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Abstract

Technology is used for a wide variety of activities in tourism. However, the overwhelming use
of technology in our everyday lives has resulted in a growing disconnection movement for
people who desire to resist digital technology. Digital-free tourism (DFT) has become an
increasingly popular phenomenon. The focus of DFT studies thus far is on the consumer side.
For example, millennials and digital wellbeing, escape, personal growth, mindfulness,
technostress, relaxation, and emotions. This chapter suggests a future research agenda, for
example, linking DFT with nature-based tourism, quality of life, digital wellbeing, and
sustainability. Some practical applications of DFT are suggested such as helping with Zoom
fatigue, adopting DFT in tourism operations, or rebranding opportunities for destinations. The
chapter closes with future trends of DFT such as new business opportunities, growing adoption
across tourism and hospitality services, or combined with other forms of tourism such as slow,

rural, spa, or adventure tourism.
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Introduction

Digital technologies have transformed tourism in various aspects and have become increasingly
adopted by providers (Cai et al., 2019) and integrated into tourist experiences (Neuhofer et al.,
2014). Tourists use technology for a wide variety of activities such as trip planning (Ferrer-
Rosell etal., 2017), live streaming (Deng et al., 2021), self-service (Liu & Hung, 2020), sharing
experiences on social media (Munar & Jacobsen, 2014), making bookings (Murphy et al.,
2016), voice assistants (Buhalis & Moldavska, 2021), smart tourism (Buhalis, 2020), real-time
co-creation (Buhalis & Sinarta, 2019), or robotics (Pizam et al., 2022). Smartphones have long
been an essential tool for travel (Lamsfus et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2016) and have impacted
human interactions (Dickinson et al., 2014). However, the overwhelming use of technology
has resulted in a growing disconnect movement (Syvertsen, 2020) for people who desire to
resist the omnipresent power of digital technology (Cai & McKenna, 2021).

Ubiquitous connectivity in society has blurred the boundaries between work and life, causing
negative impacts on travel experiences (Kirillova & Wang, 2016). Responding to the increasing
well-being issues caused by the dark side of technology (Gao et al., 2018), digital-free tourism
(DFT) has become an increasingly popular phenomenon both in consumer demands and
academic research in recent years. Many tourists voluntarily disconnect from their smartphones
to set a clear boundary between home and away to reclaim their well-being on holiday.
Although DFT is still a niche concept in the digitalised society, we can see its growth potential
with the increasing emphasis on digital wellbeing (Vanden Abeele, 2021). In the tourism and
hospitality sectors, several organisations and DMOs have incorporated the digital detox
concept either through developing an unplugged experience or marketing a remote destination.
Current studies on digital detoxing in the tourism context are largely exploratory, focusing on
media representation, motivation, perception, emotion, and character strength. Most studies to

date focus on the consumer perspective.

The future of technology use in tourism includes smart tourism and the metaverse, and we
acknowledge the potential for technology for various stakeholders such as managers,
operations, staff, and tourists. However, the perceived overuse of technology within society
has led to increasing demand for DFT. From DFT, new tourism providers such as digital detox
retreats have emerged, or tourists are partaking in their own digital-free trips. Therefore, this



chapter aims to bring together the key discussions related to the issues of DFT by firstly
introducing a working definition of digital-free tourism by building on existing academic work;
secondly, providing a comprehensive and critical review of the state-of-art of digital detox
research in tourism; thirdly, situating digital-free tourism research within the umbrella term of
digital wellbeing, and link it to the larger agenda of sustainability; and finally, the chapter will

outline future research directions and practical implications.

The State-of-Art of Digital-free Tourism

Early studies on digital disconnection in the tourism context mainly focus on forced
disconnection (e.g., technology dead zone) (Pearce & Gretzel, 2012) due to the constraints of
Internet connection facilities. While some benefits were discussed, these studies mainly focus
on the negative aspects of digital disconnections on holidays, such as anxiety and social
tensions (Paris et al., 2015). Other earlier studies placed disconnection as just a part of their
studies on connectivity. For example, Dickinson et al. (2016) explored campsite connectivity,
and the concept of disconnection arose through their data analysis. Their findings revealed that
being completely disconnected was not universal among all tourists. Other studies of partial
disconnection include Rosenberg (2019), who studied backpacker behaviour; Tribe and Mkono
(2017), who conceptualised "e-lienation™ and the negative consequences of technology; and

Tanti and Buhalis (2016) presented five consequences of being disconnected.

Some earlier work began to partially discuss issues such as well-being and work-life balance
(Dickinson et al., 2016). More recently, DFT research has begun to reflect on positive outcomes
of disconnection, for example, increasing well-being issues due to technostress (Y. Liu & Hu,
2021) and blurred boundaries between work and life (White & White, 2007). The term DFT is
coined by Li et al. (2018) as "tourism spaces where internet and mobile signals are absent, or
digital technology usage is controlled" (p.317). Differing from travel experience in the
technology dead zone, DFT emphasises the voluntary aspect; in other words, tourists
voluntarily engage in the digital detox experience.

DFT research has become more popular in recent years and has begun to explore various
aspects of DFT. Despite a growing number of digital detox providers, for example, Unplugged
(in the UK), studies focusing on the DFT provider side are scarce. Digital detox providers offer
facilities to enable their guests to lock away their phones for several days and enjoy remote

rural destinations free from the distractions of technology. As far as we are aware, Pawlowska-



Legwand & Matoga (2020)'s study is the only one investigating the diverse offering of DFT
experiences in Poland, such as farm stays, spa hotels, monasteries and contents, tour operators,

and an addiction treatment centre.

The focus of DFT studies thus far is on the consumer side, ranging from perception and
motivation to experiences and outcomes. Floros et al. (2021) found that millennials tend to
have positive perceptions towards DFT and believe the experience can help them improve their
wellbeing; however, they also perceive constraints from social expectations, digitalised tourism
infrastructure, and their high dependence on technology. Egger et al. (2020) identified escape,
personal growth, health and well-being, and relationship are four key motivations for
participating in DFT. Using a mixed-method approach, Jiang & Balaji (2021) found that
mindfulness, technostress, relaxation, or self-expression motivate tourists to partake in digital-
free holidays. In the same vein, Liu & Hu (2021) argued that both techno-exhaustion and social-

network-services-exhaustion positively affect the intention of participating in DFT.

In terms of the DFT experience, Cai et al. (2020) investigated the emotional journey of DFT.
The study revealed that DFT participants suffered from withdrawal symptoms at the beginning
of the experience but later enjoyed and appreciated the experience. The study highlighted that
DFT leads to increased social interactions and more engagement with the surroundings. From
a positive psychology aspect, Li et al. (2020) revealed that DFT builds nine character strengths,
including self-regulation, appreciation of beauty and excellence, spirituality, social intelligence,
love, open-mindedness, creativity, perspective, and vitality. From a critical perspective, Cai &
McKenna (2021) explored how individuals negotiated and resisted the omnipresence of digital
technology. They found that leveraging strategies such as going for complete disconnections,
negotiating punishments and rewards, recalling nostalgic memories, engage in self-reflections

help digital detox participants to maximise the positive experience of DFT.

Different studies discussed above have various interpretations of DFT, with some other similar
terms, such as unplugged tourism (Pawtowska-Legwand & Matoga, 2020) and digital detox
holiday (Jiang & Balaji, 2021). Fan et al. (2019) provide a tourist typology for technology use
at destinations. Among six tourist types, they suggest two which are relevant for DFT, a
"disconnected immersive traveller” and a "digital detox traveller”". Although Li et al. (2018)
did not explicitly define DFT as voluntarily disconnecting, most DFT studies using this

definition consider it as a voluntary disconnection. For example, Zhang & Zhang (2022)



discussed voluntary disconnection with selective unplugging, where tourists decide to partially
disconnect or connect to rethink their relationship with everyday life and travel. However, Jiang
& Balaji (2021) differentiate the digital detox holiday from DFT and emphasise tourists'
conscious, voluntary, and goal-directed behaviour. For the future theoretical development of
the field, it is essential to have a universal understanding of the term. In this case, we suggest
understanding DFT the same as Jiang & Balaji (2021) 's definition of a digital detox holiday
has an emphasis on voluntary disconnection. In this case, unplugged tourism and digital detox
holiday should be considered as DFT, which is positioned within the umbrella term of

disconnected tourism (both forced disconnection and voluntary disconnection).

The discussions of DFT have been embedded in digital well-being and sustainability. Floros et
al. (2021) suggested that DFT can potentially contribute to psychological sustainability by
aligning 'mental’ away with ‘physical’ away. In Stankov & Gretzel (2021)'s conceptualisation
of digital wellbeing, they positioned DFT in the tech-scarce tourism category and avoidance of
tech-savvy living. By placing DFT in the broad scope of digital well-being and psychological
sustainability & IT, it brought in a bigger picture of how the balanced use of digital technology

can contribute to the quality of life.

Future Research Agenda

Firstly, future research can discuss how DFT can be connected with other forms of tourism
with a similar wellness-centred focus. Further developing from Pawtowska-Legwand &
Matoga (2021), we suggest future research can explore various nature-based tourism with DFT
potentials such as forest tourism, coastal tourism, rural tourism, and adventure tourism. As
these tourism forms strongly emphasise well-being and embodying experiences, it is worth
exploring how the removal of disruptive digital technology contributes to the overall
experience. Future DFT studies can develop a framework that includes various forms of
tourism that can adopt DFT experiences with a focus on improving well-being and self-
developments. These discussions and conceptualisation of DFT should be connected to the
quality of life, digital wellbeing, and the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals
(UNSDGQ), in particular, UNSDG 3 (good health and wellbeing); UNSDG 11 (sustainable cities
and communities). In addition, although several studies so far suggest the well-being benefit
of DFT, there are no studies dedicated to investigating the long-term well-being benefits of
digital detox. Therefore, we encourage more studies investigating the short-term and long-term
well-being benefits of DFT.



Secondly, we call for more studies focusing on the provider side of DFT. Many tourism and
hospitality providers are offering digital-free experiences. It is worth exploring how they design
the product, in particular, how they help participants deal with the withdrawal symptoms (Cai
et al., 2020), private and professional commitments (McKenna et al., 2020) and maximise the
benefits such as developing character strengths (Li et al., 2020). It is also worth exploring the
servicescape design in these digital detox holiday spaces and how they afford DFT consumers'
experiences. In addition, future research can also explore how the providers co-create a digital-
free experience with the consumers. We also suggest future research in hospitality and events

can investigate the potential of using digital-free experiences in the experience design.

Thirdly, we call for more studies on the dark side of DFT. The rationale of DFT is based on
the awareness of the dark side of technology. Although DFT helps to address these issues, such
as unbalanced technology use, technostress, and the lack of immersive engagements with social
and environmental surroundings, the potential issues of DFT should not be neglected. So far,
most DFT studies are still in the advocate stage. However, the nature of DFT, asking for a
certain period of disconnecting from digital technology, might lead to some levels of adverse
effects. By conceptualising digital technology of disciplinary power, Cai & McKenna (2021)
argued that being constantly connected has become a norm. Partaking in DFT experiences
might improve the well-being during the trip and the number of emails to respond to, but issues
to resolve after the disconnection might lead to more stress. As discussed in Cai et al. (2020),
participants felt rather stressed and anxious when the DFT experience approached the end
before the re-connection. In addition, without the disruptions of smartphones, DFT tourists
have more time to engage with reflective thoughts, which might trigger some traumatised
memories and experiences. Particularly, the setting of many digital-free providers is in isolated

locations, which also raise potential concerns for participants wellbeing and safety.

Fourthly, we invite more theoretical and epistemological discussions on DFT. One of the future
research areas could discuss how DFT is positioned in today's postmodern world. One of the
key characteristics of today's postmodern society results from disruptive technology, which
compresses and detaches time and space (Harvey, 1999). This has shown in today's network
sociality, which replaces the community-oriented sociality (Wittel, 2001). In the postmodern
society, boundaries between work and life are blurred. In the tourism context, the emergence
of a digital nomad (Olga, 2020) and bleisure (Chung et al., 2020) reflect travel in the



postmodern era. The DFT, however, criticises and challenges this fluidity and aims to re-
establish the boundary between work and leisure, everyday life, and holiday experience. To
reflect this trend, we can argue a new theoretical tendency of post-postmodernity, which also
reflects other aspects of consumer behaviour and today's society. We encourage future research

to reflect and discuss DFT within the wider context of the cultural and societal state.

Fifthly, we suggest that future DFT research reflect the development of new technologies and
new consumers. The 'digital’ element in DFT today mainly focuses on smartphones. In the next
few decades, we will witness the increasing adoption of new technologies and mobile devices
such as augmented reality, service robots, virtual reality, mixed reality, or the metaverse. There
might be new portable devices designed to facilitate these new features. With the adoption of
these new technologies in everyday lives, the withdrawal symptoms and challenges to
disconnect could be somewhat different, which requires new studies to investigate. Future
research should also acknowledge new consumers in a different demographic cohort. So far,
most DFT studies have focused on millennials (e.g., Cai et al., 2020; Floros et al., 2021). It is
worth noting that Millennials grew up in a period without disruptive technology, in which they
can recall their memories (Cai & McKenna, 2021). However, Generation Z, also known as
digital natives (Vodanovich et al., 2010), has a very different relationship with technology
which requires new evidence-based understandings of their perceptions and experiences of
DFT.

Sixth, we call for future research to investigate the influential factors of DFT experiences. In
Cai et al. (2020) 's study, they briefly discussed the type of destination, travel companions,
commitments, reliance on technology, and motivation that affect the DFT experience. However,
these factors should be further tested and validated in various contexts. Other factors such as
nationality and length of the trips should also be considered. We encourage more studies

investigating DFT in various contexts to bring more contextual and theoretical insights.

Seventh, we encourage future research to take on a more critical lens on investigating DFT.
Cai & McKenna (2021) discussed Foucault's power and resistance in DFT. Future research can
also embed DFT within today's geopolitical climate. For instance, the relationship between
digital detox travel and the political view (Sutton, 2020), the re-conceptualisation and

rejuvenation of the concept of 'escape’. As DFT is considered a 'new trend' and 'resistance’, we



encourage future research to use DFT as a vehicle to push new theoretical development and

paradigmatic boundaries.

Eighth, we call for more creative and advanced research methods to contribute to DFT studies.
For instance, using physiological measurements will help to measure participants' objective
responses during the digital detox experience. Methods such as interventions and focus groups
are also encouraged to bring more empirical insights. So far, most studies in DFT are still
qualitative by nature, and we thus encourage more quantitative contributions to deliver

generalisable findings.

Future Trends for Digital-Free Tourism

With the increasing awareness of digital well-being and embedded experiences of the dark side
of technology in everyday life, we expect substantial growth of the digital-free experience in
tourism, hospitality, and leisure. There are already several successful businesses building on
the concept of digital-free tourism, such as Unplugged in the UK, Getaway in USA, and
Buzzoffski in Serbia. These businesses share similar ideas of having digital detox cabins in the
rural and natural environment (Figure 1). The target customers for these hospitality products
are knowledge workers from the urban area. These customers struggle with overwhelming
screentime and blurred boundaries between work and life. By observing the successful
expansions of these businesses, we can expect the hospitality sector will develop more similar
products by combining nature, idleness, and digital-free experiences with a focus on improving
the digital well-being of their guests. There is also great potential for destinations to develop
digital-free experiences. This is more suitable for destinations that are in rural areas. The design
of such digital-free products should not detach from the unique offering of the destination and

must engage in user-centric experience design to maximise the visitor's experience.



Figure 1: Digital Detox Cabin

Photo Credit: Unsplash; Photographer: Nachelle Nocom

In addition to the dedicated digital-free experience, we are expected to see lots of hospitality
and tourism services incorporate the idea of a digital detox as part of their experience. For



instance, restaurants can provide a phone lockbox on the dining tables to enhance social
interactions without distraction from social media or work emails. Hotels and leisure centres
can also create a phone-free zone that facilitates genuine interpersonal interactions or mindful
reflections. Further development of technology could also facilitate tourists to be more mindful
and present in their leisure experiences. For example, artificial intelligence could predict the
activity types based on the location and the time and suggest the users turn the phone into 'do

not disturb' mode.

We predict DFT will be further woven into specific tourism experiences such as slow tourism,
rural tourism, spa tourism, and adventure tourism, as they share a similar focus on existential
authenticity and tourists' well-being. These tourism operators and providers could introduce
the awareness of digital wellbeing in their experience design to maximise tourists' overall
experience of self-reflection, learning, and relaxation. In addition, the DFT, together with other
sustainable tourism initiatives, will become an essential part of tourism and travel in the
decades to come. The development and popularity of DFT is a counterculture with excessive
technology use and its negative consequences. Therefore, we expect DFT and digital tourism

to improve tourists' well-being in the decades to come.

We also expect an increasing number of tourists will participate in various forms of DFT,
including selective unplugged periods or a full digital detox. Currently, participants of DFT are
mostly millennials who started to experience the dark side of technology. With Gen Z joining
the workforce in the next decade, their relationship with digital technology will shift from the
advocate stage to a more critical and reflective one. In other words, we will witness more Gen
Z consumers take action to look after their digital well-being and partake in leisure activities
that separate them from the ubiquitous digital world. Differing from Millennials that grew up
at a time without digital technology, Gen Z are digital natives who require a different

experience design of DFT to maximise their well-being benefits.

Practical Implications

The COVID-19 pandemic and working from home has resulted in several issues such as Zoom
fatigue and increased technostress (Waizenegger et al., 2020). Many people have started to pay
more attention to their digital well-being in the post-COVID world (Blake et al., 2021). This
creates many business opportunities for DFT. For DFT businesses, it is essential to understand

the perceptions, motivations, concerns, experiences, and expected outcomes of DFT travellers.



The understanding should be implemented into marketing communications, product and
experience design, and additional supports. We encourage DFT start-ups engage in
professional training in digital wellbeing and mental health look after their guests. We also
suggest DFT operators to avoid urban destinations, and work closely with the nature-related

tourism activities.

There are also many opportunities for existing tourism and hospitality organisation to adopt
the digital detox concept in part of their operations. For instance, some restaurants are already
adopting this concept by offering a box to lock away guests' mobile phones. Museums, resorts
and hotels can create some digital-free zones; whilst tour operators can design some trips with

mindful reductions of technology use.

DFT is potentially an excellent marketing strategy or re-branding opportunity for destinations
in remote areas. Examples already can be found on the Isle of Man and Scotland's marketing
campaign with an emphasis on a digital detox. We encourage destination management
organisations (DMOs) to recognise this potential, not only using ‘unplug’ or 'digital detox' as a
buzzword in the marketing messages and actively engage with stakeholders to develop DFT
destinations that are dedicated to improving people's wellbeing. For some destinations
suffering from overtourism or being overwhelmed by one type of tourism, DFT could be a
solution to diversify tourism offerings and encourage tourists to visit beyond "Instagramable™

attractions and explore the hidden gems in the cities.

We encourage DMOs and DFT providers to recognise the alignment of DFT within the scope
of sustainability. This requires DMOs and DFT providers to engage in various forms of socially
sustainable tourism (e.g., community-based tourism, pro-poor tourism, voluntourism), seek
green solutions in the operation details, or empower women in employment and career
development. We urge DFT providers to work closely with stakeholders to deliver a cohesive
and consistent DFT experience. By aligning DFT with the sustainability agenda, a sustainable
DFT experience should not only provide long-lasting well-being impacts to tourists but should

also benefit local communities.

However, we should also acknowledge the challenge of operating and marketing digital-free
experiences. Today's marketing is predominated by user-generated content through social

media platforms such as Instagram and Snapchat. Using digital forms of marketing



communications tools might be considered controversial to the idea of a digital-free experience.
Therefore, an alternative, innovative marketing communication approach is required to

promote such forms of tourism experiences and engage with customers.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we discussed the theoretical and contextual development of the DFT
phenomenon. We have suggested a definition for DFT and suggest that it should be situated
within the larger context of digital wellbeing and sustainability. We suggested eight future
research directions, predicted future trends, and offered some practical implications for
stakeholders. Looking forward, there will be an increasing demand for DFT due to the
increasing awareness of digital wellbeing. However, researching and implementing DFT
requires alternative theoretical lenses and operational/marketing strategies as outlined in this
chapter.
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