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Abstract

The tourism industry is a critical component in the global economy being the
world’s largest generator of wealth and employment. The widespread use of the
internet has had a tremendous impact on the industry which was one of the first to take
advantage of the capabilities and developments. Despite these advances, the tourism
industry still hasn't realized the full potential of the digital realm and much need to be
done to attain a higher level of user experience. A major recent technological advance
has been the integration of a three-dimensional virtual world into a virtual reality. This
new environment is rapidly growing in popularity among users and businesses as
powerful promotional tool. Despite the potential of this new type of environment, a
question-mark still hangs over its implementation and assimilation. This paper
discusses the implications of this novel development in relation to the tourism industry,
and highlights the approaching trend.
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1. Introduction

Tourism is one of the fastest growing industries globally (Ma, Hong &
Zhang, 2015). Having managed to remain resilient in spite of uncertain global
economic outlook in the recent years (Blanke & Chiesa, 2013), the traveling sector
is on the increase as new possibilities arise from the process of globalization, the
advance of technology, and more readily available means of travel (lyer, Dey &
Chakraborty, 2015). These developments are extremely vital to the tourism
industry which constitutes a critical component in the global economy and is the
world’s largest generator of wealth and employment (Blanke & Chiesa, 2013).
Over the past few years we have seen the widespread use of the internet among the
public at large. Various tools were introduced, including ones that comply with the
development in recent years of the Web 2.0 technological infrastructure (Popescu
& Popescu, 2016). New communication approaches were created to improve
interaction and communication (Martinez-Torres, Toral, Barrero & Cortés, 2010),
having a powerful effect on the tourism industry and the travel sector. Site are
being promoted using various online applications such as social networking sites,
tourism blogs, smartphone applications, and virtual worlds (Munar & Jacobsen,
2014). However, studies show that the digital integration isn’t fully exploited and
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much more must be done to improve the online expertise (cf. Nusair, Hua & Li,
2010).

With the development of these technological advances and more
sophisticated applications, the internet has gradually become a target and not only
the way to achieve the strategy, often having a priority for sales and marketing over
offline and traditional resources (Chaffey, Ellis-Chadwick, Mayer & Johnston,
2009). With this shift, a new trend has arisen, one that provides a higher quality of
user online experience by integrating reality with fantasy to create a virtual world.
This generation of virtual worlds (VR) has become extremely popular (Okutsu,
DeLaurentis, Brophy & Lambert, 2013), with a clear business potential and
millions of registered users (Zhang et al., 2014). However, the high expectations
associated with these developments remain unfulfilled showing that the parameters
of success from this medium are not yet fully understood (Boa-Ventura & Zagalo,
2010).

The tourism industry was one of the first to use the online environment for
promotion purposes (Stankov, Lazic & Dragicevic, 2010) and there are many
benefits the industry may gain by understanding how best to assimilate the VR into
the industry’s offerings. While focusing on the tourism industry and the travel
sector, this paper highlights a trend of virtual environment’s assimilation in our
daily lives, which has only begun and proposes that entrepreneurs should seek to
identify the combination of the right time with the readily available technology in
order to promote richer and better business models that utilize this trend.

2. Traveling and the tourism industry

The decisions that tourists make are often explained by the expectancy
value theory (Cohen, Fishbein & Ahtola, 1972), in which expectations define the
probability that a certain attitude will lead to positive or negative benefits. A choice
is made by combining expectations and values (Correia, Valle & Mogo, 2007).
Most tourism literature explains the motivation behind a decision as arising from
cognitive or emotional factors (Trumbach, Williams & Mujtaba, 2009), which may
be the result of internal factors that arise from personal needs, or external reasons
which result from publicity and promotion (Correia et al., 2007). St. Augustine
once wrote, "The world is a book, and those who do not travel read only one page”
(Callihan, 2009). As travel becomes more readily available the need to travel
consequently increases (Simpson, 2002).

Tourism is a global growth industry (Mao, 2015), involving 200 million
employees worldwide (Muga, 2009). This industry is important to countries’
economy (Hilmarsson, 2016). It accounts for 5 per cent of the world’s economy
(Miles, 2008) and is the world’s largest generator of wealth and employment,
contributing 11 per cent to the global GDP (Rita, 2000). According to the UN
World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), international tourist arrivals, a measure
of actual bodies on the move, jumped 30 per cent since 2003 to nearly 900m in
2007 (FT.com, 2008), to 1087 million in 2013 (Mehmood, Ahmad & Khan, 2016),
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reaching a total of 1.184 million in 2015 (Czaika & Neumayer, 2017), and
anticipating further growth (Mackay & Spencer, 2017).

With the increasingly growing need to travel, technology advances, and for
the last one and a half decades we have been witnessing the rise of a new dawn of
possibilities, one that affects every aspect of our lives, including traveling, tourism
and hospitality; the age of the internet.

3. Traveling and the tourism industry

Internet tools and applications have increasingly affected the tourism
industry (Elliot, Li & Choi, 2013). Different forms of e-business have emerged
characterized by increased interactivity and communication possibilities between
customers and businesses (Helgueros, 2012). The widespread diffusion of these
information and communication technologies (ICTs) in recent decades (Westjohn,
Arnold, Magnusson, Zdravkovic & Zhou, 2009) has driven a business revolution.

The diffusion of the internet to the public occurred in the mid-1990s
(Clark, 2000), bringing a wide range of new possibilities and opportunities in all
areas of our lives. It has facilitated communication across international borders
(Bishop, Reinke & Adams, 2009) providing a reduction in transaction costs and
spurring the growth in the number of suppliers in electronic markets (Standing,
Stockdale & Love, 2010), while expanding the marketplace and promoting
interactivity for both businesses and consumers (Turban & King, 2003). Because
the Internet lies behind a communication revolution, enabling every individual or
organization to contact other individuals or entities around the globe (Tabor &
Maniam, 2010), it has become an essential part of the communication strategies of
organizations (Riley & Lacroix, 2003). New communication approaches have been
created to improve both the interaction and communication between businesses and
their customers and between individuals. These approaches may include audio and
video tools as well as social networking (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010), including live
chats, emails, blogs or discussion groups, and file sharing (Carter, Foulger &
Ewbank, 2008). Some of the new means of communication are based on Web 2.0
techniques, which provide a richer user experience and include blogs,
communities, mashups, RSS feeds, pod-casts, tagging, social networks, video
streams, virtual worlds, widgets, and Wiki’s (Chaffey et al., 2009, p. 14).
Communication plays a part in formulating perceptions about norms since behavior
depicted in the media conditions perceptions of acceptable behavior (Maria Knight
& Rimal, 2005). Indeed, the internet has fundamentally transformed
communication behaviors (Pan & Fu, 2013). Hundreds if not thousands of Web 2.0
tools have been created in recent years (Oliver, 2010) with a profound effect on
communication and interaction among individuals and businesses and fostering a
business revolution.
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4. Digital integration of the tourism industry

Businesses have recognized the need to integrate the online arena (Coupey,
2016) and the tourism industry is no exception. Information and Communication
Technologies (ICTs) have revolutionized the travel industry, contributing to all
processes in the tourism value chain (Buhalis & Deimezi, 2004). The ICTs have
played a critical role in this industry’s growth, impacting various aspects such as
cost, competition, marketing, e-business, and more (Zelenka, 2009).

The increase and spread of technological developments have affected
significantly the tourism industry (Khare & Khare, 2010). The internet distribution
of tourism information and products became a major consumer source for selecting
a destination (Marine-Roig & Anton Clavé, 2015), and one of the main marketing
channels for tourism and hospitality. The modern traveler is looking for appropriate
information to assist in his decision-making (Khare & Khare, 2010).

Another aspect which has become more significant as the global financial
situation worsens (Ghiurco, 2014), and travel budgets are drastically cut
(Papagiannakis, Baraklianos & Spyridonidou, 2017) is the virtual environment that
eliminates the need to travel. The electronic communication networks, for example,
replace the need to actually travel to meetings (Salafsky, 2010). Web-based
conferencing tools can be used to conduct live meetings, training sessions or
presentations (Li, 2014), offering an effective solution to the radical reductions of
travel budget (ibid). The tourism industry is well suited to the online business
community model, which allows businesses to communicate with their customers
and for participants to exchange ideas (Stockdale, 2007).

The tourism industry is using the Internet in many way such as to promote
specific regions (Tung & Wu, 2016). Social networking sites are offering tourism
promotion opportunities (Stankov et al., 2010) while tourism blogs are used as a
word-of-mouth mechanism (Yilmaz & Ozdogan, 2010). Travelers to record and
share experiences through online travel journals (Cai, 2016). And there are even
virtual worlds, which include virtual tours and embassies that offer tourist
information and links to official government offices (Wyld, 2010).

Despite all these possibilities, some argue that the internet in the tourism
industry isn’t being used optimally and fails in a number of ways, such as in
providing the highest Web quality to enhance customer satisfaction, or in building
long term relationship with customers (Nusair et al., 2010). Many organizations
don’t take advantage of Facebook as the most popular social medium, or don’t
even have a Facebook presence (Stankov et al., 2010). Thus, although tourism
organizations were among the first to utilize the internet (ibid), and the integration
of the internet in this industry is rising, there is still much to be done, particularly in
the area of VRs, a rising medium that has surfaced with a growing popularity in the
last few years, elevating the integration of traditional and digital media to a higher
level.

The uses and gratifications theory (Katz, Blumler & Gurevitch, 1973)
claims that individual expectations influence choice of media for need fulfillment,
which leads to gratification. Katz, Gurevitch, & Haas (1973) explain that the
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contribution of the mass media to each need is relative to the gratifications
obtained from other non-media sources (i.e., friends, holidays, and lectures). The
emergence of the internet has extended this approach by discovering new
gratifications (LaRose & Eastin, 2004) and numerous studies have applied this
theory to the internet (Sweetser, Porter, Chung & Kim, 2008). The rise of VRs
elevates a new media channel for gratification.

5. Virtualization in the business arena

At the start of the digital economy, better communication and interaction
were at the core of the business model of new companies (Martinez-Torres et al.,
2010). In many new companies that are arising today, new technologies and Web
techniques that try to stimulate our senses in a two-way communication between
the content provider and the user are major factors (Ho, 2010). Not only are these
companies seeking to supply better ways of communication or interaction, they are
also offering increased levels of experience itself, by providing ease of access,
simplicity, and a journey to a new realm. Virtual worlds (VRs) are a successful
application of this idea. VR sites that provide a virtual environment, such as
Second Life, offer groups and individuals the opportunity to interact by means of
user-created objects and personas. Second Life and other sites like it are attracting
millions of members (Sourin, 2017) by imitating reality and providing online
alternatives and experiences for individuals.

The assimilation of the virtual environment applies not only to individuals,
but also to businesses and efforts to improve business processes. The emergence of
new simulation and virtualization tools can simplify business processes, provide
more accurate forecasts, and better train employees (Dopico et al., 2016). Virtual
product development, including the designing, prototyping, and development of the
product and manufacturing processes in a digital environment is becoming a
reality. The use of easy-to-use visualization, simulation and 3-D collaboration
tools is expanding (cf. Redmond & Alshawi, 2017).

Virtual worlds offer a number of attractive benefits. For example, virtual
worlds enable businesses to reduce production cycle times and increase user input
in the development process (Noor, 2009). And as they become more sophisticated,
their potential as a platform for various collaborative activities in business (Shen &
Eder, 2009) is increasing. Although some companies have used VRs as means of
conducting online sales and support meetings, its advantages compared to
traditional online Web shops hasn’t been proved yet (Pinkwart & Olivier, 2009).
Although there has been an increase in the number of internet businesses and e-
commerce transactions the past few years (Kim, Dekker & Heij, 2017), 3D virtual
worlds lack critical components for successful e-commerce (Manzoor, 2017). They
are still an unexplored land of opportunities for the business arena, with some big
corporations, such as IBM and Sun Microsystems, pioneering the examination of
this territory. These companies are convincing others to follow but with caution
resulting from the fall of some VR projects (Boa-Ventura & Zagalo, 2010) and
value of brand presence is yet to be investigated (Ramanathan & Purani, 2014).
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Although studies that try to point out parameters for success in virtual social words
exist (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2009), further research is necessary. If the business use
of virtual communities is to expand various factors are necessary, such as a
dedication of resources, building a critical mass, and matching community and
business needs, (Spaulding, 2010).

VRs are being used in a wide variety of recreational, social, gaming and
educational sites (Pinkwart & Olivier, 2009). The World of Warcraft, one of the
most dominant in the virtual gaming industry, has boasted over eight million
paying users (Jordan, 2014), after being released only in 2004 (Poels, ljsselsteijn &
de Kort, 2015). Second Life, with more than 13 million in 2009 (Parmentier &
Rolland, 2009) which grew to over 36 million registered users and still growing
with popularity (Chen, 2016), after only released in 2003 (Case, King &
DeSimone, 2010). These two sites demonstrate the popularity of this medium, that
offers a simulated world where the individual experiments with his identity and
forms of creation and consumption (Parmentier & Rolland, 2009). However,
research is still lagging behind, and only few studies applied formal theory to
understand the significance of virtual worlds to the tourism industry (Huang,
Backman, Backman & Moore, 2013).

Huang et al. (2013) provide evidence that individuals are ready to accept
VR platform technology and it will in fact increase the motivation to travel to
simulated locations. The key is to understand that while providing an experience
and stimulation, VRs don’t replace reality and aren't being used to merely escape
from it (Atkinson, 2008). Rather they are an alternative that can be integrated into
our lives. The exception may be the virtual gaming industry, which may have an
addictive effect on individuals wanting to escape from reality (Sattar &
Ramaswamy, 2004).

The assimilation of the VR in the individual’s life is manifested clearly in
the use of this environment as a primary source of livelihood and commerce
(Steinicke, 2016). Users pay real money for virtual advantages (Hamari &
Keronen, 2016), including products, services, or even virtual lands that are
available for sale in virtual environments, such as Facebook’s FarmVille that
offers the opportunity to harvest virtual crops and to raise virtual livestock
(Griffiths, 2010). These possibilities are sold to the highest bidder, while Second
Life permits its subscribers to buy and sell virtual lands as well virtual currency
inside and outside the virtual Second Life world (Jones, 2010). In other virtual
worlds, such as Entropia Universe, users can sell virtual goods and properties
(Steinicke, 2016). The absorption of virtual objects and figures in the daily routine
and conduct is therefore increasing. The blurring of the border between the real and
the virtual has wide-ranging implications.

The benefits of the VR’s assimilation have been recently identified by
technological giants, showing a genuine interest to integrate it in the company’s
strategy. Examples include Facebook recent acquisition of Oculus VR - leader in
immersive virtual reality technology, for $2 billion (Facebook, 2014), Google’s
development of Google Glass — a wearable, immersive technology which aims to
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combine virtual with reality (Grabowski, 2015), Microsoft HoloLens wearable
hologram (Blake, 2015), and Samsung’s virtual-reality headset (Tsukayama, 2016).
Specifically for traveling or destination exploration, in line with this vision, Google
recently started updating its 3D models of buildings in Google Earth and Maps to
enable virtual exploration, with Hong Kong being the first city to be modeled
(Schroeder, 2014).

6. Implications of the move to VR

In spite of the fact that global travel has been affected by economic
problems in Western Europe and the US, international travel is increasing
(Marinov & Kazandzhieva, 2010). At the same time, the technology to channel
traveling needs to the online arena is advancing at a rapid pace. Virtual
environments are arising and offering various opportunities to replace actual travel
with virtual representations of the journey such as virtual sights, sounds, and
experiences (Knabe, 2010). Replacing the real with the virtual becomes possible
and as technology progresses the blurring of the borders between the real and the
virtual becomes more prominent (Williamson, Yip, Sharoni & Spaulding, 2009).
In terms of tourism, the value and expectations that form the VRs increasingly
affect the tourism industry (Huang, Backman, Backman & Chang, 2016), and
result in a possible shift of significance where the virtual environment becomes the
goal of the traveler and not only an impression that affects the choice.

As virtual experience becomes more sensory, offering easier and cheaper
"travel" opportunities, the virtual environment will be developed as a primary
target that may, to a certain extent, replace the need itself to physically travel. This
undoubtedly will impact on the tourism, hospitality, and airline industries
(Marinov & Kazandzhieva, 2010).

7. Conclusions

Over the past 15 years or so, we have been witnessing a huge leap in
technology. The increased pace of ICT development offers many advantages for
businesses and individuals, providing cheaper, more efficient and cost-effective
tools that have affected every field of our life, particularly the tourism industry and
travel.

The tourism industry, being one of the most significant sectors impacting
the economy, was one of the first to understand the importance of Web presence
and the possibility of providing information to support the individual’s choice of a
travel and touring destination. However, studies show that this medium isn’t being
sufficiently and efficiently exploited. Much more research must be conducted in
order to support the growing needs of this industry. While this industry seeks ways
to improve its digital presence, a new phenomenon has surfaced the last few years,
offering a richer user experience with sensory capabilities, elevating the 2D digital
environment to a three-dimensional virtual reality. The popularity of VRs is
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growing. However, as the hype in business expectations settles, there is the
realization that this is an uncharted territory that need much more research.

This paper highlights a trend which will continue to grow, offering highly
valuable opportunities to those who correctly identify the right moment for action,
especially in the tourism industry and the traveling sector, both of which will be
significantly affected by this evolving trend. Future research on the strategy needed
for assimilating VR into the business may provide valuable insight, while
businesses should carefully consider their strategic and marketing plans, and
implement the appropriate infrastructure to meet with the new global trend,
providing a new experience for their customers, in the age of digital economy.
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