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This research examines how Chinese tourists understand and experience
'Digital-Free' tourism in Bang Krachao, Thailand. It uses a detailed approach
to gather and analyze opinions, experiences, and thoughts on taking a break
from digital devices during their trips. The study methodically collected
detailed responses from interviews with 22 Chinese tourists who visited
Bang Krachao several times in recent years. The results show that Chinese
tourists have a complex view of what it means to travel without using digital
technology. Their experiences and thoughts on 'Digital-Free' tourism offer
important insights for developing marketing strategies in tourism. This
research adds to our knowledge about the role of digital technology in
tourism, especially after the COVID-19 pandemic, as travel preferences shift
towards more significant and health-focused vacations.

© 2024 The Authors. Published by IASE. This is an open access article under the CC
BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

1. Introduction

In today's world, where we are constantly
connected digitally, there is a growing trend towards
'Digital-Free' tourism. This type of tourism
encourages people to disconnect from their devices
and enjoy a unique and refreshing experience,
especially in natural settings. The term "digital-free"
highlights the overuse of technology by tourists,
emphasizing the need to take a break from electronic
devices (Egger et al., 2020). This trend is particularly
relevant in the tourism industry, where the desire to
disconnect from digital engagement is evident, albeit
with varying degrees of impact (Dickinson et al,
2016). The global tourism industry is strongly
influenced by the development of IT technologies
and the ongoing digitalization and transformation
processes in this sector (Zvaigzne et al, 2023).
Further, the evolving technological environment in
the tourism sector is impacted by the forthcoming
development trends of digital tourism (Luo et al.,
2022). Bang Krachao, Thailand, also known as the
'Green Lung' near Bangkok, provides an ideal
backdrop for studying this type of tourism
experience.
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The Chinese outbound tourism market has
significantly impacted the global tourism sector with
its remarkable expansion and evolving preferences.
Chinese outbound tourism trends encompass
various aspects, such as exploring tourists'
environmentally responsible behavior, the influence
of Chinese culture in tourism research, and the
underlying psychological mechanisms of Chinese
tourists at entertainment events. This underscores
the complex and diverse characteristics of outbound
tourism from China, emphasizing the importance of
acquiring a thorough comprehension of its cultural,
psychological, and behavioral dimensions (Enosawa,
2022; Han et al, 2016; Li and Lu, 2016). As digital
natives, Chinese tourists' responses to 'Digital-Free'
tourism settings offer intriguing insights, especially
considering their extensive use of technology in their
daily lives. The impact of digital technology on
different sectors in China has been subject to
investigation, reflecting the diverse applications and
implications of digital usage (Xu and Campbell, 2021;
Yu et al, 2015). Past investigations have analyzed
the impacts of digital innovation on different
variables, including loneliness, mental burden, and
personal satisfaction of life among elderly adults,
revealing the perplexing impacts of consumption
utilization propensities among various
demographics (Liu et al., 2022; Zhang et al., 2022).
Researchers like Liu and Yi (2022) and Rahim et al.
(2021) have shed light on the mental and behavioral
effects of digital technology usage.

This study is guided by the following four
objectives: 1) To examine the perceptions and
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attitudes of Chinese tourists towards ‘Digital-Free’
tourism in Bang Krachao. 2) To analyze the
marketing effectiveness of ‘Digital-Free’ concepts
among Chinese tourists. 3) To explore the
ramifications of ‘Digital-Free’ on the holistic tourist
experience. 4) To identify potential challenges and
opportunities in promoting ‘Digital-Free’ tourism to
Chinese tourists. The research questions aim to
uncover the different aspects of perception, impact,
and potential of 'Digital-Free' tourism among
Chinese tourists.

Understanding the dynamics of 'Digital-Free'
tourism experiences among Chinese tourists is
crucial for stakeholders in eco-tourism destinations
like Bang Krachao. The insights derived from this
study can inform targeted marketing strategies and
enhance the overall tourist experience, aligning with
the increasing global interest in sustainable and
responsible  tourism practices. Eco-tourism
destinations can foster a more sustainable and
pleasurable tourism sector by accommodating the
preferences and requirements of Chinese visitors.

2. Literature review
2.1. The concept of ‘digital-free’ tourism

The concept of digital-free travel is theorized as a
process of negotiating and rejecting the dominant
discourse of technology, emphasizing effective
personal strategies for disconnection and reflection
on embodied feelings and self-transformations in
power relations (Cai and McKenna, 2023). The use of
digital technologies in times of uncertainty and crisis
has led to changes in organization, communication,
and business innovations, impacting family
businesses in the tourism sector (Melovi¢ et al,
2023). Furthermore, the act of participating in
digital-free tourism has been associated with the

cultivation of various qualities of character,
including  self-control, social acumen, and
receptiveness to new ideas. Participants’

development as people is significantly impacted by
these personality traits when they engage in these
types of tourist activities (Li et al., 2020). Moreover,
engaging in digital-free tourism has been associated
with the cultivation of several character strengths,
including  self-control, social acumen, and
receptiveness to new ideas. This approach highlights
the incorporation of digital information into the
physical environment as a means to communicate
customer advantages and accomplish organizational
objectives (Russo et al, 2022). Additionally, the
implementation of business intelligence and data
mining for data analysis, including forecasting, has
emerged as a key digital trend and a primary digital
marketing strategy for digital tourism (Saura et al.,
2023). Prior work has examined the effects of time
constraints on the tourism industry, shedding light
on the purchasing behavior of individuals who are
typically not inclined towards impulsive purchases
within the specific context of tourism (Li et al,
2023). Moreover, the development of smart tourism
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and smart villages, digitalization, and innovation
opportunities have been explored, shedding light on
the factors influencing and challenges facing smart
tourism in various regions (Garanti et al., 2023). The
influence of social media influencers, YouTube
marketing, and tourism vlogging on green tourism
promotion has stimulated traditional marketers for
tourism promotion, reflecting the evolving landscape
of digital marketing trends (Yaqub et al,, 2022). The
bibliometric review of existing research on digital
disconnection and digital-free  tourism has
uncovered the extent to which this new trend affects
technology wusers and the tourism market,
highlighting the growing significance of digital
disconnection in the tourism industry (Arenas
Escaso et al.,, 2022). The emergence of the Metaverse
and the digitalization of tourism operations have
provided new perspectives on the capitalization of
digital content and the transformation of physical
tourism experiences into potential additional
incomes, contributing to a country's reputation and
tourism sustainability (Folgieri et al, 2022).
Borysova et al. (2022) delved into the realms of
digitalizing the tourist sector, unlocking the infinite
potential of circular economy technology in the
realm of hospitality enterprises. Moreover, they
embarked on a captivating journey to unravel the
intricate interplay between tourism and the ever-
evolving eco-friendly economy. Their findings
highlight the capacity of digital technologies to
facilitate sustainable environmental progress in
various regions.

2.2. Chinese outbound tourism market

The effects of the COVID-19 pandemic have led to
a reevaluation of travel choices, with tourists
showing an unwillingness to participate in mass
tourism and a preference for more deliberate trips
with extended experiences and holidays (Wen et al,
2021). This shift in preference indicates a growing
emphasis on safety, well-being, and meaningful
travel experiences among Chinese outbound tourists.
The pandemic has also influenced the perception of
risk and safety, leading to a preference for rural
tourism as a top choice for relaxation and enhancing
parent-child relationships, with both cost and safety
being taken into account (Zhu and Deng, 2020). This
trend suggests a growing interest in nature-based
and rural tourism experiences, reflecting a desire for
tranquility and a closer connection to nature among
Chinese travelers. Liu et al. (2021) posited that the
apprehension surrounding COVID-19 exerts an
adverse influence on individuals' inclination to
traverse, consequently affecting their inclination to
travel once the pandemic subsides. This indicates a
heightened awareness of health and safety
considerations, influencing travel decision-making
and destination choices among Chinese outbound
tourists. One further thing the pandemic has done is
make Chinese visitors reevaluate their dream
vacation places and the types of things they wish to
do when they travel (Huang et al, 2021). This
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exemplifies the necessity of adjusting to the post-
COVID-19 global tourist scene in response to shifting
customer tastes and habits. The changing behavior of
Chinese tourists in package tours has shed light on
future trends and challenges, especially in the post-
COVID era (Ren, 2022). Subsequently, organizations
taking care of Chinese outbound guests should
change their game to meet the changing preferences
and assumptions of this segment. Zhu et al. (2022)
observed that as a result of the persistent pandemic,
there has been a reevaluation of traveler tactics,
encompassing the assistance rendered to nations in
their recuperation from the aftermath of the
Coronavirus pandemic and their adaptation to the
ever-changing dynamics of the worldwide tourism
sector. Cultural distance boosts outbound tourist
flow, according to post-pandemic studies of China's
outbound tourism market, whereas geographical
distance has the opposite effect (Wu et al., 2023).
Especially in large tourist source communities, the
COVID-19 epidemic has significantly slowed the
growth of the tourism industry (Qin et al., 2023).
This reflects a need for strategic and diplomatic
initiatives to navigate the post-pandemic tourism
landscape and foster international cooperation.

2.3. Marketing ‘digital-free’ tourism to Chinese
tourists

The success or failure of 'digital-free' tourism
marketing targeting Chinese tourists hinges on
several crucial factors. The aforementioned factors
encompass the influence exerted by digital
marketing on the promotion of tourism (Hassan et
al,, 2022), the consequences of digitalization on the
exportation of tourism services (Buhalis, 2022), and
the preferences displayed by Chinese tourists
regarding destination factors, which comprise
income, exchange rate, digital marketing,
environmental consciousness, and sports activities
(Adinugraha, 2022). Additionally, the study on
millennial tourists’ experiences of digital-free
tourism (DFT) holidays suggests that tourists' locus
of control (LOC) plays a significant role. Millennial
tourists with an internal LOC are more likely to
perceive the advantages of DFT holidays, while those
with external LOC can change their attitudes and
perceive the Dbenefits through self-efficacy
enhancement (Rahmoun and Baeshen, 2021). These
factors should be considered when developing
effective  DFT marketing strategies for Chinese
tourists.

The rise of digital marketing and technology in
the tourism industry presents both challenges and
opportunities for destination marketing
organizations and tourism enterprises (Kaur, 2017).
The impact of branding and brand equity is also
crucial in attracting and retaining tourists, especially
from China, which represents a significant inbound
tourist market for various destinations (Kim and Lee,
2018). Furthermore, the evaluation of possible risks
in tourist sites can have a substantial influence on
the attitudes and behaviors of visitors, perhaps

184

resulting in alterations to their travel arrangements
(Zhang et al., 2019). While considering the points of
view of Chinese travelers, it is fundamental to
recognize that the social feeling of a spot could
influence how guests see the neighborhood culture
(Zhou et al., 2022). In addition, the view of the travel
industry and the general insight of vacationers can
be affected by the nature of administrations, which
influences their inclination to participate in various
activities (Li et al,, 2021). It is crucial to comprehend
the influence of digital marketing and technology on
the behavior and preferences of visitors, particularly
Chinese tourists, who are progressively dependent
on digital platforms for their trip planning and
booking activities (Kapiki et al., 2015). The use of
digital precision marketing based on tourists'
consumption behavior big data can provide
opportunities for destination marketers to tailor
their strategies to attract Chinese tourists to "digital-
free" tourism destinations (Cao et al,, 2022). Instead,
as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, digital
marketing is important for how travelers act and for
the growth of the tourist business (Wahyuningsih et
al,, 2022). The development of digital technology has
triggered significant changes in marketing strategies
and patterns, emphasizing the need for innovation
and adaptation in the tourism industry (Adveni and
Razali, 2022).

2.4. Research gap

The impact of 'Digital-Free' tourism on personal
growth and character development has been
thoroughly examined (Cai and McKenna, 2023; Li et
al, 2020); however, there is limited knowledge
regarding the perceptions and responses of Chinese
tourists towards this emerging trend. Research on
how technological improvements in tourism
marketing match with or contradict the 'Digital-Free'
tourism ambitions of Chinese visitors is lacking.
However, studies by Russo et al. (2022) and Saura et
al. (2023) have explored this topic. Views on foreign
travel among Chinese people shifted during the
coronavirus epidemic, according to Wen et al. (2021)
and Huang et al. (2021). They enjoyed traveling in a
way that made them feel at home. Family vacations
were very important to them. According to their
research, there is a clear trend in people's travel
choices, where they value returning to familiar
places more for the purpose of creating lasting
memories. The exact nature of the relationship
between this change and the concept of "Electronics-
Optional” travel is still unclear, though. Although
there is evidence of a preference for rural and
nature-based locations among Chinese tourists (Zhu
and Deng, 2020), there has not been enough
investigation into the specifics of how these tourists
understand and incorporate digital disconnection
into their choices. Existing research has indicated
that detaching oneself from technology can be
advantageous for travelers (Li et al., 2021; Melovi¢ et
al,, 2023). Nevertheless, there is a scarcity of studies
that specifically investigate the potential benefits
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that Chinese tourists, possessing their distinct
cultural and technological backgrounds, can derive
from adopting this practice. It is still mostly
unknown how Chinese tourists' levels of digital
disengagement affect their happiness and the ways
they travel. It is difficult to promote "Digital-Free"
tourism to a digitally-minded population, such as
Chinese visitors, despite the well-documented
efficiency of digital marketing in the tourism sector
(Buhalis, 2022; Hassan et al., 2022). The strategy
adjustment needed to sell 'Digital-Free' experiences
to this group has not been sufficiently tackled,
despite the insights provided by studies on digital
precision marketing (Cao et al., 2022) and the impact
of digital marketing on tourist behavior (Kapiki et al.,
2015).

The literature review has identified several key
themes: the growing trend of 'Digital-Free' tourism
and its impact on character development, the post-
COVID shifts in the Chinese outbound tourism
market, and the evolving role of digital technology in
marketing and tourism experiences. However, there
is a clear paucity of studies on how Chinese visitors
perceive and feel about "Digital-Free" tourism,
particularly when considering their cultural norms
and online behaviors. Moreover, while the benefits of
digital disconnection are acknowledged, its specific
implications for Chinese tourists' satisfaction and
behavior require further exploration. The challenge
for marketers in effectively promoting 'Digital-Free'
tourism to a digitally engaged Chinese audience also
presents an area ripe for research. The purpose of
this research is to fill these knowledge gaps by
providing fresh information on the dynamics of
"Digital-Free" tourism as it pertains to Chinese
outbound visitors and by adding to our overall
comprehension of responsible and sustainable
tourism.

3. Methodology

The selection of a qualitative technique for this
study was based on its suitability for examining a
novel and unexplored social phenomenon. Moreover,
a qualitative approach could provide an enriched
insight into how participants perceived and
represented 'Didital-Free' tourism to themselves,
focusing upon processes and ‘reasons why’ (Strauss
and Corbin, 1998). The study adopts a qualitative
research approach, focusing on understanding the
perspectives and experiences of Chinese tourists
regarding 'Digital-Free' tourism in Bang Krachao.
This methodology is very appropriate for obtaining
comprehensive, subjective observations of individual
behaviors, motives, and perceptions.

3.1. Data collection

The Chinese tourism market holds significant
global influence due to its size and impact. Analyzing
Chinese tourists offers valuable knowledge about
their preferences and actions, including their
inclination toward digital-free tourism. Grasping
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these preferences can assist tourism enterprises in
places such as Bang Krachao in customizing their
marketing approaches effectively. In this study, 22
Chinese tourists who had visited Bang Krachao more
than twice in the previous three years were chosen
(Table 1). Their repeated visits provide valuable
insights into the evolution of their perceptions over
time, making them especially pertinent for
evaluating the effectiveness of digital-free tourism
marketing strategies and their influence on the
tourist experience.

Table 1: The information of participants

Occupation Code of participants
Student T1,T2,T3,T4, TS5, T6, T7, T8
Freelancer T9,T10,T11,T12,T13
Retiree T14,T15,T16
Entrepreneur T17,T18,T19, T20,T21, T22

Bang Kachao is an artificial island situated in the
Phra Pradaeng District of Samut Prakan Province,
located to the south of Bangkok, Thailand. Positioned
by a bend in the Chao Phraya River and a channel at
its western extremity, the island spans 16 square
kilometers. Historically, it has primarily been used
for agriculture with a relatively small population.
Referred to as the 'Green lung of Bangkok,' Bang
Krachao positively impacts the city by containing a
vast number of trees that help cleanse a significant
amount of pollution. The island is encircled by
numerous mangrove trees, while its interior is
characterized by dense jungle foliage.

One method for picking participants is the
utilization of a deliberate testing technique
(purposive sampling technique), which searches for
individuals who meet specific standards. This
method ensures that the sample is representative of
the experience and perspectives relevant to the
study's objectives (Tongco, 2007). The purposive
sampling method was chosen deliberately to gain
deep, qualitative insights into the perceptions and
behaviors of a specific group of Chinese tourists
towards "Digital-Free" tourism in Bang Krachao.
Emphasize that the goal was to explore the nuanced
attitudes and experiences of individuals who are
already somewhat acquainted with the area, thereby
offering richer, more informed perspectives than a
broader, less focused sample might provide.

The aims of this study are to 1) examine the
perceptions and attitudes of Chinese tourists
towards ‘Digital-Free’ tourism in Bang Krachao; 2)
analyze the marketing effectiveness of ‘Digital-Free’
concepts among Chinese tourists; 3) explore the
ramifications of ‘Digital-Free’ on the holistic tourist
experience; and 4) identify potential challenges and
opportunities in promoting ‘Digital-Free’ tourism to
Chinese tourists. Three research site visits were
conducted between the middle of March 2023 and
late September 2023, a total of six months, to gather
data from interviews. This data was used to achieve
these aims. Because of their adaptability, semi-
structured interviews are ideal for in-depth
explorations that nevertheless benefit from some
degree of conversational framework (Adams, 2015).
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In mid-March 2023, investigators directed their first
field strip in the Bang Krachao region. Through
discussions with local people, they acquired an
underlying comprehension of the island's facilities,
culture, and customs. This incorporated an
individual encounter of a 3-hour "Digital-Free" bike
visit around the island. During this time, they
distinguished areas visited by travelers, particularly
spots famous with Chinese guests. Between June 1
and 5, as well as from August 25 to September 2,
2023, researchers conducted their second and third
visits to Bang Krachao. During these visits, they
interviewed 22 Chinese tourists, focusing specifically
on "Digital-Free" tourism.

3.2. Data analysis

The data analysis process for this study is
designed to methodically interpret the qualitative
data gathered from interviews with Chinese tourists
who have visited Bang Krachao. The goals and
research questions of the study will guide this
procedure, which aims to discover themes, designs,
and insights. The steps of data analysis are as
follows:

e Transcription and organization: All interviews are
transcribed verbatim. Transcripts are checked for
accuracy against the audio recordings. Each
transcript is coded with the participant's unique
identifier from Table 1 for easy reference.

e Initial coding: Employing open coding to break
down the data into manageable segments.
Assigning codes to specific phrases, sentences, or
paragraphs that capture the essence of the
participant's response. This stage is crucial for
identifying preliminary themes and patterns.

e Thematic analysis: Themes are developed by
grouping similar codes together. This involves a
careful review of the codes and considering how
they relate to the research objectives and
questions. Particular attention is given to aspects
related to 'Digital-Free' tourism experiences,
perceptions, attitudes, and the impact of marketing
strategies.

e Comparative analysis: Comparing and contrasting
responses across different participants. This step
is vital for understanding variations in experiences
and viewpoints among the diverse group of
tourists.

o Interpretation and synthesis: Interpreting the data
in the context of the study’s objectives.
Synthesizing findings to construct a coherent
narrative that addresses the research questions.
Connecting themes to the existing literature to
either corroborate, expand, or challenge previous
findings.

e Validation of findings: Ensuring reliability and
validity through techniques such as member
checking, where participants are given a chance to
review and comment on the findings. Cross-
referencing findings with existing literature and
theoretical frameworks.
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e Presentation of findings: Findings are organized
and presented in a manner that clearly addresses
each research objective. Use of direct quotes from
participants to illustrate key themes and provide
authenticity to the findings.

e Reflection and reflexivity: Reflecting on the
research process and the researcher's role in
interpretation. Make note of any biases and how
they may have affected the analysis.

e Ethical considerations in data analysis:
Maintaining confidentiality and anonymity of
participants by using their assigned codes.
Checking sure the data is accurately and fairly
represented.

The data analysis for this study aims to extract
meaningful  insights into the  perceptions,
experiences, and attitudes of Chinese tourists toward
'Digital-Free' tourism in Bang Krachao. This study
attempts to add to the existing body of knowledge on
responsible and sustainable tourism by methodically
examining qualitative data. It focuses on the
expanding outbound tourist business in China.

3.3. Results

Thematic analysis was utilized to assess the
participants' comprehension. This method involved
analyzing all the transcripts and extracting three
fundamental concepts from the data (Lochmiller,
2021). The allocation of these groups has been
designated in accordance with the research
investigations as “perceptions of ‘Digital-Free’
tourism,” “marketing effectiveness of ‘Digital-Free’
concepts,” “impact of ‘Digital-Free’ on the holistic
tourist  experience,” and “challenges and
opportunities in promoting ‘Digital-Free’ tourism”

(Fig. 1).
3.3.1. Perception of ‘digital-free’ tourism

Chinese tourists have several initial perceptions
and attitudes towards ‘Digital-Free’ tourism in Banf
Krachao; these include the following:

e Emergence of appreciation for nature: Participants
expressed a newfound appreciation for natural
environments, often contrasting it with their
technology-intensive urban lifestyles. This aligns
with the shift towards nature-based tourism post-
COVID-19 (Wen et al, 2021). Nearly every
participant conveyed a deep sense of gratitude for
the Bang Krachao region's natural surroundings.
One respondent stated, for instance, “Even though I
was studying in Thailand, the pandemic forced me
to take online classes most of the time. Being at
home all day was really miserable. I was drawn in
by the natural setting here. It was amazing to be
riding a bicycle here, away from the metropolis,
video games, and cell phones” (T4, T5, T8). One
more responder stated, “We frequently visit
Thailand after retiring. Our previous visit was a
long time ago because of the epidemic. We
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purposely came here this time, staying at a
guesthouse nearby. Here, we frequently ride and
stroll. It has the perfect amount of relaxation—
exactly what we've been searching for” (T14, T15,
T16).

Digital detox as a refreshing experience: Many
participants described the experience of digital
disconnecting as ‘liberating’ and ‘refreshing,
echoing the character development traits such as
self-control and open-mindedness identified by Li
et al. (2020). Every interviewee discussed their
experience unplugging from electronics. Some
entrepreneurs said, for example, “It's unbelievable
that I can leave my phone and all other electronics

here and just concentrate on traveling. It's only for
three or four hours, but what a beautiful sensation
it is. I feel instantly worry-free after abandoning all
official responsibilities and immersing myself in
the breathtaking natural setting" (T18, T20, T21).
Some freelancers also expressed their emotions in
a similar way. One such developer of self-media
material stated, “I'm constantly coming up with
new ideas for short videos. I felt like a new person
when I came here, far away from the computer
screen and without needing to create anything.
Even though I was physically exhausted, going for a
walk in the woods gave me newfound energy”
(T12).

Emergence of Appreciation for Nature

Limited Awareness but Growing
Interest

Enhanced Mental
Well-being

Digital Detox as a Refreshing
Experience

Cultural Tailoring of Marketing
Strategies

Social Bonding

y A A 4
Perceptions of Marketing Effectiveness of ‘Digital-Free’ Impact of ‘Digital-Free’ on the Holistic Tourism
‘Digital-Free’ Tourism Concepts Experience
‘L

Challenges and Opportunities in Promoting ‘Digital-Free’
Tourism

Fig. 1: Thematic system

3.3.2. Marketing effectiveness of ‘digital-free’
concepts

concept among Chinese tourists

The market impact of the "Digital-Free" tourism
includes the

following aspects:

Limited awareness but growing interests: The
findings from the interviews indicated that the
vast majority of Chinese visitors who were
interviewed had limited or no understanding of
the idea of ‘Digital-Free’ tourism. Several students
inquired about the concept of ‘Digital-Free’
tourism. “Our understanding is currently limited.
This is the initial encounter with the concept, and
it evokes a sense of novelty. Our primary
motivation for visiting this location was to seek
proximity to natural surroundings, respite from
the fast-paced urban environment, and the
pervasive presence of modern gadgets. However,
we were initially unaware that this particular
mode of transport held certain characteristics and
merits” (T1, T2, T3). “Several students expressed
their hesitation about completely embracing
‘Digital-Free’ tourism, citing their inability to resist
capturing several photographs and excitedly
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sharing them on internet platforms” (T7).
Nevertheless, several freelancers hold the belief
that despite their lack of clarity regarding the
precise nature of ‘Digital-Free’ tourism, they find
themselves passionately drawn to its offerings. For
example, “The experience of disconnecting from
digital devices is really enjoyable; if this is the
essence of digital-free tourism, we wholeheartedly
endorse and advocate for it” (T9, T11).

Cultural tailoring of marketing strategies: Effective
marketing strategies resonated with Chinese
cultural values and preferences, emphasizing
family-oriented and health-focused experiences. It
was determined through the interviews that every
Chinese tourist questioned possessed a strong
sense of family or collective consciousness. As an
illustration, a few students stated, “I am marking
my third visit to Bang Krachao. I always invite a
large number of classmates or acquaintances to
accompany me. We ride bicycles collectively, take
pleasure in the scenery, and typically dine when
we become exhausted. As international students, it
brings us great pleasure to discover a group of
like-minded individuals to travel within a foreign
country. Collaborating in our native tongue is
extremely reassuring. That's amazing" (T4, T5,
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T6). “With the intention of ‘health and wellness,’
particularly in Bang Krachao,” stated a number of
retired interviewees (T15, T16). “On my initial
visit with companions, [ was profoundly
captivated. After that, I always bring my family
with me on my visits so that they can partake in
this  incredible experience” (T14). Even
entrepreneurs expressed their opinions, stating,
“This location is well worth a visit. My intention is
to arrange a retreat for the executive team of my
organization, wherein they may partake in the
sensation of detachment from all electronic
devices” (T17, T22).

3.3.3. Impact of ‘digital-free’ on the holistic
tourist experience

To assess the impact of "Digital-Free" on the
overall travel experience of Chinese tourists, the
evaluation mainly focuses on the following aspects:

e Enhanced mental well-being: Participants
frequently mentioned feeling more relaxed and
mentally rejuvenated, supporting the findings of
mental health benefits associated with digital
disconnection (Liu et al, 2021). The majority of
the Chinese visitors who were questioned
expressed that Bang Krachao induced a sense of
relaxation and liberation in them. A few
freelancers expressed that they visit this place
sometimes for leisure, and after each visit, they
feel revitalized in both their physical and mental
state. For example, “I pondered and endeavored to
ascertain the reason behind it. It appears that the
reason might be attributed to my absence from my
phone, computer, and other technological gadgets
since I was solely immersed in the delight of
traveling. Undoubtedly, this mode of
transportation provided me with a distinct and
unique trip experience” (T9, T13). Several retirees
also expressed their perspectives, such as stating,
“Whenever we visit this place, we have a profound
sense of physical and mental bliss. Upon retiring
and returning to our homeland in China, we
dedicate our days to utilizing our mobile devices
and engaging in recreational activities, resulting in
inadequate sleep throughout the night. However,
the situation is distinct in this particular context.
In the morning, we arrive to inhale clean air and
consume fresh meals. During the afternoon, we
engage in physical activity such as exercising,
taking a stroll, or cycling. In the evening, we visit a
neighboring Thai massage establishment to
unwind. Since departing from urban areas and
abstaining from technological gadgets, our general
well-being has been enhanced, and our sleep
quality has elevated. This experience is very
fascinating” (T14, T15, T16).

e Social bonding: Traveling without digital
distractions fostered deeper connections with
fellow travelers and locals, enhancing the social
aspect of their travel experiences. The interviewed
Chinese tourists unanimously agreed that the
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'Digital-Free' form of tourism is very worthwhile
and provides them with a whole new experience.
The student group mentioned, “Whether in China
or Thailand, most of our free time is spent at home
playing games or on phones. We hardly have time
to communicate with family and friends. But
whenever we gather to travel here, we feel very
happy. Everyone naturally puts down their
phones, and we gather to chat and sing. Especially
when new friends join, we are even happier, with
endless topics to talk about. This experience is
much better than what we feel in the virtual
world” (T2, T5, T7, T8). Some entrepreneurs also
shared their views, “Before coming here, I was on
the phone almost every moment, always with
endless messages to reply to, feeling I couldn’t be
away from electronic devices. But arriving here, 1
realized I had missed so many beautiful things and
moments. Work should not occupy our entire life. [
started to notice many things I had never paid
attention to before, like the local cuisine here.
Putting down my phone, I am no longer a boss, just
an ordinary tourist. Communicating with locals
using simple body language and broken English,
understanding their culture through observation,
and tasting their seemingly plain food. Through
communication, [ also made many new friends. At
night, enjoy the local cuisine with friends while
watching fireflies. This travel experience is truly
wonderful” (T17, T19, T21).

3.4. Discussion

This study aimed to explore the challenges and
opportunities in marketing 'Digital-Free' tourism to
Chinese tourists in Bang Krachao, Thailand. To
address the three research questions, this discussion
draws upon the research findings, including
perceptions of  'Digital-Free' tourism, the
effectiveness of marketing 'Digital-Free' concepts,
and the impact of 'Digital-Free' experiences on the
overall tourist experience.

3.4.1. RQ 1. What are the perceptions and
attitudes of Chinese tourists towards ‘Digital-
Free’ tourism?

Nature appreciation and shift toward rural

tourism

e The findings that Chinese tourists express a deep
appreciation for natural environments in Bang
Krachao reflect the literature's emphasis on the
post-COVID-19  shift towards nature-based
tourism (Wen et al., 2021). This trend aligns with
the broader reevaluation of travel preferences
among  Chinese outbound tourists, who
increasingly seek tranquility and meaningful
experiences (Zhu and Deng, 2020).

e The participants' narratives highlight a contrast
between their typical technology-centric lifestyle
and the serenity of Bang Krachao, indicating a
conscious effort to seek environments that offer a
respite from digital saturation.
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Digital detox experience

e The expressed feelings of liberation and
refreshment  during  digital  disconnection
experiences echo the literature's findings on the
benefits of digital-free tourism, such as self-control
and open-mindedness (Li et al., 2020). This shows
a clear understanding among Chinese tourists of
the personal growth opportunities that arise from
such experiences.

e The positive reception of digital detox aligns with
the literature's depiction of digital-free tourism as
a means to negotiate the overuse of technology

and focus on personal well-being (Cai and
McKenna, 2023).

3.4.2. Critical analysis

Cultural and behavioral shifts

e The study’s findings suggest a nuanced

understanding among Chinese tourists of the
concept of ‘Digital-Free’ tourism. It indicates a
cultural and behavioral shift, driven in part by the
pandemic, towards valuing experiences that offer
mental health benefits and a deeper connection
with nature.

e The participants' reflections on their digital
disconnection experiences showcase a growing
trend among Chinese tourists to seek tourism
experiences that contrast with their everyday
digital lives, suggesting a deeper societal change.

Implications and

development

e The insights from Chinese tourists on their
perceptions of ‘Digital-Free’ tourism in Bang
Krachao have significant implications for tourism
marketing strategies. As digital marketing remains
crucial (Saura et al, 2023), it's essential for
marketers to balance digital strategies with the
promotion of digital-free experiences.

e The desire for nature-based experiences and
mental rejuvenation presents an opportunity for
destinations like Bang Krachao to cater to this
emerging market by highlighting their natural
assets and promoting digital detox experiences.

for

tourism  marketing

3.4.3. RQ 2. What is the marketing effectiveness
of ‘Digital-Free’ concepts among Chinese
tourists?

Post-COVID-19 shifts and digital-free tourism

e The COVID-19 pandemic has led to significant
changes in travel preferences among Chinese
tourists, with an increasing emphasis on safety,
well-being, and meaningful experiences (Wen et
al, 2021; Zhu and Deng, 2020). These shifts
dovetail with the appeal of 'Digital-Free' tourism,
which promises a safe, tranquil environment away
from crowded, technology-driven urban settings.

e The growing interest in rural and nature-based
tourism experiences among Chinese tourists
mirrors their curiosity about 'Digital-Free'
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tourism, as both cater to a desire for tranquility
and a deeper connection with nature.

Cultural resonance in marketing strategies

e The effectiveness of marketing strategies that align
with Chinese cultural values, such as family
orientation and health focus, is evident in the
research findings. This cultural tailoring is crucial,
considering Chinese tourists’ collective
consciousness and preference for experiences that
can be shared with family or friends (T4, T5, T6).

e Such culturally nuanced marketing approaches are
supported by literature emphasizing the
significance of understanding the socio-cultural
dynamics of Chinese tourists (Kim and Lee, 2018;
Zhou et al,, 2022).

Challenges in marketing ‘digital-free’ tourism

e Despite the growing interest, there remains a
challenge in marketing 'Digital-Free' tourism to a
demographic accustomed to digital connectivity
(Hassan et al, 2022). The reluctance to fully
embrace a digital disconnect, as indicated by some
participants (T7), highlights the complexity of
altering deeply ingrained digital habits.

o This challenge underscores the need for innovative
marketing strategies that acknowledge and gently
challenge these habits, possibly by offering
gradations of digital disconnection to cater to
varying levels of readiness among tourists.

3.4.4. Critical analysis
e Balancing novelty and familiarity: While the

novelty of 'Digital-Free' tourism is appealing,
there’s a need to balance it with elements of

familiarity and comfort, considering the
apprehensions surrounding complete digital
disconnection.

e Strategic marketing emphasis: The study suggests
that marketing strategies should emphasize the
unique experiences and personal growth
opportunities that 'Digital-Free' tourism offers (Cai
and McKenna, 2023; Li et al, 2020). This could
involve  highlighting  stories of personal
transformation and enhanced well-being due to
digital disconnection.

e Customization in marketing: Given the diverse
responses to ‘Digital-Free’ tourism, marketing
efforts may benefit from a more segmented
approach, targeting different sub-groups within
the Chinese tourist demographic with tailored
messages.

3.4.5. RQ 3. What are the ramifications of ‘Digital-
Free’ on the holistic tourist experience?

Enhanced mental well-being

e The research findings resonate with the literature
on the mental health benefits of digital
disconnection (Liu et al.,, 2021). Chinese tourists
reported a significant improvement in mental
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well-being, echoing the concept of digital-free
travel as a form of self-care and mental
rejuvenation.

This aspect of the research aligns with the broader
discourse on the need for digital detox in today’s
technology-dominated world (Cai and McKenna,
2023; Melovi¢ et al, 2023). The findings suggest
that the psychological benefits of disconnecting
from digital devices are particularly pronounced
among tourists who are habitually engaged with
technology in their daily lives.

Social bonding

The increase in social interaction and bonding
among tourists during 'Digital-Free' experiences
aligns with the literature that highlights the
importance of human connections in tourism (Li et
al,, 2020). The findings suggest that the absence of
digital distractions enables deeper, more
meaningful interpersonal interactions.

This element of the research challenges the
dominant discourse of technology, where digital
connectivity  often  supersedes face-to-face
interactions. The results underscore the value of
personal encounters and shared experiences in
enhancing the quality of tourism (Russo et al,
2022; Saura et al,, 2023).

3.4.6. Critical analysis

Contrast with pre-pandemic trends

The preference for digital disconnection contrasts
with  pre-pandemic trends, where digital
engagement was a significant component of the
travel experience (Huang et al, 2021; Zhu et al,,
2022). This shift may reflect a broader societal
transformation in response to the pandemic’s
impact on lifestyles and values.

Relevance to the post-pandemic tourism market

The findings are particularly relevant in the
context of post-pandemic tourism. The desire for
tranquility and nature-based experiences aligns
with the increasing preference for rural tourism
and meaningful travel among Chinese tourists
(Wen et al., 2021; Zhu and Deng, 2020).

The research results suggest that destinations like
Bang Krachao could capitalize on this trend by
promoting 'Digital-Free' experiences that align
with the evolving preferences of the Chinese
outbound tourism market.

Implications for tourism marketing

The study highlights a potential niche in the
tourism market for 'Digital-Free' experiences,
challenging traditional digital marketing strategies
(Buhalis, 2022; Hassan et al, 2022). Marketing
efforts may need to be reoriented to emphasize the
mental health benefits and the opportunity for
authentic social connections that 'Digital-Free'
tourism offers.
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Reflection on the sustainability of 'digital-free’

tourism

e The findings also raise questions about the
sustainability of 'Digital-Free' tourism. As
technology continues to evolve, destinations and
marketers must consider how to balance the allure
of digital advancements with the growing demand
for disconnection and simplicity in travel
experiences.

3.4.7. RQ 4. What are the potential challenges
and opportunities in promoting ‘Digital-Free’
tourism to Chinese tourists?

To address research question 4, it is necessary to
integrate the research findings and discussions from
research questions 1 to 3 as follows:

From perceptions to promotion

e The findings from RQ1 show that while there is an
appreciation for nature and a desire for a digital
detox, translating these perceptions into effective
promotional strategies poses a unique challenge.
The cultural shift towards valuing experiences that
offer mental health benefits (as highlighted in
RQ3) needs to be mirrored in marketing strategies.

e RQ2’s insights into the marketing effectiveness of
'Digital-Free' concepts underscore the importance
of culturally resonant marketing strategies, which
align with Chinese tourists' preferences for family-
oriented and health-focused experiences.

Challenges in promoting ‘digital-free’ tourism

e Balancing digital habits with the desire for
disconnection: The ingrained digital habits of
Chinese tourists, as highlighted in RQ2, present a
challenge. Overcoming the digital dependency to
fully embrace the concept of 'Digital-Free' tourism
requires innovative marketing approaches.

e Overcoming skepticism: As indicated in RQ3, while
tourists appreciate the mental well-being benefits
of digital disconnection, there is still skepticism
about completely letting go of digital connectivity,
especially among those who see digital devices as
indispensable to their daily lives.

Opportunities in promoting ‘digital-free’ tourism

e Leveraging post-pandemic travel trends: The shift
towards rural, nature-based tourism experiences
post-COVID-19 (RQ1) opens up opportunities.
Promoting Bang Krachao as a serene, natural
retreat can align with these evolving preferences.

o Highlighting mental health and social bonding:
Findings from RQ3 can be leveraged to promote
the mental health benefits and the opportunity for
enhanced social bonding that 'Digital-Free'
tourism offers.

e Culturally tailored marketing: Understanding the
socio-cultural dynamics of Chinese tourists, as
discussed in RQ2, can guide the development of
marketing strategies that resonate with this
demographic.
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3.4.8. Critical analysis

Market segmentation and customization

e Different segments of the Chinese tourist market
may respond differently to 'Digital-Free' tourism.
Tailoring marketing strategies to address the
varying levels of readiness and preferences among
these segments can be more effective.

Strategic communication and storytelling

e Utilizing storytelling in marketing, emphasizing
narratives of personal transformation and
rejuvenation experienced by others can make the
concept of 'Digital-Free' tourism more relatable
and appealing.

e Showecasing testimonials and experiences of past
tourists could be a persuasive tool in marketing
these unique experiences.

Balancing technology and disconnection

e Employing digital platforms to promote 'Digital-
Free' tourism presents a paradox but is a
necessary strategy in today's digital world. The
key lies in how these platforms are used to
communicate the value of unplugging.

Long-term sustainability

e As technology continues to evolve, maintaining the
relevance and appeal of 'Digital-Free' tourism will
require constant innovation in marketing and
experience design.

e Continuously monitoring changing trends and
preferences in the Chinese outbound tourism
market is crucial for the long-term sustainability of
'Digital-Free' tourism.

4. Conclusion
4.1. General conclusion

This study explored the dynamics of 'Digital-Free'
tourism from the perspective of Chinese tourists
visiting Bang Krachao, Thailand. The research
revealed significant insights into their perceptions,
attitudes, and experiences, highlighting a growing
interest in nature-based and tranquil tourism
experiences post-COVID-19. The findings underscore
the mental health benefits and enhanced social
bonding associated with digital disconnection.
Despite an apparent readiness to embrace 'Digital-
Free' experiences, there remains a palpable tension
between the desire to disconnect and the ingrained
digital habits of Chinese tourists. Marketing
strategies that effectively communicate the benefits
of 'Digital-Free' tourism while respecting the cultural
nuances and personal preferences of Chinese
tourists emerged as crucial in promoting this
tourism concept. This study contributes to the
understanding of how digital disconnection shapes
the tourist experience, especially in a post-pandemic
context where preferences are evolving towards
more meaningful and health-oriented travel.
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5. Limitations of the study

1.Sample representation: The study relies on a
purposive sample of Chinese tourists who have
visited Bang Krachao more than twice, which may
limit the generalizability of the findings to the
broader population of Chinese outbound tourists.

2. Cultural specificity: The focus on Chinese tourists'
perceptions might not fully capture the diverse
range of perspectives that tourists from other
cultural backgrounds may hold towards 'Digital-
Free' tourism.

3. Dynamic nature of the tourism market: The rapidly
evolving nature of the tourism industry, especially
in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, means that
the findings may require continual updating to
remain relevant.

4. Methodological approach: The study exclusively
employs qualitative methods. Incorporating
quantitative approaches could provide a broader
statistical context to support the findings.

5. Technology integration: The study could explore
how emerging technologies like virtual or
augmented reality could be integrated into digital-
free tourism experiences without compromising
their essence.

6. Suggestions for future studies

1. Broader demographic research: Future research
could expand the demographic scope to include
tourists from various cultural backgrounds,
offering a more comprehensive understanding of
the global appeal and perception of 'Digital-Free'
tourism.

2. Longitudinal studies: Conducting longitudinal
studies to track changes in tourists’ attitudes and
behaviors towards 'Digital-Free' tourism over
time, especially as the world continues to adapt to
the post-pandemic reality, would provide valuable
insights.

3. Quantitative approaches: The exploratory nature
of the study on "Digital-Free" tourism—a relatively
under-researched area—necessitated a qualitative
approach to first understand the phenomenon
from the perspective of Chinese tourists before
any quantification could be meaningfully applied.
Future research endeavors may employ a mixed-
methods approach, integrating the comprehensive
nature of quantitative data with profound
qualitative insights. This could involve surveying a
larger sample of Chinese tourists to validate and
generalize the findings from the qualitative phase.

4. Impact of marketing strategies: Further research
could focus on evaluating the effectiveness of
different marketing strategies in promoting
'Digital-Free' tourism, particularly those that
balance digital engagement with the promotion of
disconnection.

5. Technological integration: For future
investigations, we should know how VR could be
used before the actual visit to provide potential
tourists with immersive previews of Bang
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Krachao. This pre-visit engagement tool can
enhance anticipation and preparation for the
digital-free experience, allowing tourists to
familiarize themselves with the destination and its
natural beauty without detracting from the
essence of being digitally unencumbered during
the actual visit. Emphasize the importance of
selectively integrating technology to ensure it
supports, rather than undermines, the digital-free
tourism concept. The connection with nature,
culture, and introspection, which are fundamental
to the digital-free experience, should be
strengthened rather than diminished by
technological advancements.
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