
International Multidisciplinary Research in Academic Science (IMRAS) 

Volume. 9, Issue 03, March (2026) 

24 
 
 

THE IMPACT OF DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION ON INTERNATIONAL TOURISM 

COMPETITIVENESS: A STRATEGIC FRAMEWORK FOR DESTINATION GROWTH 

 

https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.19139661 

 

Abbos Mamatkulov 

Tourism Researcher & International Business Specialist 

Master of Business Administration (Candidate), International Business, Lincoln University 

Bachelor of Business Administration in Tourism, ISMA University of Applied Science 

 

Abstract: Digital transformation has significantly reshaped the global tourism 

industry, influencing how destinations compete, attract visitors, and deliver experiences. 

This study examines how digital technologies, especially online travel platforms, data-

driven strategies, and smart tourism systems affect international tourism competitiveness. 

Tourism is widely recognized as an early adopter of digitization (e.g., flight and hotel 

bookings moving online), making the competitive effects of digitization especially 

pronounced in tourism markets.  Digital platformization has altered tourism distribution 

and value capture, while “smart tourism” foundations emphasize the use of ICT, data, and 

connectivity to create new visitor value propositions.  By integrating strategic management 

theory (resource-based view and competitive forces) with destination competitiveness 

perspectives and global benchmarking indicators such as ICT-related pillars included in the 

Travel & Tourism Development Index the paper proposes a strategic framework for 

destination growth in the digital era. Platforms such as Booking.com and Airbnb illustrate 

how digital intermediaries can transform visibility, market access, pricing dynamics, and 

capacity management, while also introducing dependency and governance challenges.  The 

findings suggest that destinations adopting coherent digital transformation strategies can 

strengthen competitiveness through improved distribution reach, enhanced experience 

design, better decision-making, and more adaptive governance but only when digital 

investments are paired with institutional capacity, trust mechanisms, and inclusive 

innovation ecosystems.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Tourism destinations compete in a marketplace increasingly shaped by information 

flows, platform ranking systems, data capabilities, and digital service orchestration. A core 

reason is structural: tourism products are information-intensive, experience-based, and 

highly sensitive to search, reputational signals, and real-time uncertainty features that 

digital technologies amplify. Foundational tourism technology research has long argued 
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that ICT and the online channel rapidly transformed tourism’s competitive environment 

and distribution systems.  

Policy institutions have similarly recognized digital transformation as a pillar of 

tourism competitiveness and sector development. In a thematic discussion on “tourism 

and digital transformation,” the UN tourism agency emphasized the role of technological 

change, digital platforms, data intelligence, and geolocation in reshaping tourism value 

chains and labor/skills needs, and highlighted innovation and digital transformation as 

fundamental to maintaining competitiveness.  In early 2024, the UN tourism agency also 

rebranded from UNWTO to UN Tourism, reaffirming its global leadership role for tourism 

development.  

At the same time, competitiveness is increasingly benchmarked using indicator 

frameworks that explicitly include digital readiness. The World Economic Forum Travel & 

Tourism Development Index includes an ICT Readiness pillar, reflecting the role of ICT 

infrastructure and digital services in enabling tourism sector development.  The policy and 

research implication is direct: if ICT readiness is a measured enabler of tourism 

development, then digital transformation is not merely an operational upgrade it is part of 

the competitiveness structure. 

This paper asks: 

1. How does digital transformation shape international tourism competitiveness? 

2. Through what mechanisms do digital platforms, data/AI, and smart tourism 

systems influence destination growth? 

3. What strategic framework can destination leaders use to translate digital 

investments into durable competitive advantage? 

The contribution is a synthesized, strategy-oriented model connecting (a) 

platformization and distribution dynamics, (b) data/AI-driven decision-making and 

personalization, (c) smart tourism experience systems, and (d) governance and ecosystem 

capabilities into a coherent pathway for destination growth.  

Digital transformation and tourism competitiveness 

Digital transformation as a sector-level competitiveness driver 

A consistent theme across tourism policy and research is that digitalization changes 

both how tourism is consumed and how tourism is produced. The Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development described the “digital revolution” as a key driver 

of tourism growth that changes how people travel and how services are delivered, and it 

frames tourism policy around enabling tourism businesses especially SMEs to adapt to 

digital transformation.  

A complementary development perspective emphasizes inclusion and capability 

diffusion: UNCTAD notes that tourism digital transformation is disruptive but can 

democratize opportunities and enable broader participation in tourism workforces and 

entrepreneurship, particularly through digital training and startup ecosystems.  
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Platformization and changing tourism distribution power 

Digital distribution in tourism has evolved from early online booking to complex 

multi-sided platforms. Recent scholarship frames this evolution as platformization, with 

concentrated market structures in tourism distribution (historically shaped by GDS and 

later OTAs), and highlights regulatory and governance implications.  

The competitiveness consequences for destinations are double-edged: 

 Upside: global reach, friction reduction, and faster demand generation. 

 Downside: dependency on platform rules (ranking, commissions, algorithmic 

mediation), and value capture shifting toward intermediaries.  

Platform-enabled innovation adoption research further demonstrates how platforms 

can shape partner firm behavior e.g., adoption of discount features designed to enhance 

visibility—showing the micro-mechanisms through which platforms influence market 

outcomes.  

Smart tourism systems and smart destinations 

Smart tourism is widely conceptualized as the increasing reliance of destinations, 

tourism industries, and tourists on emerging ICT forms that transform large amounts of 

data into value propositions, while also requiring theoretical clarity and governance 

readiness.  

At the destination level, the International Telecommunication Union has 

operationalized “smart tourism destinations” in guidance for cities, emphasizing that smart 

tourist destinations should be treated holistically as ecosystems and highlighting pillars 

such as governance, innovation, technology, sustainability, and accessibility (with Spanish 

smart destination frameworks cited as examples).  

A key competitiveness insight follows: smart tourism is not simply “tech adoption.” It 

is a transformation of how destinations measure, coordinate, and deliver services 

especially under constraints like congestion, risk, and sustainability pressures.  

Data, AI, and the next wave of competitive differentiation 

Data-driven strategies are increasingly central to tourism competitiveness because 

they enable improved segmentation, forecasting, personalization, and operational 

optimization. The OECD’s G7 policy paper on AI and tourism highlights AI’s innovation 

potential and discusses opportunities and risks (including data protection and consumer 

protection measures relevant to personalized tourist experiences).  

Recent systematic reviews reinforce that AI applications in tourism increasingly 

support automation of interactions, personalization, and strategic decisions but raise 

challenges including infrastructure requirements, cost, ethics, and privacy 

concerns.  Tourism-specific literature also suggests that tourism is still early in 

understanding and applying GenAI, and calls for structured research agendas.  

Competitiveness concept and strategic management lens 
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Tourism competitiveness is typically defined as a destination’s ability to attract and 

satisfy tourists, generate benefits, and sustain long-term performance. One influential 

model by Dwyer and Kim develops determinants and indicators of destination 

competitiveness to enable comparisons across destinations and industries.  

To connect competitiveness to strategic capability, two strategic lenses are 

particularly useful: 

 Resource-Based View (RBV): competitive advantage arises from valuable, rare, 

inimitable, and non-substitutable resources (including capabilities and organizational 

processes).  

 Competitive forces perspective: a strategist must consider multiple competitive 

pressures beyond direct rivals, including buyers, suppliers, substitutes, and entrants—

highly relevant to platform-mediated tourism markets.  

In this paper, digital transformation is treated as capability construction (RBV) 

under platformized competitive forces, generating destination-level competitiveness 

outcomes when integrated into governance and service ecosystems.  

Methodology and scope 

This study uses a conceptual and integrative research design supported by secondary 

data analysis and cross-source triangulation: 

1. Integrative literature synthesis across eTourism, smart tourism, tourism 

competitiveness, platformization, and AI in tourism (academic sources, including 

foundational tourism ICT and smart tourism papers).  

2. Policy and indicator framework analysis drawing on major institutional sources for 

tourism development and digital policy: WEF TTDI (ICT readiness pillar) and OECD tourism 

policy work emphasizing digitalization as a driver of tourism transformation.  

3. Industry evidence integration using a structured industry survey output on travel 

digital transformation (Skift/AWS) to contextualize investment priorities and operational 

realities in the travel and hospitality sector.  

4. Illustrative platform case evidence from peer-reviewed platform adoption research 

and platform impact research (e.g., platform-enabled innovation adoption and 

Airbnb/hotel impact research) to ground mechanisms.  

The scope is intentionally destination-focused rather than firm-only, reflecting that 

competitiveness is shaped by a destination ecosystem including DMOs, suppliers, 

infrastructure, residents, and governance institutions.  

Findings: How digital transformation drives competitiveness 

This section presents the main mechanisms through which digital transformation 

influences international tourism competitiveness. Each mechanism links digital levers to 

measurable outcomes and strategic risks. 
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Digital  visibility and demand capture as a competitiveness mechanism 

Mechanism. Digital channels reshape tourist decision journeys by changing what 

travelers see first, trust, and book. Social media and consumer-generated content 

increasingly appear in search results and act as travel information sources, altering how 

travelers discover destinations and how tourism marketers must approach online 

marketing strategy.  

Competitiveness effect. Destinations with stronger digital content ecosystems, SEO 

performance, review management, and platform distribution can secure higher 

consideration sets and conversion—particularly in international markets where travelers 

rely heavily on online discovery.  

Managerial implication. Visibility becomes not only a marketing activity but a “digital 

supply chain” issue: content, metadata, review governance, and channel manager 

integration are now part of destination competitiveness infrastructure.  

Platformization and distribution dependency 

Mechanism. Platformization centralizes market access in a small number of 

distribution intermediaries, creating network effects and concentrated value capture. 

Research on tourism platformization describes market concentration in OTAs and 
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highlights regulatory responses and the need to understand how platform business models 

reshape tourism operations.  

Competitiveness effect. Platform participation can increase bookings and global 

reach, but it can also reduce margin control, shift bargaining power, and create 

vulnerability to algorithmic or policy changes by platforms.  

Strategic risk. Over-reliance on one distribution platform can become a “single point 

of failure” in competitiveness, especially when combined with external shocks. OECD 

destination resilience work emphasizes the importance of diversified strategies and the 

capacity to anticipate and manage risks.  

Smart tourism experience design and operational efficiency 

Mechanism. Smart tourism systems use ICT, sensors, connectivity, and data to 

improve decision-making and create new visitor value. Smart tourism is defined as 

increasing reliance on ICT that enables data-to-value transformations in tourism 

destinations and industries.  

The ITU’s smart tourism destination guidance frames smart destinations as holistic 

systems and identifies governance, innovation, technology, sustainability, and accessibility 

as key pillars—implying that competitiveness requires institutional readiness, not only 

technology procurement.  

Competitiveness effect. Destination competitiveness can improve via: 

 Reduced friction (real-time navigation, multilingual support, safer mobility). 

 Better capacity management (crowd/flow monitoring, timed entry systems). 

 Improved satisfaction and reputation outcomes (more predictable service quality).  

Data-driven destination management and open data as innovation infrastructure 

Mechanism. Data-driven management requires not only collecting data but 

organizing it for reuse and ecosystem innovation. Research on smart tourism destinations 

as open data providers emphasizes that smart destinations generate multidimensional 

data and that open publication can foster value-added products and services—while also 

noting barriers and opportunities.  

Competitiveness effect. Open data and data-sharing frameworks can: 

 Enable third-party innovation (apps, mobility services, recommendation systems). 

 Improve transparency and stakeholder trust (residents, businesses, policymakers). 

 Increase adaptive capacity during shocks (rapid monitoring and response).  

Policy alignment. OECD’s destination resilience work explicitly highlights collecting 

and sharing more timely and granular data by leveraging new technologies and promoting 

open data initiatives and data-sharing frameworks to support decision-making.  

AI and personalization as an emerging competitiveness layer 

Mechanism. AI can transform tourism operations and customer experiences through 

personalization, automation, and resource optimization, but requires robust data 

governance and consumer protection measures.  

Competitiveness effect. AI may improve competitiveness by: 
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 Increasing conversion via personalization and better recommendation systems. 

 Improving operational efficiency (forecasting, staffing, pricing, guest services). 

 Supporting sustainability goals through smarter resource management.  

Risk layer. The OECD policy paper stresses that AI adoption brings risks (e.g., 

data/consumer protection needs) and requires proactive policy and governance 

responses.  

Digital transformation and inclusion of SMEs in global value chains 

Mechanism. Digital transformation changes how tourism SMEs integrate into global 

value chains and digital ecosystems. OECD tourism policy work explains that digitalization 

is transforming tourism business models and explores ways to support tourism SMEs to 

adapt.  

Competitiveness effect. Destinations with stronger SME digital readiness (channel 

management, digital payments, data literacy, service design) can deliver higher overall 

destination quality and reduce “weak links” that degrade visitor experience. 

Development effect. UNCTAD emphasizes that tourism digitalization can democratize 

opportunities and expand workforce participation through digital channels and online 

training.  

A synthesis: a destination digital competitiveness “logic chain” 

Across the mechanisms above, the evidence supports a logic chain: 

1. Digital readiness (ICT + skills + standards + governance) enables 

2. platform reach + data systems + smart experiences, which improve 

3. visibility, conversion, productivity, and resilience, producing 

4. international competitiveness when benefits are distributed and sustained. 

This aligns with index-based benchmarking that explicitly measures ICT readiness as 

an enabling environment for travel and tourism development.  

A strategic framework for destination growth 

Building on the findings, this paper proposes the DESTINATION-GROWTH Digital 

Competitiveness Framework (DG-DCF): a practical model to guide destinations in 

converting digital transformation into sustained international competitiveness. 

Pillars of DG-DCF 

Pillar one: Digital infrastructure and interoperability 

Core elements: broadband and mobile coverage, digital identity/payment readiness, 

interoperability across booking/ticketing/mobility systems, and cybersecurity capacity. This 

aligns with the TTDI’s emphasis on ICT readiness as an enabling factor.  

Pillar two: Platform strategy and distribution governance 

Core elements: channel diversification (avoid lock-in), destination-level 

negotiation/partnership strategy, platform data-sharing norms, and local regulation 

alignment (e.g., short-term rentals governance). Platformization research underscores why 

this pillar matters in concentrated digital distribution markets.  
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Pillar three: Data capability and analytics maturity 

Core elements: destination data governance, shared KPI definitions, dashboards, and open 

data pathways. Open data research on smart destinations supports the view that data 

publication enables innovation and stakeholder value creation.  

Pillar four: Smart experience and service redesign 

Core elements: visitor journey redesign enabled by real-time information systems, 

accessibility-first design, and service reliability. ITU smart destination guidance emphasizes 

holistic governance and system pillars (including accessibility) as part of smart destination 

maturation.  

Pillar five: Innovation ecosystem and capability diffusion 

Core elements: partnerships among government, SMEs, universities, and platforms; 

training pathways; startup pilots; procurement and experimentation culture. UNCTAD’s 

digital tourism framing and platform-enabled innovation adoption research show how 

ecosystems shape innovation diffusion and uptake.  

Pillar six: Trust, sustainability, and social license 

Core elements: transparency, privacy protection, ethical AI use, resident well-being 

indicators, and accountability mechanisms. OECD emphasizes AI governance requirements 

and consumer/data protection needs in tourism contexts.  

A practical maturity model for implementation 

A destination can self-assess via four staged levels: 

Level 1: Foundational digitization 

 Basic online presence, booking links, social media management, limited data use. 

Level 2: Integrated digital operations 

 Coordinated CRM, basic dashboards, channel management capability, consistent 

visitor information. 

Level 3: Intelligent destination management 

 Predictive analytics, visitor flow monitoring, open data publishing pilots, structured 

partnerships. 

Level 4: Adaptive and resilient smart destination 

 Governance-driven smart tourism ecosystem with transparency, AI-enabled 

personalization and optimization, robust privacy and data-sharing frameworks, and 

demonstrable well-being/sustainability alignment.  

Recommended destination KPIs 

To ensure competitiveness is measurable, DG-DCF recommends a dashboard 

spanning: 

 Visibility & demand: international search share, social engagement, OTA conversion, 

review scores, sentiment.  

 Value & distribution: spend proxy, length of stay, seasonality smoothing, channel 

mix concentration.  

 Operations & experience: queue times, mobility reliability, accessibility satisfaction.  
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 Governance & trust: open data release cadence, privacy compliance indicators, AI 

risk controls, resident sentiment proxies.  

Policy and managerial implications 

Policy implications 

1. Treat digital competitiveness as public infrastructure, not marketing. 

OECD tourism policy work frames digitalization as transforming tourism business models 

and highlights the need for forward-looking policies to shape sustainable and competitive 

destinations.  

2. Build data-sharing and open data frameworks. 

OECD destination resilience work emphasizes collecting and sharing granular data by 

leveraging technologies and promoting open data initiatives and data-sharing frameworks.  

3. Advance AI governance with robust data and consumer protection. 

The OECD G7 paper identifies policy issues including robust data and consumer protection 

measures as AI is used for personalized tourist experiences and broader sectoral 

transformation.  

4. Support inclusive digital capability building for SMEs and workers. 

OECD stresses that SMEs can lag in digital transition and need support; UNCTAD 

emphasizes that digitalization can open workforce opportunities and enable online training 

and entrepreneurship.  

5. Integrate platform governance into destination strategy. 

Platformization research shows distribution market concentration and regulatory 

implications, indicating destinations need policy capacity to manage platform effects and 

ensure balanced value distribution.  

Managerial implications for destination leaders and tourism businesses 

1. Build a platform portfolio strategy. 

Instead of maximizing one channel, manage a diversified portfolio (OTAs, direct channels, 

experience platforms, partnerships) to reduce dependence and improve negotiation 

power.  

2. Invest in “data-to-decision” workflows. 

Smart destinations rely on multidimensional data production; competitiveness improves 

when this data becomes actionable via dashboards and governance cycles.  

3. Use AI strategically but responsibly. 

AI can optimize operations and personalize experiences; systematic reviews also stress 

cost, infrastructure, and ethical/privacy challenges—requiring controlled implementation 

and governance.  

4. Adopt smart tourism pillars as a management blueprint. 

ITU guidance highlights governance and innovation pillars along with technology, 

sustainability, and accessibility; destinations should treat these as management domains 

rather than project checklists.  

Limitations and future research 
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This paper is conceptual and relies on secondary sources, which limits causal 

inference. It proposes mechanisms and a framework, but outcomes will vary by destination 

type (urban vs rural), governance capacity, platform dependency, and available resources. 

OECD and ITU sources repeatedly emphasize that destination contexts differ and that 

governance and resources are crucial for implementing strategy.  

Future research priorities include: 

 Empirical testing of DG-DCF pillars against competitiveness outcomes (e.g., TTDI 

indicators, arrivals, spend proxies).  

 Causal studies of platform dependence and distribution governance effects on 

destination value capture.  

 Destination-level AI governance models evaluating both visitor experience and 

resident well-being impacts.  

 Open data interventions and ecosystem impacts (innovation outcomes and SME 

inclusion).  
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