
Journal of Tour sm & Development | n.º 44 | 2023 | [ 295 - 311 ]

DOI: 10.34624/rtd.v44i0.30741
e-ISSN 2182-1453

Supply-side perspectives on digital
technologies and cultural tourism
experiences

ALEXANDRA I. CORREIA * [acorreia@estg.ipvc.pt]

RITA ALMEIDA ** [almeidarita.t@gmail.com]

ALEXANDRE ULISSES SILVA *** [ausilva@estg.ipvc.pt]

HUGO ALUAI SAMPAIO **** [hsampaio@ipca.pt]

Abstract | This paper aims to understand the perceptions of tourism entertainment businesses' ow-

ners/managers regarding the use of digital technologies for the provision, dynamization, and communi-

cation of cultural experiences to the market (including the families segment). To achieve this aim, a

qualitative approach was adopted by conducting ten semi-structured interviews with tourism entertain-

ment businesses' owners/managers operating in the District of Viana do Castelo, in Northwest Portugal.

Participants were selected through a convenience sampling method after being initially identi�ed as licen-

sed by Turismo de Portugal at the National Register of Tourism Entertainment Agents, o�ering cultural

experiences and with online presence. The interviews were transcribed and analysed manually, based on

a systematic analysis matrix. The research shows that digital technologies are not used very often by

businesses and that the ones they use are mostly related to promotional activities (Social Media and

Websites). Disadvantages and barriers to its use are also acknowledged, such as the limited knowledge

of the potetntial use of technology (by the supply side) or high costs associated to its implementation.

Finally, practical and theoretical implications are highlighted, along with suggestions for further future

research.
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1. Introduction

Technology is a crucial driver of change in an

era of ever-increasing novelty-seeking tourists and

has become critical to the tourism industry. As

stated by Chiao et al. (2018), technological inno-

vation in tourism aims to meet the growing need

for exceptional tourist experiences. Therefore, ser-

vice providers in tourist destinations or tour opera-

tors are increasingly investing in new sales channels

or reorganizing their production processes for tra-

vel and leisure activities in the virtual environment

(Oncioiu & Priescu, 2022).

The demand for cultural experiences is increa-

sing as tourists seek immersive experiences in the

local culture, speci�cally in a heritage-related con-

text (Bec et al., 2019). The use and applica-

tion of technologies in cultural experiences have

been increasing (Richards, 2018), and the use and

optimization of digital technologies are conside-

red highly bene�cial to the demand and supply

sides. Furthermore, digital content and techno-

logies (e.g., augmented, virtual, or mixed reality)

create a user-friendly digital experience and build

a positive perception of a travel destination (Kim

et al., 2020).

However, little knowledge exists on how Vir-

tual Reality technology, for example, can be ap-

plied in themed tourism environments (Lin & Yeh,

2022), and in�uence travel intentions (Oncioiu &

Priescu, 2022). Moreover, research on the use of

technologies in providing cultural experiences by

tourism-related businesses is still scarce, particu-

larly when speci�c market segments are targeted,

namely families. Although this segment represents

a growing and relevant market for the tourism in-

dustry (Schänzel & Yeoman, 2014) due to the

recognized importance of creating family memo-

ries and togetherness, families have been neglec-

ted, either from a scienti�c research perspective or

from the perspective of action plans and tourism

marketing plans (Canalis, 2015).

Therefore, this research highlights the signi�-

cance and the need for more studies to understand,

develop and promote cultural and technology-

based experiences. Given the above, the rese-

arch questions are: (i) do entertainment tourism-

related companies use digital technologies to cre-

ate, stimulate and promote cultural-related expe-

riences? If so, (ii) how do they perceive them (in-

cluding their usefulness and importance to their

business)? Thus, this paper aims to understand

the perceptions of owners/managers of entertain-

ment tourism-related companies regarding the use

and usefulness of digital technologies for providing,

dynamizing, and communicating cultural exoperi-

ences. This reseach particularly important when

the e�ects of the COVID-19 pandemic will have a

lasting in�uence on tourism and shape travel beha-

viour for generations (Oncioiu & Priescu, 2022).

This research is structured as follows. Section

2 presents the literature review; Section 3 provides

the research methodology; Sections 4 describes the

results and present the discussion. At Section 5,

conclusions and empirical and theoretical contri-

butions are outlined.

2. Literature review

2.1. Culture, Tourism and Experiences

Culture is associated with a group of people or

civilizations' particularities and relates to literacy,

arts, and heritage (Rodrigues, 2018). Thus, one

can conclude that culture is a set of communal

identity elements like, for example, gastronomy,

traditions, material and immaterial heritage, and

even customs transmitted from generation to ge-

neration. Being culture the heritage of our ances-

tors (Duarte, 2016), it is fundamental to distin-

guish di�erent communities and groups of people,

since each has its identifying traces (Ferreira et al.,

2012). Moreover, Cultural tourism accounts for a

large number of touristic travels (Richards, 2018).
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Experiences are considered trendy in Tourism

(Kim & So, 2022) and meant to provide transfor-

mative (Buzova et al., 2020) and memorable mo-

ments (Kim et al., 2012), even more when focusing

on families, a growing market segment in the in-

dustry (Schänzel & Yeoman, 2014). According to

Lemon and Verhoef (2016, p. 70), experience is a

set of sensorial, emotional, behavioural, cognitive,

and social responses to something o�ered within

the journey of purchase. Developing cultural tou-

rism into an experiential o�ering promotes the de-

sign and promotion of well-balanced and harmoni-

zed experiences (García Henche, 2016). The incre-

asing valorisation of cultural heritage and compa-

nies' concern with providing immersive experiences

for their customers encouraged Creative Tourism,

that allows learning and contacting with endoge-

nous resources (Ohridska-Olson & Ivanov, 2020).

The boosted use of technological devices and

apps in Tourism made them part of the trip-

planning phase, the trip itself (Solima & Izzo,

2017), and after, for example, the usage of So-

cial Media apps (like Facebook, Instagram) or on-

line platforms (like TripAdvisor or Booking). The

available technology also enabled the consumer to

manage travel and accommodation services (Del

Chiappa et al., 2015), cutting the intermediation

of traditional travel services. In cultural services,

the use of technology has become even more vi-

tal. If it was already taken for granted that the

gathered information helps the consumer with any

logistical issue (Parry, 2010), the pandemic situa-

tion improved even more these expectations, with

museums, for example, o�ering online virtual vi-

sits and content before, during, and after the visit

(Solima & Izzo, 2017). Ultimately, the digitisation

of cultural heritage also serves to increase the �nal

cultural consumers' experience (Richards, 2018).

Regarding cultural experiences, it is now as-

sumed that tourism is based on creating experi-

ences, since they allow emotions and involvement

and, at the same time, include entertainment, ai-

ming to provide memorable times (Zarem, 2000).

However, an experience is always personal, depen-

ding on the consumer's emotional, physical, intel-

lectual, and even spiritual state, and is never the

same, nor repeatable, having meaning to each per-

son (Perttula, 2007). In some cases, the person

can even feel di�erent after the experience, acqui-

ring new memories (Santana, 2008).

An experience is in�uenced, among other fac-

tors, by motivation, experience, or the personal

knowledge of the consumer. Besides, tourism ex-

periences can improve life quality, and it is an

opportunity to absorb and dive into new places,

enrich the visitors, and approach tourists and lo-

cal populations (Frias et al., 2017). Furthermore,

since the tourism experience a�ects future behavi-

ours, the word-to-mouth and the intention to re-

peat the same activity become even more critical

(Chen & Chen, 2010; Zhang et al., 2018).

Moreover, the internet had an impact on the

search for information by tourists and, lately, in its

behaviour, especially during travel planning (Xiang

et al., 2014). Using technologies can contribute to

improving tourism experiences to the growing se-

arch for di�erentiation (Chiao et al., 2018), enhan-

cing new levels of quality and originality, maxi-

mizing the available possibilities, and introducing

new forms of creating experiences in all the dif-

ferent phases (i.e., pre-, during, post-trip). This

is particularly important during the third phase

of the tourism experience, namely, the "post tra-

vel,"when tourists remember and share all what

they experienced and lived in their travel and ex-

periences (Neuhofer-Rainoldi, 2014).

However, there are also some disadvantages to

using technologies that may be divided into four

categories: emotional (related to harmful experi-

ences when using technology); lost opportunities

(inaccessible to technology and devices); behavi-

oural troubleshooting (leads to traditional methods

of access to information) and �nancial (additional

costs in accessing technology) (Neuhofer-Rainoldi,

2014).
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2.2. Digital technologies applied to Tourism

The application of technologies in tourism is

discussed in various areas, including planning, ma-

nagement, marketing, communication, education,

and heritage preservation (Jorge et al., 2023). The

rapid growth of technologies and demand from

tourists to have a personalised experience have

contributed to their adoption in Tourism (Göss-

ling, 2021). The quick technology advances mean

that tourism companies must continuously adapt

to new developments (Filgueiras & Almeida, 2020)

to maintain their competitiveness. Indeed, suppli-

ers in the tourism industry are progressively ack-

nowledging the importance of connecting with po-

tential tourists and in�uencing their travel decisi-

ons through innovative experiences and informa-

tion access (Jorge et al., 2023).

Digital technologies are used for di�erent pur-

poses, ranging from the possibility of creating new

digital products and business models (Zentner &

Spremic, 2021), but also as a tool for improving

more traditional businesses, reaching consumers by

di�erent channels available in the digital context

(Oncioiu & Priescu, 2022). Although some identi-

�ed cases in which the application of digital tech-

nologies to tourism has malicious intentions (Kwok

& Koh, 2021), they are now a key aspect to be

considered when developing a tourist product or

service. Despite all this, the abuse or misuse of

technology is challenging and can lead to a lack of

human contact (Ivanov, 2020). Although tourism

agents recognise that the human interaction adds

the most signi�cant value to technology, the lack

of it, the cost of technology, and safety/privacy-

related issues are perceived as disadvantages of

technologies (Sampaio et al., 2021; Lin & Yeh,

2022).

Several examples show that cultural experien-

ces bene�t signi�cantly from applying digital tech-

nologies. For example, museums that were once

repositories of know-how and history are now be-

coming providers of experiences in which playing

and interacting with the exhibition and the collec-

tion using digital technologies is a crucial part of

the visit (Leoni & Cristofaro, 2021, Romolini et al.,

2020).

Therefore, it is essential to re�ect on how the

advances in digital technologies have contributed

to the development of tourism and impacted tou-

rists and companies. For the review of related work

in this area, four categories were considered that

have contributed, in recent years, to the develop-

ment of many applications in tourism: Big Data,

the Internet of Things, Arti�cial Intelligence, and

Immersive technologies (AR, VR, XR).

2.3. Internet of Things

The Internet of Things (IoT) is based on crea-

ting networks that can connect to anything, any-

time, anywhere. These networks include di�erent

types of physical objects ("things") that connect

with other devices using the Internet (Car et al.,

2019). Furthermore, they contain embedded tech-

nology to communicate, sense or interact with the

external environment (Gartner, 2012) (Mingjun et

al., 2012). IoT uses Radio Frequency Identi�ca-

tion (RFID), Wireless Sensor Network (WSN), and

3G/4G/5G mobile communication to identify, lo-

cate, track, monitor, and generate smart objects.

It is, therefore, a global infrastructure for the in-

formation society, enabling advanced services by

interconnecting "things"that have identities, phy-

sical attributes, and virtual personalities (Guillemin

& Gusmeroli, 2008; ITU, 2015).

IoT is signi�cant in the context of "smart tou-

rist destinations"(Buhalis & Amaranggana, 2015;

Gretzel, Werthner, et al., 2015; Cimbaljevic, Stan-

kov & Pavlukovi¢, 2018) as it favours the creation

of sustainable cities, which are connected through

various networks. These cities use technologies to

collect, integrate and explore data to optimize phy-

sical infrastructure and resource production and

consumption (Koo et al., 2015; Batty et al., 2012).
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Furthermore, smart tourist destinations aim to im-

prove the quality of life of the city's citizens and

tourists, as they facilitate access to di�erent types

of services, such as real-time information about

the public transport network (Buhalis & Amarang-

gana, 2014).

IoT networks can be used to e�ciently moni-

tor tourist preferences (Wang et al., 2016), and to

manage visitors' impact in historical places. The

gathering of data from sensors, which is then made

available to the visitors' smartphones, can also

contribute to their experience (Buhalis & Ama-

ranggana, 2015). New IoT technologies such as

beacons emit a signal that a smartphone can re-

ceive, and it can also be used to trace the tourist in

a given location and then provide more meaning-

ful content (Carvajal-Trujillo, Molinillo & Liébana-

Cabanillas, 2020; Torres-Ruiz et al., 2018). In

museums, the use of sensor networks can deter-

mine the amount of time each visitor spends in

a particular room of an exhibition and, therefore,

understand the most impactful locations of a vi-

sit (Pierdicca et al, 2019; Moussouri & Roussos,

2014). Location identi�cation can also be used to

enhance the experience of using multimedia mu-

seum guides (Tsai, Chou & Lin, 2008). It is also

possible to take advantage of the IoT open data

from a particular location (e.g., city) to develop

mobile applications, where you can include infor-

mation such as points of interest or gastronomy

(Sun et al., 2016).

2.4. Arti�cial intelligence

Arti�cial Intelligence (AI) is a technology that

relies on developing computer programs based on

arti�cial networks formed by millions of virtual

brain cells (Mura et al., 2017). Instead of using

human intelligence, tasks such as making decisions

or interpreting speech are performed by computers.

Nowadays, it is common to blend the terms AI and

machine learning as, in several applications, the

usage of AI requires that the computer can learn

through techniques such as neural networks (Al-

paydin, 2016). AI helps to analyze data, add value

to it, and turn it into meaningful information (Fer-

reira, 2020).

The advantages of applying AI to Tourism are

diverse. Creating digital models to forecast tou-

rism demand is one of the main areas of applica-

tion (Peng, Song & Crouch, 2014), as it allows

businesses to evaluate their o�ers based on auto-

matic predictions that use the model. Predicting

what tourists want (Novianti, Susanto & Rafdi-

nal, 2022), how they want it and when they want

it is one of the most critical aspects of guarante-

eing tourists' satisfaction and increased revenues

of smart destinations.

The prediction of tourists' behaviours is dee-

ply connected with another usage of AI, namely

through implementing recommendation and per-

sonalization systems. This recommendation sys-

tem can be used in di�erent phases of the tou-

rist journey, such as during check-in (Kesorn, Ju-

raphanthong, & Salaiwarakul, 2017) or to recom-

mend tours and itineraries (Lee et al., 2022).

There is also a growing interest in social media

network analysis as they provide essential elements

of the tourist way of life, essential to sound recom-

mendation systems (Chang et al., 2022).

Finally, another critical aspect in which AI can

revolutionise Tourism is using virtual travel assis-

tants, service robots, or chatbots for replicating

humans. Digital avatars, impersonating real per-

sons, such as curators or visitors, can be used to

storytelling and introduce tourists to a particular

element of knowledge (Sylaiou et al., 2020). The

same can be achieved with chatbots (Gaia et al.,

2019), although the interaction is much more limi-

ted in this case, as most applications require text-

only communication. On the other hand, robots

try to impersonate, not only the communication

between humans, but also replicating speci�c me-

chanical tasks. Experiences of using service robots

in cultural tourism and hospitality are promising,
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but still scarce, as their usability and utility are still

not yet fully proven (Lupetti et al., 2015; Ivanov

et al., 2017).

2.5. Immersive Technologies

Immersive technologies, such as virtual reality

(VR), augmented reality (AR), and mixed reality

(XR), are technologies that conjugate virtual con-

tent with a physical environment. In recent years,

immersive technologies have gained signi�cant im-

portance in Tourism due to their advantages in im-

proving the experience. These immersive techno-

logies o�er customers additional information, inte-

ractive experiences, mental images of destinations,

visual behaviour, and immersive and enjoyable ex-

periences (Fan et al., 2022).

Virtual Reality (VR) consists of three-

dimensional representations generated by a com-

puter, closer to the users' reality, in which the user

can "navigate"and interact. VR is basically a vir-

tual computer simulated world (Desai et al., 2014;

Gutiérrez et al., 2008; Guttentag, 2010) and re-

duces the barriers between what is "real"and "vir-

tual"(Steinicke, 2016).

VR is increasingly used in Tourism, as it can

have a direct in�uence on the customers and be

used to enhance experiences, create full immer-

sion environments, engagement, and entertain-

ment, improve social interactions and connectivity,

personalize the o�ered services, attach persons to

places and to stage experiences (Tussyadiah et al.,

2018). Furthermore, VR is used to understand how

visitors express their inner values and meanings

through VR-themed tourism (Lin & Yeh, 2022).

Moreover, VRis also being used in the context of

destination tourism marketing, speci�cally to cre-

ate a detailed image for a destination, commu-

nicate consistently, and develop future scenarios

for VR as a decisive factor for strategic planning

in the sector. Also, VR apps are more capable

of triggering emotional reactions (Oncioiu & Pri-

escu, 2022). Through VR, advertisers stimulate

the desire to relax, adventure, or explore, and VR

o�ers tourists opportunities to experience the ho-

liday destination (Guttentag, 2010).

This type of technology is especially relevant

when focusing on cultural heritage (Bekele et al.,

2018) for its preservation (Tussyadiah et al., 2018).

Furthermore, VR is a mediator between the place

and the tourist and improves the overall satis-

faction of visiting a particular place (Jung et al.,

2016). Furthermore, can contribute to better un-

derstanding and learning (Moorhouse et al., 2017)

by increasing the tourists' curiosity and excitement

in trying out new technologies and immersing them

in virtual worlds in which they are the protagonists.

Furthermore, VR, combined with AR, also

known as XR (mixed reality), is a combination

between natural environment and digital content

with the help of technical devices, and can vary

from the natural environment without complete

digital immersion (Oncioiu & Priescu, 2022). At

the same time, immersive technologies, especially

AR, can enhance cultural exhibitions (Chang et

al., 2014) by adding new layers of information to

the existing contents, like giving another life to

a painting (Pierdicca et al., 2015). At the same

time, other types of immersive applications focus

on reconstructing places and objects that existed

in the past or facilitating the exploration of archeo-

logical sites (Girbacia et al., 2013; Saggio & Borr,

2011; Münster et al., 2017). For example, a buil-

ding already in ruins can be virtually reconstructed

and visited, as the tourist pointing their cell phone

can see a monument how it was at its peak (Silva,

2015).

2.6. Big Data

Data is everywhere, and the success of any

company must optimize the usage of its data,

so data analysis and interpretation are necessary

(Hashem et al., 2015; Boyd & Crawford, 2012)
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to obtain essential business information. Although

data is present, in some way, in all digital tech-

nologies, when the amount of data to be analy-

sed is signi�cant, it is called Big Data (BD). BD

proves to be crucial for companies, largely due to

the amount of data generated and subsequently

interpreted, as it allows to make timely decisions

and save money, optimizing their operations (Zas-

lavsky et al., 2013). It is, therefore, an oppor-

tunity for Tourism since it is possible to extract

information, understand patterns, behaviours, and

possible trends from the data collected and analy-

sed and, consequently, use it to generate more

revenues (Tabares & Hernández, 2014). With

BD analysis, tourist companies can predict custo-

mer preferences and channel consumer behaviour

(Grundke et al., 2017) using other technologies,

such as AI.

Tourism is a complex system that encompasses

operation, such as online searches and reservati-

ons and di�erent types of data are generated for

each one. BD analysis helps to understand tourist

behaviour and improve tourism marketing (Li et

al., 2018, Cohen et al., 2013).

BD in tourism activities can be classi�ed in th-

ree di�erent categories (Li et al, 2018):

(i) User generated data � this refers to data

(text and photos) generated by users mainly

in the internet and social media channels.

Text data of importance to Tourism and cul-

tural experiences encompasses products and

services reviews or focused blogs, typically

referring to customer satisfaction (Liu et al.,

2017) and assessing the overall experience of

visiting a cultural attraction (Pearce & Wu,

2015). In addition, sharing photos that re-

cord a visit to an attraction or venue is also

an important source of information (Vu et

al., 2015).

(ii) Device data � this refers to data genera-

ted by tourist devices and encompasses GPS,

mobile roaming, Bluetooth, RFID, and WiFi

(Li et al., 2018). For example, GPS can be

used to track tourists and understand visitor

behavior (East et al., 2017) in di�erent pla-

ces, like a historical site, a city, or a zoo

(Birenboim et al., 2015), while bluetooth

data can be used to analyse tourist �ows

in city festivals (Versichele et al., 2012) or

museums (Yoshimura et al., 2014).

(iii) Transaction data � this is a kind of data

that deals with user transactions, such as

web search, website visits, booking, and/or

purchasing products or services, and it can

be used to predict patterns, understand

behaviours, search engine optimization, and

marketing (Li et al., 2018).

3. Methodology

This research adopts an exploratory analy-

sis. Data collection consisted of in-depth semi-

structured individual interviews. Such technique

allows for data collection in a �exible way and res-

pondents' natural settings while keeping the inter-

view guide to obtain responses on the key focal

points of the research (Creswell & Poth, 2016).

The interview guide consisted of the following

parts: I. Characterization of the o�er: current si-

tuation; II. The use of digital technologies in the

o�er: current and future situation; III. Commu-

nication and data management: now and in the

future; IV. Characterization of customers: current

and future situation; V. Perception/experiences of

the respondents concerning technologies; and VI.

Characterization of the company.

The Viana do Castelo region was selected visi-

tors because it is a region were one of the major

motivations of visitors is the regional cultural he-

ritage (Fernandes & Rachão, 2014).

Companies were selected based on consulting

the Tourism Entertainment-related Agents Regis-
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ter (RNAAT). This step was necessary to deter-

mine which were the tourism entertainment com-

panies that were based in Viana do Castelo and

that o�ered cultural experiences in this region.

Then, an Excel table with one hundred and eight

companies was exported. All companies' websites

were then consulted and veri�ed to identify the

ones o�ering cultural activities and it was veri�ed

that micro-sized companies represented the large

majority of the results, with fewer than 10 em-

ployees. It was also con�rmed which companies

were operating and which had an online presence,

resulting in eighteen eligible companies proceeding

to the interview.

After the companies' selection, a pre-test was

conducted in the Porto region (70 km from Viana

do Castelo). The choice of Porto city was based

on: it is the most important tourist stopover be-

fore reaching Viana do Castelo, the Franciso Sá

Carneiro airport; it is one of the main cultural at-

tracting destinations in the north of Portugal, ha-

ving several companies o�ering cultural experien-

ces. Moreover, it avoided contact repetition when

contacting companies in Viana do Castelo. Given

these reasons, Porto city was considered a good

option for the pre-test.

Companies were selected based on a conve-

nience sampling technique. The interviews were

conducted with the companies' owners/managers,

who run and manage the business and work direc-

tly with the clients. All interviews were conducted

online (via Zoom software), with an average du-

ration of 45 minutes and were recorded with the

permission of all interviewed. In total, ten inter-

views were conducted, between July and August

2020, to tourist entertainment companies in the

district of Viana do Castelo.

Based on other studies, e.g., Melo et al., 2019,

members of the research transcribed the data.

Data analysis was conducted manually and used

a conventional content analysis, which allowed for

cross-checking the themes on the interview guide

and identifying emergent themes and consistency.

Finally, the answers were organized and coded by

interviewees (I#1, for example).

The pro�le of respondents and their companies

are presented in Tables 1 and 2.

For those responsible for the company, I#1 re-

fers to that their most outstanding competence

is persistence, I#2 and I#8 refer to polyvalence,

I#3 to versatility, I#4 to innovation, I#5, I#6,

I#7, and I#9 refer to the ability to be good ma-

nagers, and I#10 to the communication aspect.

Most respondents (n=6) have more than 10 years

of experience in the sector, and the remaining four

have less than 10 years. Except for I#6 and I#9,

the remaining interviewees have high education.

Table 1 | Respondents' pro�le

G=Graduation; M=Master's degree; PG=Post Graduation; HS=High School

Table 2 | Sample companies' pro�le

Graduation; M=Master's degree; HS=High School
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4. Findings

The present analysis will be divided into �ve

groups, in line with the research questions and in-

terviews. All respondents say that they are com-

fortable with digital technologies and think that

cultural experiences are a factor that will help in

the recovery of the pandemic context. Companies'

o�er is mainly Cultural Tourism activities (e.g.,

I#1, I#5, I#8), with well-being-related activities

as complementary products (e.g., I#10).

Supply characterization of the current situa-

tion

The supply di�erentiating aspects mentioned

by the respondents are mainly the quality of the

service (n=7) and the personalization of the ser-

vice (n=5). As mentioned by I#8, "personalized

care and service is the basis, because in this area

people look for people and seek to be understood

in the best way, with the best possible quality. We

work with people and for people". Other respon-

dents also mentioned the specialization of the pro-

duct and the link to creative tourism (I#3), the

type of product, and the geographic area where

experiences are provided (I#9). Moreover, coope-

ration between companies and local communities

is pointed out as an added value for Tourism in the

region (n=9). I#2 says: "The region is made up

of people, traditions, and ways of life. Therefore,

integration with the local community is crucial for

us to succeed and for the region to grow in eco-

nomic terms, for example", along with the incre-

asing recognition of Northern Portugal as an at-

tractive destination (I#4). Although respondents

referred to the importance of the existing pro-

ducts/experiences, the majority (n=9) agree that

there is still room to complement the companies'

supply. Four respondents use interaction, games,

and entertainment to attract the children's atten-

tion. The other four respondents mention that the

product is already appealing to children, and las-

tly, I#6 uses friendliness and empathy to attract

children. All interviewees agree that children are a

demanding public and that need a speci�c supply

without long breaks (I#1) to increase their moti-

vation (I#10). As stated by I#9, "Children need

something that stimulates them, that awakens and

excites them. We have to be able to do that in a

way that attracts their attention".

The use of digital technologies in the provision

of experiences: current and future situation

Respondents agree on the need to understand

trends and adapt to them. However, none of the

interviewees uses digital technologies in the com-

pany. Yet, one of the respondents is already inves-

ting in a project related to technology and cultural

experiences (I#1). Three other interviewees consi-

der using technologies, even though they highlight

that the signi�cant investment needed is beyond

the company's capacity. For I#4, "it will likely be

a signi�cant investment in our company's capacity.

It would be interesting to apply these technologies,

but it would have to be a well-founded decision".

I#2, I#5, and I#6 point out the use of technology

only in a promotional aspect, whereas I#8 states

that technology can be a complement to the expe-

rience and never a replacement. As said by I#10,

"We have to adapt to times, customers and trends.

Nevertheless, one must remember that the human

factor can never be replaced in this area but com-

plemented".

Communication and data management: cur-

rently and in the future

All interviewees communicate the company's

o�er through the website and social networks, na-

mely Facebook, which is considered the most ap-

propriate means to achieve the company's goals
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(n=6). All interviewees stated that the type of pro-

duct di�erentiates them from competition (I#2,

I#9, and I#10). I#2 says that "It is not the way

we communicate that sets us apart. Our product

sets itself apart from the competition". In addi-

tion, I#4 argues that "We need to communicate

better and explore other ways/means of commu-

nicating and reaching people. We have a world to

discover".

Except for I#8, who thinks that their commu-

nication is su�cient, the other interviewees agree

that they should improve their communication and

be able to follow market trends.

Four interviewees indicate that the existing me-

ans of communication are su�cient for customers

to make a reservation. The remaining interviewees

consider that customers need more to be attrac-

ted and that companies must adapt to the dynamic

and current market: "We must adapt to the incre-

asingly demanding market with so much on o�er.

Thus, we must reach the customer more attrac-

tively and demonstrate the idea of the experience

we are selling", says I#7. This is also explained by

I#9, who reinforces that customers need to pre-

view the product/experience before making a re-

servation, and I#5, that mentions that customers

need to understand the type of product companies

provide.

As for data management, four interviewees sta-

ted that they do not keep customer data. I#2,

and I#5 keep it in an Excel �le. I#7 hires an

outside company for this purpose, I#4 stores it in

the reservation management platform, and I# 6

and I#10 have an internal database. I#1, I#6,

and I#8 do not send customer newsletters. They

see them as obsolete and inconvenient: "We give

up our newsletters. They constantly �ll our mail-

box with advertising, and just as I do not have

the patience to see everything, neither do my cus-

tomers", justi�es I#1. I#9 and I#10, although

they do not send newsletters yet, the company

plans to implement this feature because of the

need to attract more customers. The remaining

interviewees send newsletters, merely informative,

to communicate the company's schedule of acti-

vities. The interviewees, managers of small com-

panies, see the implementation of digital technolo-

gies as quite expensive for their reality. However,

they recognise the importance of following market

trends (n=8). Due to a lack of knowledge, I#4

mentions that he also does not know how techno-

logy could help. One of the signi�cant advantages

that I#1, I#4, and I#7 see in using AR and VR

is serving as a tool to promote the company's ac-

tivities, helping customers understand what they

will see. These technologies arouse curiosity and

preview the type of products and services compa-

nies sell, since "These tools help to stimulate the

visitor's imagination and to understand what they

will experience", adds I#4.

Seven interviewees recognized that using te-

chnology would be feasible, forgetting the econo-

mic factor, and it would be an attractive way to

captivate the customers' attention. As for imple-

menting virtual assistance on the website to help

with reservations or obtain information, they beli-

eve that a virtual assistant would not be able to

meet this need because the products marketed are

so customizable. However, they see this tool as

an added value (n=5): "It may be interesting,

but as we customize our products a lot, the vir-

tual assistant would have to go in that direction",

justi�es I#3. As for I#1, the company already im-

plemented this tool on the website, and the other

interviewees consider the idea fascinating. Except

for I#7, who do not see data analysis as essential

in the future, the remaining agree that knowing

the customer, and customizing programs and tar-

get products, is crucial: "Collecting and managing

data is essential for the positioning of any com-

pany. It is an asset to communicate with custo-

mers and direct our o�ers", states I#3.
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Characterization of clients: current and future

situation

The motivating factors for family trips are cul-

ture, knowledge acquisition, and gastronomy (I#5

and I#10), breaking the routine (I#10), and ha-

ving a positive experience (I#7), speci�cally by

having di�erent and special moments with convi-

viality, so as intergenerational learning, well-being,

and bonding among family members (I#9).

Considering their motivations, families try to

combine some physical activity with an educati-

onal part (I#1) and contact with nature (I#2).

Their expectations focus on quality, having fun and

enjoying the place where the activities take place

(n=7).

I#3 and I#4 do not currently work with this

segment. I#4 stresses that the company will not

work with families since they provide a self-guided

format, implying working in another way, and that

the pro�tability of this segment is not essential for

the company.

All interviewees, except I#4, believe that fa-

milies are an essential segment for the industry's

recovery in the post-pandemic scenario. Families

are smaller groups and there is a greater safety per-

ception among the participants (I#1 and I#10).

Despite the recognized importance, families are a

neglected segment (I#3).

Respondents' perceptions/experiences regar-

ding technologies

None of the respondents is familiar with other

digital technologies (AR, VR, AI have already been

addressed). Nevertheless, they believe it will make

sense to implement digital technologies in the com-

pany, for example, to enhance promotion (I#2).

However, once again, it is reinforced the economic

factor has a signi�cant impact on a microenter-

prise: "We are a micro company. Us and most of

the tourist entertainment in the region. It is a big

investment, possibly", says I#3.

Except for I#4 and I#8, who have never par-

ticipated in any activity using digital technologies,

all interviewees have, namely an experience using

VR. This kind of experience attracts more atten-

tion, makes it more captivating (I#9), allows cus-

tomers to participate in the experience di�erently

(I#4 and I#7), and provides more and better in-

formation to customers (I#5).

All interviewees consider digital technology as a

complement to experiences. I#7 adds that �in the

physical experience, things escape us, and with the

virtual experience, we can see and review what we

have done and complete the physical experience,

adding value". I#2 and I#9 state that these te-

chnologies would be more critical in terms of com-

pany communication. In turn, I#1 and I#10 state

that technology should not replace the guide be-

cause human contact and interaction are the basis

of the experience.

When asked if the company's human resources

would adapt well to digital technologies, all inter-

viewees answered a�rmatively, adding that with

training, everyone can adapt.

Finally, given the above, I#1 notes the impor-

tance of understanding how information based on

a QR codes, for example, can be presented. I#2,

due to the places where activities and experien-

ces occur, only sees the lack of network/internet

as an inconvenience. I#3 believes that being able

to see a landscape as it used to be, using digital

technologies, would be an added value to the cus-

tomer's experience. I#4 says that the examples

presented do not make much sense to the com-

pany, since the target audience is senior. However,

this respondent also states that in 10 to 15 years,

the senior customer will already be more connec-

ted to technologies than today. I#5, I#6 and I#7

believe it is a tool to deepen the experience, and

would result in advantages for the customer, more

attention, more knowledge, and more involvement:

"In my opinion, it was a more interactive experi-

ence and is a complement to the guide and does
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not make a visit as boring", adds I#6. I#8 and

I#10 �nd the possibility of using these technolo-

gies interesting but underline that the goal is to

forget about technologies when they are in an ex-

perience with customers. However, the hypothesis

of adopting technology in their companies is not

excluded, mainly when it is relevant to comple-

ment the experience, making it more appealing for

the customer.

5. Discussion and Conclusion

This study aligns with the literature by high-

lighting the importance of technologies to cultural-

related tourism experiences (e.g., Kim et al., 2012;

Buzova et al., 2020; Kim & So, 2022) and by no-

ting the scarcity of studies researching the use of

technologies in providing cultural experiences by

tourism-related businesses and including approa-

ching.

Results show that, apart from cultural-related

activities with an educational part, tourists, as fa-

milies with children, try to combine their experien-

ces with physical activity and contact with nature.

Their expectations focus on quality, having fun,

and enjoying the place where the activities take

place. Thus, this study contributes to the existing

knowledge, speci�cally in the context of tourism

entertainment companies o�ering cultural experi-

ences.

Moreover, and in line with the literature, this

study shows that tourism entertainment compa-

nies recognise that technologies are becoming ne-

cessary to attract and engage with customers in

a more appealing and di�erentiated way, as they

arouse curiosity allow previewing the o�er, and

provide more and better information. Some of in-

terviewed companies use interaction, games, and

entertainment to attract the children's attention.

However, this research also shows that technolo-

gies are perceived as a complement and not a re-

placement, supporting the literature (e.g. Tabares

& Hernández, 2014; Sampaio et al., 2021; Chang

et al., 2022; Lee et al., 2022).

Moreover, this study reveals a limited kno-

wledge of of VR, AR, and AI and a minimal usage

by entertainment tourism companies of these spe-

ci�c technologies. This reduced investment in di-

gital technologies may be related to companies'

small size, the investment needed beyond the com-

pany's capacity, their perception of the human ele-

ment as critical for their di�erentiation and com-

petitiveness, and the characteristics of the sample

(e.g. micro-sized companies).

Nevertheless, the adoption and usage of tech-

nologies are relevant for communication, as com-

panies use mostly websites and social media (nota-

bly, Facebook) to reach their customers, which is

also in line with the literature (Zhang et al., 2018).

Regarding data analysis, companies consider that

technologies are essential to know the customer

and customize programs and target markets in the

future. However, companies tend to analyse custo-

mers' data using their systems (e.g., Excel) or con-

tract outsourcing companies. This indicates that,

despite their perception of the importance of data

analysis, they prefer to contract with other compa-

nies specialized in data management and research.

This might suggest that companies are aware of

the complexity of this area.

This research highlights two main theoretical

contributions. The primary contribution relates to

understanding the level of usage of digital tech-

nologies by tourism entertainment companies in

designing, promoting, and delivering cultural ex-

periences. The research shows that digital tech-

nologies are not used very often by these type of

companies, and that the ones they use are not in

the front row of digital innovation and are mostly

related to promotional activities (social media and

websites).

The second signi�cant contribution from this

work is directly connected with the perception of

the companies about the usage of advanced digi-
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tal technologies such as BD, VR, AR, or AI. The

study shows that the owners/managers of tourism

entertainment companies have a positive percep-

tion regarding the application of digital technolo-

gies when considering the delivery of cultural ex-

periences, including to families with children, but

consider that they are either too costly or too dif-

�cult to be implemented in their small businesses.

The study also shows a limited perception of the

full range of bene�ts and applications that can be

used as advantages when using advanced digital

technologies compared with the works described in

the state-of-the-art. Nevertheless, the results ob-

tained could provide destination managers and en-

tertainment tourism-related companies with a bet-

ter understanding of the potential bene�ts and use

of technology, hence improving their ability to pro-

vide cultural-related experiences to di�erent mar-

kets.

This preliminary study presents some limitati-

ons, such as the covered geographical region, the

dimension of the tourism companies, and the sam-

ple size. Further research could widen the analysis

to include other regions and companies with dif-

ferent characteristics. In addition, a comparative

analysis with other regions and countries could also

highlight new results that were not noticeable in

this study.
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