocaching  [57]
between as community practices to promote interac-
residents and  tions between local businesses and tourists
tourists

Table 6 Central themes and study’s contributions to the environmental dimension of smart tourism
destinations

Dimension Factors Themes Contributions References
Environmental ~ Overtourism Over- Analyse how multiple cities with smart destina-  [29]
crowded tion or smart city strategies manage overtourism
spaces
Sustainable Urban Examine the connection between BIM, business  [56]
urban areas planning models and smart cities in promoting a sustain-

able development

dimensions of smart tourism destinations (economic, environmental, political and man-
agerial, and sociocultural) and several factors comprising them.

3.3.1 Economic dimension of smart tourism destinations

When investigating the literature contributions to the economic dimension of smart
tourism destinations (presented in Table 4), two central themes were concluded: innova-
tive local businesses and products or services innovation. These themes are related to
two factors: entrepreneurship and the quality of products and services.

According to [51], the entrepreneurship factor encompasses the implementation of
new ventures of innovative local businesses associated with tourism activities or others
supporting smart destinations through information and communications technology, or
the modernisation of local businesses. To this extent, the work of [37] explored the value
and significance of digital innovation for rural tourism entrepreneurs, while [24] demon-
strated several impacts in supporting young companies’ or startups’ success from devel-
oping smart destinations. Additionally, [52] proposed a holistic ecosystem of hospitality
model based on entrepreneurial ecosystems as approaches for development.

On the other hand, factors linked to the quality of products or services concern their
innovation and are stressed as favouring the destination’s competitiveness. Contribu-
tions to this specific theme include analysing the most important aspects of tourism
products innovation to favour the competitiveness of emerging economies [55], and
understanding the value of small and medium-sized alternative accommodation and
what competitive advantages it encompasses for local micro-business owners and sup-
pliers [34].



Vaz et al. Discover Sustainability (2025) 6:682

Table 7 Central themes and study’s contributions to smart tourism destinations’ managerial and
political dimension: governance factor

Dimension Factor Themes Contributions References
Managerial and  Governance Establishing  Highlights advantages and limitations of [20]
political smart tourism  certification processes based on European

destinations  standards in Latin American destinations
and Certifica- Development of tourism villages through a [32]
tion process  model encompassing creative events, tourism
circular economy, and digital competence
Evaluate the potential of a city as a smart [41]
tourism destination based on four character-
istics: attraction, accessibility, digitalization
readiness, and sustainability
Explore enabling factors for establishing [33]
selected cities as smart tourism destinations
Assess elements of a city based on Cohen's [35]
Smart City Wheel model to tourn it into a
smart tourism destination
Study the potential to transform a classic tour- [58]
ist destination into a smart one and develop a
model to support this process
Investigate the development potential of (38]
a region according to techniques, trends
and ICT to build a sustainable smart tourism
destination
Smart Tourism  Research how World Heritage Cities are [39]
development implementing policies and strategies for
policiesand  developing smart destinations
practices |dentify configurational paths, including [45]
smart infrastructure and co-creation activities,
to arouse tourists’ positive experiences
Explore suppliers’ perceptions (accommoda-  [36]
tion, restaurants and ICT-related businesses)
on their engaging with developing smart
tourism initiatives
Explore how destination stakeholders (mu- [14]
nicipalities, industry and ICT experts) perceive
smart tourism destinations
Construction of a framework to develop new  [19]
strategies and policies based on insights from
multiple stakeholders
Investigate which strategies and solutions (23]
affect destination management and tourists’
experiences
Propose a model of sustainable smart gov- [59]
ernance to ensure ICT adoption empowers
residents’and tourists’ experiences
Review the relationships between tourism, [51]
smart places and residents’ quality of life, and
propose a theoretical model

Tourism Examine how social media publications and [42]
marketing comments from DMO's can provide higher

/ branding customer engagement

strategies Discuss how creativity influences innovation,  [54]

and its role in strategies for branding and
marketing destinations
Further |dentify the most and least researched areas [9
managerial and articulate knowledge domains in the
and political ~ smart tourism research agenda
issues

Page 10 of 22
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Table 8 Central themes and study’s contributions to smart tourism destinations’managerial and
political dimension: tourism informatics factor

Dimension Factor Themes Contributions References
Managerial and  Tourism Emerging Explore the impact of Al-generated vir- [25]
Political informatics technologies  tual influencers as destination ambassadors,

develop marketing strategies and managerial

implications

Investigate tourists and experts'perspectives  [27]
on smart tourism technologies (Al, IoT, VR and
AR) and tourists’satisfaction levels
Systematization and evaluation of emerging (28]
research on tourism informatics
Review Al technologies and tools in the hospi-  [49]
tality and tourism industry and identify future
developments
Identify emerging technologies and trends (53]
in digital tourism: AR-integrated e-tourism,
Al-driven personalized experiences, and co-
creation approaches
Exploratory use of AR technology to recreate  [44]
an extinguished marketplace as part of a smart
tourism experience
Review the use of AR, VR, big data and Al/ML [50]
to recast virtual tourism
Propose a framework encompassing the use [40]
of loT, cloud computing services and end-user
internet service systems to enhance the co-
creation of tourism experiences
Metaverse Identification of key barriers to metaverse [26]
based tourism based tourism adoption: technological
complexity, privacy and security concerns, and
cultural or behavioural resistance
Tourism mo-  Develop a smart tourism app to enhance tour-  [48]
bile apps ists’satisfaction and efficient transactions
Assessment of senior tourists' use of mobile [43]
apps and perception of the travel experience
Impact of a mobile travel assistant app in [22]
enhancing and streamlining the tourist
experience
Digital Suggest that privacy concerns influence tour-  [30]
security and ists’behaviour and relate to preceding factors:
privacy technology use, data misuse past experiences,
lack of data management practices knowledge

3.3.2 Sociocultural dimension of smart tourism destinations

Regarding the sociocultural dimension of smart tourism destinations (Table 5), the con-
cluded central themes correspond to two factors: culture and entertainment, and social
capital.

Three emerging themes comprise industrial heritage sites, museums, and scenic
spots, inserted in the scope of culture and entertainment factors. These are connected
to the increased use of ICT for modernising cultural heritage, providing visitors with
more immersive cultural heritage experiences, and increasing leisure opportunities and
cultural offers. The study from [31], in the field of industrial heritage sites, explores a
synthetic landscape index based on a comprehensive set of indicators. In the con-
text of museum visits, [21] proposed and validated three models for digital innovation
museum tourism, and [47] assessed diverse factors influencing visitors’ intentions and

use of pervasive mobile apps while engaging in these cultural sites. Furthermore, a study
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concerning the modernization of cultural places developed a model to inform the readi-
ness level of scenic spots as smart tourism places [46].

Another central theme linked to the sociocultural dimension emerged from the the-
matic analysis, corresponding to social capital factors. This theme concerns generat-
ing relationships through smart tourism and exchanging interactions and experiences
between residents, tourists and other stakeholders. In this sense, [57] explored the
potential of gamified experiences through geocaching as community practices to pro-
mote meaningful interactions between local business owners and young adult tourists
visiting a Greek island (Millennials and Generation Z).

3.3.3 Environmental dimension of smart tourism destinations

Table 6 presents two themes directly related to the environmental dimension of smart
tourism destinations, which emerged from only two studies. This aspect reveals scarce
research benefiting from the potential of qualitative research applied to the tourism field
under study.

The theme of overtourism and overcrowded spaces in smart cities was empirically
approached by [26], who analysed how overtourism is being managed and which strate-
gies are adopted or under development.

Additionally, one theme emerged from factors encompassing sustainable urban areas,
mainly concerned with the renovation, development or construction of sustainable and
innovative buildings or infrastructures. In this case, a study was reviewed examining the
connection between Building Information Modeling (BIM), business models and smart
cities to promote sustainable development goals [56].

3.3.4 Managerial and political dimension of smart tourism destinations

Eight themes concerning smart tourism destinations’ political and managerial dimen-
sions emerged from the systematic literature review, as presented in Tables 7 and 8.
It should be noted that this dimension was the one with the highest volume of scien-
tific research produced in the scientific field of knowledge under exploration, so it was
decided to split the data analysis results into two tables according to two principal mana-
gerial and political factors, for the sake of organization of the present subsection: gover-
nance and tourism informatics.

Regarding the coding of these themes, four central ones are linked to governance fac-
tors (Table 7)—establishing smart tourism destinations and certification processes;
smart tourism development policies and practices; tourism marketing and branding
strategies; and further managerial and political issues. In general terms, these address
aspects relating to the participation and collaboration of stakeholders from the public
and private sectors, among others, in the decision-making process, planning, and poli-
cymaking, with the support of ICT. On the contrary, the remaining four codified themes
relate to tourism informatics and rising issues from the increased use of ICT (Table 8):
emerging technologies, metaverse-based tourism, tourism mobile apps, and digital secu-
rity and privacy.

When investigating the theme of establishing smart tourism destinations and certifica-
tion processes, it was concluded that there were several contributions to the governance
topic from seven articles. The study conducted by [20] highlighted both the advantages
and limitations of applying European standards to the certification process of Latin
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American destinations. It was also concluded that three models were created to develop
smart tourism destinations. [32] proposed a model to support the development of tour-
ism villages, encompassing three fundamental aspects: creative events, tourism circular
economy, and digital competence. Additionally, [58] studied the potential to transform
a classic tourism destination into a smart one and developed a model to support this
process, while [35] assessed a set of elements of a city based on Cohen’s Smart City
Wheel model to turn it into a smart tourism destination. Lastly, three studies explored
the potential of places as smart tourism destinations. [41] evaluated the potential of a
city based on the characteristics of attraction, accessibility, digitalization readiness, and
sustainability. [33] explored enabling factors for establishing previously selected cities
as smart tourism destinations, while [38] investigated the development potential of a
region according to techniques, trends and ICT to build also a sustainable destination.

Concerning the second central theme — smart tourism development policies and prac-
tices—the representative studies encompass several actors and community participation
in the decision-making process of destinations. [39] explored how managers from Des-
tination Management Organizations (DMOs) of World Heritage Cities implement poli-
cies and strategies for developing these places as smart destinations. Additionally, [23]
investigated which strategic policies and solutions affect both destination management
and tourists’ experiences. Similarly to this last aspect, [45] dedicated their research to
identifying configurational paths to arouse tourists’ positive experiences, revealing the
need to include co-creation activities and smart infrastructures. Moreover, two studies
explored explicitly the perceptions of accommodation, restaurants and ICT-related busi-
ness suppliers regarding their engagement with developing smart tourism initiatives [36]
and how destination stakeholders, including municipalities, industry and ICT experts,
perceive smart tourism destinations [14].

Still, concerning the second central theme, three articles are based on constructing
models and frameworks linked to smart tourism development policies and practices.
The framework constructed by [19] envisioned creating new strategies and policies
based on insights from multiple stakeholders. On the other hand, the two other mod-
els proposed were directed to the local people and community, respectively, concerning
sustainable smart governance to ensure ICT adoption can empower residents’ and tour-
ists’ experiences [59], and theoretically model the relationship between tourism, smart
places and residents’ quality of life [51].

The third central theme from the thematic analysis relates to tourism marketing and
smart destination branding strategies. One study focused specifically on social media
publications and comments from DMOs to examine how to provide higher customer
engagement, corroborating DMOs’ strategies should align with investing heavily in
social media management to communicate destinations [42]. Furthermore, [54] dis-
cussed how creativity influences innovation and its role in implementing strategies for
branding and marketing destinations.

Lastly, one study was identified as the fourth central theme for the governance factor,
associated with managerial and political issues needing urgent address. [9] identified the
most and least researched areas under this scope and articulated numerous knowledge
domains to pay attention to in the smart tourism research agenda.

Concerning the tourism informatics factor, the most evidenced theme was managerial
and political issues arising from emerging technologies, with contributions from eight
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articles. [23] explored the impact of Artificial Intelligence (AI)-generated virtual influ-
ences as destination ambassadors to inform new marketing strategies needing address-
ing and managerial implications of using such technologies. Still concerning Al use, [49]
reviewed these technologies and tools in the hospitality and tourism industry to identify
further research developments and managerial issues to consider.

In turn, scientific research encompassing broader types of emerging technologies was
found, as the study of [28], which provided a systematization and evaluation of the role
of new media in the tourism sector, and the work of [50], which reviewed the use of
Augmented Reality (AR), Virtual Reality (VR), big data and AI and Machine Learning
(ML) to recast virtual tourism opportunities. [27] also considered various technologies
employed in smart tourism—AI, VR, AR, and Internet of Things (IoT)—to investigate
tourists and experts’ perspectives on them, as well as evaluate tourists’ perceived satis-
faction levels. In another case, [53] dedicated to identifying emerging technologies and
trends in digital tourism, concluding the importance of AR-integrated e-tourism, Al-
driven personalized experiences, and co-creation approaches. Moreover, [44] conducted
a qualitative exploratory study to investigate the extent of using AR technology to recre-
ate an extinguished marketplace as part of a local smart tourism experience, and [40]
proposed a framework encompassing the use of IoT, cloud computing services and end-
user internet service systems to enhance the co-creation of tourism experiences.

In what concerns the theme of tourism mobile applications, three different applica-
tions were found, and diverse managerial conclusions were drawn. [48] provided mul-
tiple insights and decision-making strategies for developing an app to enhance tourists’
satisfaction at smart destinations and complete efficient transactions. [43] assessed
senior tourists’ use of mobile apps and their perceptions of the overall travel experience,
providing critical managerial inputs for this specific case of visitors and the sustainabil-
ity of World Heritage Sites. A third article, conducted by [22], explored the development
of a holistic mobile travel assistant app as a new service available for travellers, providing
informative impacts about enhancing and streamlining the tourist experience.

The third theme identified regards a new type of tourism intrinsically related to
tourism informatics: metaverse-based tourism. The research of [26] was the only one
reviewed on this topic, providing an extensive identification of key barriers and political
and managerial concerns to consider to future advance and implement this specific type
of tourism, among them: technological complexity, privacy and security, and cultural or
behavioural resistance.

Lastly, one study [30] was conducted specifically on the subject of digital security and
privacy, suggesting that privacy concerns influence tourists’ behaviour and relate to pre-
ceding factors: technology use, past experiences with data misuse, and the lack of data
management practices knowledge.

3.4 Further research avenues

The last specific objective of the present article was to identify future research avenues
linked to qualitative research to advance and shape the smart tourism destination field
of knowledge. Results from the thematic analysis allowed for mapping several issues
and trends that need further addressing. These will be discussed next, based on eco-
nomic, environmental, sociocultural, managerial and political, and tourism informatics

dimensions.
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Concerning economic questions arising from smart tourism destinations, there
is a need to expand scientific awareness related to smart tourism’s positive and nega-
tive effects on business ecosystems and their adoption [9]. In this context, it is crucial
to comprehend smart tourism trends and study interconnected industry developments
[49], investigate skill shortages in entrepreneurial ecosystems, and how to transfer
knowledge between research institutions and tourism businesses [24]. Additionally,
there is a gap in assessing technological progress, such as Al, and how it can impact hos-
pitality ecosystems [52].

In this line, future research can follow approaches examining the impacts of smart
tourism initiatives on local economies [24, 35, 37, 38] and investigating innovative tour-
ism products in emerging economies [55]. For instance, there is a demand to explore the
financial implications of geocaching activities for local businesses in rural smart tour-
ism destinations [57] and investigate micro-entrepreneurship opportunities within rural
ecosystems [52], such as unique micro-business attributes concerning providing alterna-
tive accommodation [34]. Considering the role of lifestyle entrepreneurs in rural innova-
tion and their influence on related business success in tourism [37] is also stressed as a
future research opportunity, apart from focusing on customers’ and locals’ perspectives
on smart tourism contributions to develop alternative business opportunities [34, 37].

From the systematic literature, research avenues exploring several sociocultural
dimensions can follow three different approaches. The first regards including stake-
holders, such as tourists and residents [33], and study their perspectives on the nega-
tive impacts of smart tourism and their attitudes towards it [9, 51], as well as analyse
comprehensive elements affecting tourists’ satisfaction in this kind of destinations [27].
Another line of investigation should examine stakeholders’ collaboration and co-creation
challenges in smart destinations [36, 59], namely exploring local community involve-
ment in cultural heritage tourism projects [31] and investigating tourists’ perceptions of
experiences co-creation [40]. The third gap needing further development regards under-
standing smart tourism’s effects on cultural heritage preservation [38] and studying the
impact of ICT on both industrial heritage promotion [31] and cultural tourism sustain-
ability [43].

Other rising future research lines are linked to environmental and sustainable devel-
opment topics concerning smart cities and industrial tourism sites. [56] suggest explor-
ing the application of business models integrated with BIM to support innovations in
resource sharing, energy efficiency, and circular and sharing economy, through digital
platforms. In the scope of mining areas with the potential to become industrial tourism
places, it is recommended to understand further what motivates tourists to visit these
places, develop additional indicators for landscape and surrounding environment valua-
tion, and explore how technology can be used to enhance mining landscape interpreta-
tion and allow the creation of collective identity and memory [31].

In the broader field of management and policy developments needing further qualita-
tive advancements for establishing and improving smart tourism destinations, there are
highlighted research avenues for conducting comparative studies across different regions
to evaluate approaches and policies applied for the development of smart scenic places
[46] and diverse smart tourism destinations of countries with similar cultures [48]. It is
also suggested to investigate the multiple strategies of DMOs [42] and the diverse types
of smart destinations in different geographical places [23, 39, 45], namely concerning
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barriers influencing both the development and certification processes [19, 20]. In this
sense, the integration of overtourism in the future agenda is also suggested, especially
in the case of smart cities, to comprehend better its impacts on residents and the quality
of life, socio-economic implications, and how to develop managerial measures to pre-
vent adverse impacts inherent to these phenomena [29, 51]. Furthermore, sustainability
emerged as another crucial theme needing wide focus, aiming to assess good practices
and identify deficiencies [38, 41, 58, 59], to shape new managerial and policy-making
that can guarantee positive long-term and lasting impacts in smart tourism destinations
[35].

Concerning the marketing strategies for these touristic places, future studies should
explore creativity’s impact on destination identity and authenticity discourse [54], the
development of tourism network marketing systems [28], and assess the effectiveness
and impacts of social media as digital marketing tools in tourism promotion and moni-
toring [42, 50, 55], apart from evaluating long-term effects of virtual influencers as tools
in tourism marketing [25].

Lastly, regarding tourism informatics’ future research lines, it is highlighted a trans-
versal and crucial need to deeply explore the impact of digital technologies on tourism
experiences and how to design them to include different users’ needs and improve-
ment suggestions [14, 31, 35, 38, 43, 46, 55, 57], how ICT can be used for supporting
co-created experiences [40], and analyse longitudinal effects and authenticity of tech-
nology-driven tourism experiences [9, 23]. Most specifically in the area of emerging
technologies, approaches linked to extended realities are highlighted as research topics
lacking further investigation, such as the development of AR gamified tourism experi-
ences [57], the exploration of both AR and VR to promote immersive touristic products
for consumer experience improvement [49, 50, 53], and how to include and use personal
memories, photographs or architectural visual registers to generate 3D models for these
virtual environments, with the potential to serve both tourists and the community of
smart destinations [44]. The role of the metaverse in tourism is another topic requiring
serious attention, especially given its novelty and embryonic knowledge related to user
adoption behaviour and its potential to advance smart tourism [26, 49].

Another emergent subject in this field is exploring the adoption, impacts and privacy
concerns of Al-generated content and service providers, both on the tourists’ experi-
ences [25, 50, 58] and in hospitality and tourism organisations scopes [49]. Moreover, big
data and blockchain technologies are complementary research paths to study how they
can be integrated to support tourism management [35], specifically for demand predic-
tion, tourism development and consumer care [32, 49]. As expected, given the newness,
complexity and rapid expansion of these digital media, with an enormous potential to
shape alternative tourism trends, several authors call attention to the need to develop a
more comprehensive volume of scientific research encompassing privacy and techno-
logical infrastructural holistic aspects [19, 48—50], calling attention to the joint effort to
further developing tourism informatics related studies with interdisciplinary views from
multiple disciplines [28]. The cross and integration of different theoretical and practi-
cal viewpoints could help to deal with the complexity of issues, promote problem solv-
ing through advanced and innovative methodologies of interdisciplinary disciplines, and
upgrade the tourism industry, being evidenced the following in the field of tourism infor-
matics [28]: hospitality, leisure, sport and tourism; computer science and information
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systems; green and sustainable science and technology; environmental science; multidis-
ciplinary sciences; engineering; and information and library science.

4 Conclusions and implications

This study set out to provide a comprehensive literature review to investigate how quali-
tative research supports developments in the academic field of smart tourism desti-
nations, with the primary objectives being to shed light on (i) the qualitative methods
applied to advance this emerging field; (ii) overview the geographic scope covered by
academic research; (iii) investigate the fundamental themes benefiting from this field
and the main contributions; and, (iv) identify future research avenues to advance and
shape this field.

The systematic literature review on the intersection of smart tourism destinations and
qualitative research revealed that this scientific subject started to gain expression only
recently, especially after 2022. Despite the emergent impact, its enormous potential is
already notorious, instilling a sense of optimism about the future of this field and the
need to continue advancing it through multiple research directions.

Among the qualitative methods applied to progress in this arising field, it was con-
cluded that conducting interviews, public documents and report analysis, focus group
sessions, direct observations, and digital ethnography represented the most significant
techniques for qualitative data gathering. On the other hand, thematic analysis was evi-
denced as the most significant data analysis approach applied to advance this scientific
field, apart from grounded theory, interpretative phenomenological analysis, and the
GABEK method employed in one study. The application of fuzzy-set qualitative compar-
ative analysis was also verified, but, in this case, as a mixed data analysis approach. Con-
cerning the research methods adopted, it is underlined systematic and non-systematic
literature reviews, conducting case studies, and the Delphi method.

It was also concluded that Europe and Asia comprised the geographic scopes with
broader empirical and theoretical applications and advances in this area, with vast
results showing benefits to developing regions, provinces, cities and cross-border ter-
ritories in both continents as smart tourism destinations. It also concluded the poten-
tial of this field in South America, although only one study was found debating related
matters. However, none of the revised studies mentioned their application in North
America, although several authors inform the development of smart tourism destination
initiatives in this continent—namely in the United States of America [4], Ottawa in Can-
ada [61], and in other tourism geographies of North America [62], neither in Africa nor
Oceania. Recognized worldwide for having numerous tourist places of interest, these
continents could benefit from assessing, developing or certifying smart tourism places,
as discussed in this article. Notwithstanding, framing the geographic scope within these
continents needs further research to gain a comprehensive understanding of the coun-
tries, cities, or regions where it would be particularly beneficial and urgent to develop
future actions.

Concerning the fundamental themes linked to smart tourism destinations benefit-
ing from qualitative research developments, several contributions were concluded for
the economic dimension, linked to establishing entrepreneurial ecosystems and con-
sequent innovations and competitiveness increase for local business, also contribut-

ing to the modernization of touristic products and services offered to visitors. Other
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themes connected with sociocultural dimensions of smart tourism destinations included
advancements in culture and entertainment, especially regarding industrial heritage
sites, museums, and scenic spots, and contributions to increasing social capital through
exchanging interactions and experiences between residents, tourists, and other stake-
holders. Furthermore, it was concluded that environmental issues were the theme less
explored in the examined articles, despite uncovering advances in the analysis of over-
tourism effects in smart cities and the importance of urban planning to ensure the devel-
opment of sustainable urban areas.

Contrary to this last dimension, the managerial and political ones demonstrated to
have a more considerable volume of scientific results accomplished. Several themes
emerged related to the governance factor, namely, establishing sustainable smart tour-
ism destinations and certification processes, several development policies and practices
approach, strategies employed for tourism marketing and branding, and managerial and
political issues needing articulation in the smart research agenda. Additionally, tourism
informatics revealed multiple benefits from employing qualitative research methods
during the different phases of design, development and assessment, contributing signifi-
cantly to advance the progress and understanding of using emerging technologies—such
as AR, VR, IoT, ML and big data—to enhance and promote the co-creation of tourism
experiences. Also, it was concluded the identification of key barriers to metaverse-based
tourism adoption among users, contributions to user-centred design and improvements
of usability of mobile apps with tourism purposes, and also fundamental digital security
and privacy concerns among tourists.

Despite these findings, it is necessary to mention that the dissected works did not pro-
vide an in-depth understanding of other fundamental perceived tourism influences on
smart destinations development, such as: cost of living with housing and consumptions
of goods and services; human capital developments; health system and services impacts;
public transport systems and traffic control; social inclusion and accessibility; gentrifica-
tion; water, energy and other natural resources management; and sound, environmental
and visual pollution, among others [51]. Naturally, these gaps constitute notable areas of
future interest to advance knowledge in the field.

Besides those, several conclusions were drawn from this study concerning identify-
ing future research avenues to expand and shape the scientific field of smart tourism
destinations through qualitative investigation. Among them, it is briefly pointed out the
need to explore arising economic subjects and several effects of business and entrepre-
neurial ecosystems; include stakeholders in future studies to understand their perspec-
tives, co-creation challenges and heritage preservation of smart destinations; advance
environmental and sustainable topics inherent to these phenomena; improve sustain-
able management practices and new policies aiming to assess, develop, establish, certify
and market various geographic places as smart tourism destinations; and advance tour-
ism informatics applications for several stakeholders and interconnected organizations
through integrating user-centred approaches to drive new designs and innovations of
emergent technologies both at the macro and micro levels. These gaps constitute signifi-
cant unexplored areas of knowledge.

Lastly, the authors acknowledge some limitations of this study, which are essential for
contextualizing findings, their interpretation and the scientific validity of deriving con-
clusions, apart from additional opportunities for future research. Despite the academic
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consensual reduction of bias deriving from systematic reviews following the PRISMA
guidelines, it is mentioned that the records considered from the screening process were
limited exclusively to the Scopus and Web of Science scientific databases. Although
being recognized as two of the most reputable and comprehensive data sources com-
prising literature on tourism science-related topics, it should be underlined that the
presented results should not be regarded as exhaustive, meaning that other relevant
publications on this area, covered by other databases, could have been left out. Thus,
the results should not be interpreted as fully covering this research topic. It is sug-
gested as another line of research that future studies follow the same methodology but
search other databases and apply different terms related to smart tourism and qualitative
research to complement the findings of this article.

On the other hand, the thematic analysis method was used to conduct the qualitative
research, aiming to support the identification of themes and provide an organization of
the field. To avoid bias and guarantee the rigorous thematic approach, the criteria used
for conducting the analysis and the accomplished results were thoroughly discussed
between the authors. However, using other analysis methods, such as grounded theory,
could have led to seeking patterns and finding more theoretically bounded results. None-
theless, given the embryonic stage of this research field, it was envisioned to explore the
diverse phenomena without pretending to direct it towards theory development.

As a last consideration, the authors believe that the findings and conclusions of the
present article convey multiple theoretical and practical implications. It is first men-
tioned that this study allowed for the extension of the understanding of how applying
qualitative research in the smart tourism field can consistently add value over existing
predominantly quantitative research. Second, it identified and dissected the central fac-
tors of smart tourism destinations linked to sociocultural, environmental, managerial,
and political dimensions, and concluded to what extent they benefit from involving dif-
ferent stakeholders participating in qualitative research studies. Third, it systematized
the most commonly used qualitative methods and techniques, allowing for a better
understanding of the current academic practices. This organization offers comprehen-
sive insights for other scholars and practitioners looking to advance both theory and
practice in this field. Fourth, the study underscored several gaps and potential research
avenues in the realm of qualitative research that can further contribute, among others,
to knowledge, innovation, technology acceptance, and policy development for more sus-
tainable smart tourism destinations. These implications benefit the consolidation and
progress of sustainable smart tourism destinations through qualitative approaches, serv-
ing academics, destination management organizations, policymakers, private and public
sectors, and other professionals running this emerging field, supporting further explora-
tion in the field.
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