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				Leisure in Spanish smart tourist destinations: the importance of technological tools as enablers of the tourist experience

				Christianne Luce Gomes1

				Abstract

				The Smart Tourist Destination (STD) is highlighted in the scientific literature as an innovative concept, supported by advanced technological infrastructure, accessible, and committed to the sustainability of tourist areas. This article discusses the leisure activities experienced by tourists in Spanish STDs by investigating whether technological tools facilitate the tourist experience and whether tourists recognize the visited Spanish destination as an STD. The methodology is mixed-methods (qualitative and quantitative) and included observations, questionnaires, and interviews conducted between June and December 2023 with visitors to eight destinations selected according to pre-established criteria: Almería, Benidorm, Cuenca, Gijón, Las Palmas de Gran Canaria, Palma de Mallorca, San Sebastián, and Santander. Content analyses were performed using Nvivo, SPSS, RStudio, and Excel software. The leisure activities most frequently experienced by participants correspond to the cultural characteristics of the studied Spanish destinations, with particular emphasis on historical-cultural heritage and gastronomy. Leisure activities in natural settings, artistic events, and film festivals also stood out. Few participants used technological tools to facilitate the tourist experience at the visited Spanish destination. This finding indicates that the advancement of digital technologies does not always immediately alter tourists’ leisure behaviors and experiences, as suggested in publications on Smart Tourism and STDs.

				Keywords: Smart tourist destination; Smart tourism; Leisure activities; Tourist leisure; Spain.

				Introduction

				Tourism, besides being a productive activity linked to the service sector with a significant impact on the global economy, is a possibility for fulfilling the right to leisure (Gomes, 2025). From this perspective, tourism can be considered a social achievement that contributes to the social and cultural enrichment of travelers through acquaintance with places, people, monuments, and cultural creations of humanity (Font-Garolera, 2012).

				Initially, the reasons that lead potential tourists to choose a destination are related to the influencing power of its basic resources, which can be intrinsic or created (Brandão et al., 2016). Intrinsic resources encompass the physical and environmental characteristics of the destination, such as landscape, climate, fau-na, flora, and other geophysical assets, as well as the sociocultural peculiarities of the place: historical and artistic-cultural heritage, gastronomy, way of life, tra-
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				ditions, etc. Created resources include tourist infrastructure (accommodation, attractions, transport system), leisure activities, and events.

				Cultural heritage is what a social group considers to be its own culture, which sustains its identity and differentiates it from other groups. Heritage covers not only historical monuments, urban layout, and other physical assets. It encompas-ses lived experience, and this includes “languages, knowledge, intangible tradi-tions, ways of using physical goods and spaces” (Canclini, 1994, p. 99).

				For example, Beeton (2005) points out that different events, such as film fes-tivals, generate tourism because they attract tourists to the locations where they are held. The San Sebastián International Film Festival, for instance, is responsi-ble for a 90% increase in the city’s hotel occupancy during the period it is held. And the event is just one of more than 130 film events held in Spain throughout the year, mobilizing different destinations across the Spanish territory.

				Several Spanish destinations that host these festivals aim to become, or are already considered, “Smart Tourist Destinations” (STDs). This recognition, in Spain, is officially attributed by the State Society for the Management of Innova-tion and Tourism Technologies (Segittur), an agency linked to the Spanish gover-nment’s Secretariat of State for Tourism. For Segittur, placing the visitor at the central axis of tourism facilitates the creation of smart systems in STDs, aiming to improve their integration with the destination at all stages of the trip. The cha-llenge is to encompass the distinct areas and subjects that influence a destina-tion’s territorial development, such as tourists, residents, and tourism managers (Ávila Muñoz & García Sánchez, 2015).

				Spanish destinations that follow the STD model developed by Segittur seek to implement integrated actions in terms of technology, innovation, sustainability, ac-cessibility, and governance. According to this model, these actions allow the tou-rist to interpret, interact, and integrate with the destination. In this context, digital technologies can impact the behavior of many tourists, especially those who are always connected, through the dissemination of information via applications and social networks such as Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp, among others.

				Tourists have an expanded perception of the attributes of tourist attractions and are, therefore, increasingly demanding. The sophisticated clientele checks online reviews of the products/services they intend to consume, generates information, values the use of social networks, seeks connection with the visited destination, and longs for personalized tourism and leisure experiences (Jovicic, 2017).

				The growing demand for unique and personalized tourist experiences stimu-lates services focused on commodities and frequently culminates in the aesthe-ticization of destinations (Chandralal & Valenzuela, 2015). This opens up possi-bilities for people’s everyday practices in the places where social life unfolds to be reduced to mere staging. This is how they “acquire the status of a product, a sign, and an image intended to be consumed, even if in the form of a merely visual consumption” (Peixoto, 2003, p. 219).

				However, as the tourist seeks to fulfill dreams through travel, they aspire to be the author of their own tourist experience. Therefore, the desire to live me-morable experiences at the destination is a primordial element of travel (Jensen, 1999). Bezerra (2019) adds: “an authentic and remarkable experience, to the point of being memorable, requires a set of variables that go beyond marketing factors” (p. 492). For a travel experience to have meaning and significance for the 
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				tourist, to the extent that they qualify it as “memorable” by remaining in their memories, several aspects must be taken into consideration, such as, for exam-ple, the learning the traveler acquires about the place, the aesthetic and visual aspects encountered, the possibilities of temporarily disconnecting from their daily routine, and the leisure activities experienced in loco.

				In this context, the research was driven by several questions: What leisure activities do tourists experience in STDs in Spain? Are they facilitated by new te-chnologies? What are the meanings and significance of the most striking leisure experiences? Was the tourist experience lived in the visited city different in any way due to its recognition as an STD? Considering these questions, this article discusses the leisure activities experienced by tourists in STDs in Spain, by in-vestigating whether the tourist experience is facilitated by technological tools, in addition to verifying whether tourists recognize the visited Spanish destination as an STD. As will be addressed later, the methodology employed in this research relied on observations, questionnaires, and interviews to broadly understand the object of investigation.

				Theoretical Review

				Goldner et al. (2002) argue that the first idea that comes to mind when thin-king about tourism concerns the movement of people to “stroll, see friends or relatives, take holidays, and have fun. They can use their leisure time playing sports, sunbathing, talking, singing, walking, strolling, reading, or simply enjo-ying the environment” (p. 23).

				The cultural manifestations that constitute leisure are social practices expe-rienced as enjoyment and fruition of culture. The meanings and significance attri-buted to them dialogue with the values and interests of individuals, groups, and institutions in each specific context. Therefore, leisure is a component of culture that allows for the enjoyment of life through different cultural activities, such as parties and events, music, dances, games, body practices, performing and visual arts, literary texts, outings, trips, electronic and virtual entertainment, communi-ty activities, or even the contemplation of objects, people, their practices, and the social dynamics woven into the world (Gomes, 2024).

				Therefore, leisure activities such as these are experienced by people in the daily time/space that enables them to be experienced, either in their usual place of residence or in other distinct places, through outings and trips. Leisure, there-fore, is more comprehensive than tourism (Camargo, 2019).

				In the research, leisure is recognized as a human need and a dimension of culture that constitutes a field of social practices experienced playfully by indivi-duals, being present in daily life at different times, places, and contexts. The dis-tinct ways of satisfying the need for leisure are culturally determined. Therefore, leisure is a component of culture characterized by the playful experience of cul-tural manifestations in the social time/space. It should be clarified that cultural practices are not inherently playful: they are constructed in the interaction of the individual with the lived leisure experience (Gomes, 2024).

				On the other hand, tourism, as a sociocultural, economic, and territorial phe-nomenon, provides people with a change of landscape, rhythm, and lifestyle (Pro-
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				novost, 2018), and is understood here as one of the types of leisure interest (Vera et al., 2013). The tourist experience materializes amidst a more flexible social dynamic with possibilities for leisure to be enriched, in each destination, by con-tact with other cultures. In this context, the contemporary tourist experience has followed the intense transformations of society and the technological revolution.

				In addition to changing lifestyles and influencing behaviors, technological transformations impact various areas, including tourism (Wang et al., 2016). This is because they enable ubiquitous connection, information aggregation, and real-time synchronization, which are the main drivers of experiences in the sco-pe of Smart Tourism (Neuhofer et al., 2015).

				The term “Smart Tourism” is defined by Gretzel et al. (2015) as tourism suppor-ted by a destination’s integrated efforts, envisioning innovative ways to collect, ag-gregate, and leverage data derived from physical infrastructure, social connections, organizations, and human capital, in combination with the use of advanced techno-logies. According to the authors, the challenge of Smart Tourism is to transform the collected data into meaningful experiences for visitors.

				Tourist experiences generate meaning through the interaction of visitors with smart technology and the broader Smart Tourism ecosystem, which enables value co-creation. The term is used by Gretzel et al. (2015) to designate a collaborative process in which the different parties involved work together to seek solutions, develop products, or new ideas that facilitate and enrich the tourist experience.

				The Internet of Things (IoT) is considered essential for Smart Tourism becau-se it connects the physical/concrete to the digital. It is a technology that allows objects and equipment to be connected to the network to send and receive data independently and intelligently. It is through IoT that a guest has access to appli-cations that allow them to interact with operations within the hotel, such as, for example, opening doors, turning on lights, regulating room temperature, and changing the TV channel. Some airlines use it to track checked luggage, allowing the traveler to monitor the process (Araújo et al., 2020).

				Other examples are virtual and augmented reality technology in the explora-tion of the digital environment of services and tourist attractions, applications for mobile devices developed in various languages that present information about destinations, attractions, and on-site leisure activities, smart mobility, and vehicle monitoring systems. Such devices allow quick access to tourist feedback, making it possible to better understand their demands and evaluations of service quality. According to Buhalis and Amaranggana (2014), these experiences are personalized and can be monitored in real-time.

				Thus, Smart Tourism is a technology-based phenomenon. It is enabled by sen-sor technology, the ubiquity of free Wi-Fi, and smartphones with mobile and fast connectivity. Digital data repositories are also vital for creating a “smart” tech-nology infrastructure because they can assist tourism managers in making deci-sions. The analysis of this information is fundamental for guiding the strategies adopted by suppliers of tourist products and services (Araújo et al., 2020).

				The implementation of STDs integrates the concept of Smart Tourism, which, in turn, is derived from Smart Cities. The STD is highlighted in publications on the subject as an innovative destination, in the sense of relying on a cutting-ed-ge, accessible, and sustainable technology infrastructure for tourist areas. Thus, the destination’s infrastructure is endowed with intelligence to promote efficient 
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				and sustainable development, increasing the quality of life for residents and the quality of the tourist experience for visitors. “Smart tourist destination is the consideration of the visitor/tourist as its center” (Ávila Muñoz & García Sánchez, 2015, p. 61).

				For a venture to be called “smart,” it needs to meet certain criteria. Although digital technologies are important, they are not sufficient for the transformation of a destination into an STD. To enrich the tourist experience, it is necessary to monitor market transformations and apply tourism intelligence concepts that impact the travel cycle. Such elements add value to ventures based on the perso-nalization of tourist goods and services (Gretzel et al., 2015).

				As addressed in this section, the importance of technology is widely underli-ned in studies on STDs. However, besides the term being limited to digital tech-nologies, research on the topic is still incipient, and there is a need to understand how these technologies impact and integrate with the human and cultural expe-rience of tourists and residents. Even though technological innovations provide benefits to tourist and leisure experiences, they also present significant challen-ges in the way people interact with and experience destinations (Gomes et al., 2024, 2025).

				Experiencing is the central practice of tourism. Tourists’ subjective experien-ces are permeated by values, feelings, and sensations essential for them to es-tablish connections with the destination. This can happen before the visit (for example, through videos, images, interactive tools, and comments on social ne-tworks), during the stay, or a posteriori, when the destination is recommended or the desire to visit it again arises (Carrasco-García et al., 2022).

				For Tung et al. (2017), the main goal that contemporary tourists intend to achieve on their holidays is related to the search for unique, personal, and un-forgettable experiences. Memorable tourism and leisure experiences are consi-dered pleasant and satisfactory moments that promote positive long-term be-haviors, such as the intention to revisit and recommend a destination. When the tourist experience is marked by positive emotions and surprising moments, it generates pleasant recollections that remain in the tourist’s memory (Chen & Rahman, 2018; Kim, 2018).

				The psychological processes triggered by the tourist experience play a de-termining role in the construction of long-term memories and the creation of connections between the tourist and the destination. Positive memories evoke nostalgia, generate satisfaction, and increase the desire to relive and recall the experience (Tung et al., 2017). Fernandes and Cruz (2016) add that environmen-tal and landscape elements, the attractive atmosphere, and pleasant interaction with residents are determining factors for tourist satisfaction and the quality of the leisure experiences they live.

				In this context, the research explored some of these aspects, as described in the methodology detailed below.
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				Methodology

				The research combines qualitative and quantitative approaches, stemming from the social sciences, which have been refined to encompass a range of as-pects of the studied theme (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).

				The selection of the investigated Spanish destinations occurred in July 2020, referring to the research project’s development period. At the time, 35 Spanish cities were officially recognized by Segittur as STDs, and this was the first cri-terion adopted for selecting the destinations included in the investigation. The second criterion consisted of identifying, among the 35 STDs, those that annually hold at least one film festival, as these are cultural events that boost tourism in the destination where they are held.

				Following these criteria, eight Spanish destinations distributed across the country were selected: North—Gijón (Asturias), Santander (Cantabria), and San Sebastián (Basque Region); South—Almería (Andalusia) and Benidorm (Valen-cia); Central-East—Cuenca (Castile-La Mancha); Palma de Mallorca (Balearic Is-lands); Las Palmas de Gran Canaria (Canary Islands). The methodological design of the investigation included fieldwork in the STDs, and the data collection stra-tegies were observation, questionnaire application, and interviews.

				According to Gomes and Amaral (2005), fieldwork needs to consider the peo-ple to be observed, the locations, and the sociocultural dynamics woven there. In the research, non-participant observation was chosen, which was carried out through immersion in the STDs between the months of June and October 2023. The observed items were defined in a prior script, and the observations were made without interference. The records were made both during the fieldwork and later, after the observations were completed.

				To delimit the universe of subjects, the choice was for tourists from Ibero-Ame-rican countries whose official language was Portuguese or Spanish and who were over 18 years old. This included tourists from different Latin American countries, Portugal, and Spain itself, who traveled to one of the eight STDs selected in this research. Data collection was integrated through questionnaires and interviews.

				The questionnaire followed the guidelines of Laville and Dionne (1999) and, after initial screening, the questions addressed sociodemographic aspects, hi-ghlighting gender, age group, and educational level. The questionnaire explored content that links leisure studies with tourism to understand travel motivation, leisure activities performed, and the most striking experiences. It also sought to ascertain the use or non-use of social media and technological tools at the desti-nation, as well as aspects related to the four axes that support the Spanish STD model: technology, innovation, accessibility, and sustainability. Additionally, the instrument aimed to understand the respondent’s perception of this destination as an STD.

				Initially, the questionnaire was disseminated online, in interest groups on Fa-cebook, via email, and also WhatsApp. Subsequently, it was applied in person in the eight STDs. The questionnaire could be answered by travelers who met the research criteria; and only those who answered it fully were part of the sample. The sampling was casual (Oliveira, 2001), using the simple random sampling te-chnique. In total, 188 questionnaires were answered, of which 118 were consi-dered valid.
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				Regarding the characteristics of these volunteers, 71.2% were born in Spain. Even though this country is one of the most valued international destinations in the world, this result highlights that domestic tourism is also important for Spain, given that the questionnaires were applied mainly in person. As for the country of the other respondents, 18.6% were born in Brazil and 10.2% in other Latin American countries. It should be noted that 80.5% of the interviewees stated that they reside in the country where they were born. Regarding age, 52.5% of the volunteers who contributed to the research are under 39 years old. The ma-jority of them therefore belong to the “Generation Y”—which generally includes the group of people born between 1981 and 1995, also called “Millennials”—and to the “Generation Z,” which covers those born approximately between 1995 and 2010. Thus, the volunteers who answered the questionnaire compose a group immersed in the context of Information and Communication Technologies and connected to the internet, familiar with mobile devices and digitalization.

				The categories of analysis addressed in this article included the leisure acti-vities performed and shared online, the most striking ones, and the distinction of the tourist experience in an STD. The quantitative data were tabulated and processed with the aid of Excel, and analyzed with the support of RStudio and Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) software. At this stage, descrip-tive and multivariate statistics were used, including multiple correspondence analysis. For the creation of the perceptual map, the multidimensional scaling procedure of SPSS was used, which obtains proximity measures.

				In the third stage, interviews were conducted with volunteers who had al-ready answered the questionnaire, whose responses demonstrated potential to delve deeper into the theme. The 11 in-depth interviews allowed for a more consistent understanding of the experiences mentioned in the questionnaire by the volunteers who visited the STDs in the study, analyzing their common and distinguishing elements. The interviews were conducted via the Google Meet platform, being recorded with the volunteers’ agreement. The testimonials were transcribed in full, preserving the anonymity of the interviewees, who were iden-tified only by the name of the visited destination.

				Prior to the interview, the volunteers received the Free and Informed Consent Form. The collected information received ethical treatment of confidentiality, and the research was previously approved by the Ethics Committee of the uni-versity responsible for the investigation.

				The distribution of the interviews reflected the variety of destinations studied, with at least one interview conducted about each destination. As for the group profile, all interviewees are over 30 years old, with the majority between 40 and 59 years old. All completed higher education, and five interviewees completed a doctorate. The trips occurred mostly between the years 2022–2023.

				The interviews were analyzed qualitatively using the NVivo software, with the employment of the content analysis technique (Bardin, 2011), in its three pha-ses: material exploration, coding, and inferences. The tool enabled the analysis of the textual content and the extraction of existing codes, increasing the reliability of the coding process. Data triangulation (Flick, 2009) was employed to group the different results and establish the study’s inferences. The analysis considered the framework of the bibliographic research and the collected data, the results of which are presented next.
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				Results and Discussion

				All human beings are potential tourists: considering this premise, Gontijo and Rego (2001) emphasize that it remains, therefore, to recover the motivations that instigate experiencing new horizons and landscapes.

				Regarding the main motivation for travel, 83.1% of the volunteers who answe-red the questionnaire stated it was leisure. This result reaffirms the point of view of authors who recognize the relevance of leisure studies for the tourism area, such as Camargo (2019), Uvinha et al. (2018), and Kalaoum and Trigo (2022).

				The second most mentioned travel motive was participation in events, with about 10% of the responses. Few volunteers traveled alone. In some cases, those who traveled alone did so to attend events or work.

				The leisure activities experienced at the destination that were most cited were the following, and in this order: sightseeing, tasting local gastronomy, enjoying the sun and sea, visiting parks, and resting. Some of the least cited options were going to museums and watching films. This demonstrates that the basic resour-ces of each destination, both intrinsic and created (Brandão et al., 2016), were explored by the volunteers. The results can be seen in Table 1, prepared from the responses of the 118 volunteers who answered the questionnaire.

				Table 1. Leisure activities experienced at the destination

				
					Activities experienced in the STD

				

				
					n

				

				
					%

				

				
					Sightseeing

				

				
					93

				

				
					78.8

				

				
					Gastronomy

				

				
					80

				

				
					67.8

				

				
					Sun and sea

				

				
					76

				

				
					64.4

				

				
					Parks

				

				
					55

				

				
					46.6

				

				
					Rest

				

				
					49

				

				
					41.5

				

				
					Museums

				

				
					37

				

				
					31.4

				

				
					Making friends

				

				
					25

				

				
					21.2

				

				
					Parties/Festivities

				

				
					21

				

				
					17.8

				

				
					Experiencing cultures

				

				
					19

				

				
					16.1

				

				
					Watching films

				

				
					10

				

				
					8.5

				

				
					Others

				

				
					2

				

				
					1.7

				

				Source: Research data.

				The analysis of the responses regarding leisure experienced at the destina-tion also revealed that some of the activities tend to be carried out jointly. In this case, they can be studied by the proximity of the items experienced by each inter-viewee. This result can be observed in Graph 1, which presents two dimensions.

				In Dimension 1 (horizontal), the proximity between items such as gastronomy and sightseeing is observed, which form one cluster; and another group formed by parties, films, friendships, and experiencing other cultures. In Dimension 2, the separation of items such as rest and sun/sea from parks and museums is observed, which are further away from the other activities.

				The combination of both dimensions is presented in the perceptual map be-low, which basically results in three clusters of activities possibly carried out 
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				together: 1) rest and sun/sea, 2) parties/festivities, friendships, films, and ex-periencing other cultures, and 3) gastronomy, sightseeing, parks, and museums.

				Graph 1. Perceptual map of leisure activities2

				Source: Research data.

				The research also investigated the use of technological tools to facilitate the tourist experience in the visited city, an aspect that is consistently valued in pu-blications on Smart Tourism and STDs. However, only 12.7% of the volunteers stated that they had benefited from the tools. Even though contemporary techno-logical transformations are increasingly intense, as stated by Wang et al. (2016), the result shows that they do not always immediately alter tourists’ behaviors and leisure experiences.

				Regarding the interviewees who stated that they had benefited from tech-nological tools, contrary to what is emphasized in the Smart Tourism literature (Araújo et al., 2020), none of them used apps to interact with operations in ac-commodation facilities, to access vehicle monitoring systems, or experienced any experience based on virtual and augmented reality technology. Nevertheless, a good portion of the volunteers (51.7% of participants) mentioned the use of inte-ractive applications to explore the destination, followed by information websites (48.3%), private Wi-Fi, and QR codes (both with 39.8% of citations).

				Considering only those who stated they had used technological tools, 100% of the Brazilian and Latin American tourists used them, while 82.1% of the Spanish tourists made use of them. The main age group to use a technological tool are adults between 50 and 59 years old (94.1% of them), which is somewhat surpri-sing, due to possible limitations in terms of digital accessibility that may affect 

				
					
						2.	Translation of points within the graph:: Rest; Sun and Sea; Gastronomy; Sightseeing / Stroll; Parks; Parties; Friendships; Other Cultures; Movies; Museums
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				this group; followed by young people up to 29 years old, 92.5% of whom stated they had used them, which, in this case, was expected.

				Regarding the online sharing of leisure experiences carried out at the desti-nation (Table 2), the results obtained through the questionnaire show that more than half of the volunteers disclosed them on online social networks during the trip, with no differences in terms of gender. The main social network used was Instagram, followed by Facebook. The age group that shared the most content about their leisure experiences during the trip, as expected, was young people up to 29 years old. In relation to schooling, the group with secondary education is the one that shares the most (85.7%), which is consistent with the age. The group with a master’s degree also presents a high level of sharing on online social networks. The least likely to share were the respondents with a doctorate, as half of this group said they preferred not to share their experiences.

				Table 2. Sharing of leisure experiences on online social networks

				
					Shared

				

				
					Not Shared

				

				
					Total

				

				
					n

				

				
					%

				

				
					n

				

				
					%

				

				
					n

				

				
					%

				

				
					Gender

				

				
					Women

				

				
					53

				

				
					64.6%

				

				
					29

				

				
					35.4%

				

				
					82

				

				
					100.0%

				

				
					Men

				

				
					25

				

				
					69.4%

				

				
					11

				

				
					30.6%

				

				
					36

				

				
					100.0%

				

				
					Age Group

				

				
					18 to 29 years

				

				
					36

				

				
					90.0%

				

				
					4

				

				
					10.0%

				

				
					40

				

				
					100.0%

				

				
					30 to 39 years

				

				
					12

				

				
					54.5%

				

				
					10

				

				
					45.5%

				

				
					22

				

				
					100.0%

				

				
					40 to 49 years

				

				
					17

				

				
					65.4%

				

				
					9

				

				
					34.6%

				

				
					26

				

				
					100.0%

				

				
					50 to 59 years

				

				
					7

				

				
					41.2%

				

				
					10

				

				
					58.8%

				

				
					17

				

				
					100.0%

				

				
					60 years or more

				

				
					6

				

				
					46.2%

				

				
					7

				

				
					53.8%

				

				
					13

				

				
					100.0%

				

				
					Educational Level

				

				
					Doctorate

				

				
					11

				

				
					47.8%

				

				
					12

				

				
					52.2%

				

				
					23

				

				
					100.0%

				

				
					Primary Education

				

				
					4

				

				
					50.0%

				

				
					4

				

				
					50.0%

				

				
					8

				

				
					100.0%

				

				
					Secondary Education

				

				
					12

				

				
					85.7%

				

				
					2

				

				
					14.3%

				

				
					14

				

				
					100.0%

				

				
					Higher Education

				

				
					47

				

				
					69.1%

				

				
					21

				

				
					30.9%

				

				
					68

				

				
					100.0%

				

				
					Master’s Degree

				

				
					4

				

				
					80.0%

				

				
					1

				

				
					20.0%

				

				
					5

				

				
					100.0%

				

				
					Companionship

				

				
					Friends

				

				
					15

				

				
					78.9%

				

				
					4

				

				
					21.1%

				

				
					19

				

				
					100.0%

				

				
					Coworkers

				

				
					1

				

				
					50.0%

				

				
					1

				

				
					50.0%

				

				
					2

				

				
					100.0%

				

				
					Partner

				

				
					37

				

				
					68.5%

				

				
					17

				

				
					31.5%

				

				
					54

				

				
					100.0%

				

				
					Family members

				

				
					17

				

				
					54.8%

				

				
					14

				

				
					45.2%

				

				
					31

				

				
					100.0%

				

				
					Alone

				

				
					8

				

				
					66.7%

				

				
					4

				

				
					33.3%

				

				
					12

				

				
					100.0%

				

				
					Origin

				

				
					Latin America

				

				
					9

				

				
					75.0%

				

				
					3

				

				
					25.0%

				

				
					12

				

				
					100.0%

				

				
					Brazil

				

				
					18

				

				
					81.8%

				

				
					4

				

				
					18.2%

				

				
					22

				

				
					100.0%

				

				
					Spain

				

				
					51

				

				
					60.7%

				

				
					33

				

				
					39.3%

				

				
					84

				

				
					100.0%

				

				
					Total

				

				
					78

				

				
					66.1%

				

				
					40

				

				
					33.9%

				

				
					118

				

				
					100.0%

				

				Source: Research data.
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				The research also showed that the trips most shared by the interviewees are those they take with friends. Brazilians are the ones who shared the most infor-mation on social networks related to travel content, while the Spanish are the ones who shared the least, despite being the majority of the research participants. The age group that shared the least is between 50 and 59 years old, which was expec-ted, considering some of the challenges posed for many people of this generation regarding interaction with technology and, above all, with social networks.

				It is worth noting that few people published content on specialized tourism websites and platforms, such as TripAdvisor. This issue is extremely important, as one of the central aspects of STDs is the sharing of information by travelers on the internet, since this data can be stored in the cloud, generating value co-crea-tion. Furthermore, this information, through Big Data, can be worked on by des-tination managers to improve the attractions and services provided (Gretzel et al., 2015).

				The meanings and significance of memorable tourist and leisure experiences for each tourist denote the relationships established with the visited destination. Sun-Tung and Ritchie (2011) emphasize the relevance of conducting more stu-dies “to find out about the experience, its essence, what exactly makes certain experiences special, spectacular, adequate, and memorable” (p. 1368).

				Travel can signify a positive experience when it acquires a striking meaning for each individual and when it overcomes banality, conventional, and stereo-typical aspects. The experience is considered positive when it exalts the personal and symbolic richness of the traveler seeking moments and places that enrich their history. However, when this does not happen, a feeling of frustration pre-vails in the traveler, limiting the understanding of the contradictions inherent in the trip and the experience it provides. Whether or not it is a positive experience, not every trip will be a striking and memorable experience. Before taking on a geographical, cultural, or social character, the trip is a journey of the individual with themselves, which, in itself, justifies itself as a fundamental experience in people’s lives (Trigo, 2010).

				Regarding the striking leisure experiences for the volunteers, all those cited denote positive meanings and significance for these individuals. Although the responses were diverse, interest in the historical-cultural heritage of the des-tinations stands out. All STDs selected for the research have a historical center that is an important tourist attraction in these cities. Furthermore, exploring and getting to know the cultural heritage of the STDs was a memorable leisure expe-rience for the research participants.

				The recognition of cultural diversity is relevant, as is the search for the mea-ning of human experiences: sociability, work, leisure, religiosity, etc. The process of discovering these meanings is not always simple, but the result is enriching because it “allows one to know and participate in a new experience, sharing it with those who live it as if it were ‘natural,’ since it is their culture” (Magnani & Torres, 1996, p. 18).

				In the fieldwork carried out in different destinations (Cuenca, Las Palmas, Pal-ma de Mallorca, San Sebastián, and Santander), it was found that the historical center is preserved and consists of expressive cultural heritage. For the inter-viewees, it was important to stroll through the narrow streets of each histori-
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				cal center, listen to different languages, smell and taste different flavors, observe people, and the social and cultural dynamics woven by them.

				This type of memorable experience was also reported by people who visited Almería and Gijón. Although some buildings in the historical center of the two ci-ties are deteriorated by time or human action (graffiti), investments were found in the valorization of their historical-cultural heritage, such as the legacy that the western films shot in the desert near Almería left for this city, and the way cider is served in Gijón and other destinations located in northern Spain.

				Benidorm also has a historical center, but the experiences considered most striking were enjoying the sun, swimming in the sea, and nightlife leisure activi-ties. In the fieldwork, it was observed that Benidorm was crowded, giving way to mass tourism.

				According to Vasconcelos et al. (2023), in each destination certain resources and tourist segments are prioritized, to the detriment of others. Priorities are established mainly by market agents, with the endorsement of public authorities, disregarding local communities and generally harming them. “Such a situation is recurrent in sun and beach destinations in countries that prioritize mass tou-rism” (Vasconcelos et al., 2023, p. 9).

				The overcrowding of the destination, especially during peak season, generates significant local impacts that affect the resident community: increased prices, traffic congestion on public roads, crowds at attractions, unavailability and high cost of accommodation. The so-called sun and sea tourism is, undoubtedly, the most significant in terms of number of visitors and generated income, because it is generally associated with mass tourism, with standardized travel packages ai-ming to reach the largest possible number of consumers. This tourism model has been questioned since the late twentieth century, in parallel with the valorization of personalized tourist experiences aimed at more sustainable tourism (Faria, 2021). The promotion of alternative forms of tourism and the diversification of tourist offerings are some of the main challenges for sun and sea destinations, which is valid for some STDs selected in the research, especially Benidorm.

				With the exception of Cuenca, which is not located on the coast, the beaches and warm climate are an important attraction of several studied STDs, which was confirmed in the responses of those who visited Almería, Benidorm, Gijón, Las Palmas, Palma de Mallorca, and San Sebastián. Even though Sardinero beach in Santander was praised, the cold and rainy climate was considered more con-ducive to exploring the material and immaterial heritage of this city, such as its typical cuisine.

				Thirdly, gastronomy was one of the most striking leisure experiences of the trip. Typical delicacies of each destination were cited, such as cider from Gijón and San Sebastián, resolí liqueur and alajú sweet from Cuenca, seafood and spices from Almería, the mallorquina ensaimada, cheeses from Santander, and cachopo from Gijón, a typical dish from the Asturias region in northern Spain.

				“Culture materializes on the plate, and human behaviors linked to food are the result of multiple interactions and learning,” emphasize Gastal and Beber (2019, p. 204). The authors argue that food practices are important mediators of social relations and allow for the understanding of society’s dynamics. Food, thus, is a cultural text that confers meanings on the social practices of a certain group. The 
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				moment of eating and drinking is also an opportunity to enjoy leisure with family and friends. “In this condition, eating must occur as joy and fun” (p. 216).

				Considering the enjoyment of gastronomy in restaurants, Gândara (2009) comments that these establishments are sought after by both residents and tou-rists. The different motivations that awaken the interest of individuals configure social spaces as leisure spaces, since different human relations can be establi-shed within them. The gastronomic experience enjoyed as leisure is made possi-ble by the food and drinks that are tasted, and not merely ingested. This is one of the reasons why this experience was striking for several volunteers.

				Leisure activities in nature were memorable experiences for 13 volunteers who answered the questionnaire. The surroundings of cities such as Cuenca, Las Palmas, and Santander, in particular, were explored for hiking, contempla-ting landscapes, swimming in rivers/lakes, and even camping in spaces allowed for this type of activity. Ten volunteers also said they were enchanted by artistic events, such as theatre, music, and especially the San Sebastián film festival. The film festival, in particular, allowed those interested to watch the scheduled films, participate in lectures, courses on cinema, and award ceremonies, photograph celebrities, and even walk the red carpet. People also said it was extremely plea-sant to go to bars and restaurants to talk about the festival films and make new friends with lovers of the seventh art.

				The common element to these different tourist and leisure experiences is sociability, materialized through the pleasure of being with family, friends, and people from specific social groups, such as LGBT, whether to talk, rest, enjoy mo-ments of peace and tranquility, contemplate beautiful things, and the urban so-cial dynamic.

				Sociability, for Simmel (2006), is a “playful form of socialization, understan-ding the way individuals meet with the intention of satisfying their interests, in which form and content are inseparable processes in concrete experience” (p. 65). Sociability can be constituted by people in different situations, from work meetings, community activities, and trips, symbolizing life when it arises in the flow of pleasurable interactions.

				The last point to be discussed in the article starts from the question: was the tourist experience lived in the visited city different in any way due to its recog-nition as an STD? As found in the research, only one interviewee who visited Las Palmas considered that their experience was different due to it being an STD. The arguments used to justify the response refer mainly to the technological facilities verified at the hotel and the supermarket, for reducing the time spent, for exam-ple, on check-in or paying bills at these establishments, making it possible to en-joy more leisure time at the destination. However, the interviewee was unaware that Las Palmas was an STD, as they had not had access to this information du-ring the trip, which was not even mentioned at the local tourist service center.

				Two interviewees who visited San Sebastián and Santander discussed relevant aspects of the tourist experience lived in the destinations, based on the Spanish model studied in the research: the perception and access to tourist information; efficient public transport and easy urban mobility; as well as public cleanliness in the two destinations.

				In general, most interviewees responded negatively to the destinations being STDs, because they did not perceive anything that had impacted or enriched the 
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				tourist experience. The justifications for the negative response refer to not ha-ving noticed anything special compared to other cities considered “smart” or not, stating they were “normal.”

				Therefore, the results show that there is a multiplicity of elements to be explo-red in depth when it comes to understanding the experience lived by tourists in STDs, whether in Spain or in several other countries.

				Conclusion

				The research demonstrates that tourists who visited the eight STDs studied in Spain were able to enjoy different leisure activities. Among the most cited are si-ghtseeing, tasting local gastronomy, enjoying the sun and sea, visiting parks, and moments of rest. The memorable leisure experiences revealed positive meanings, with a focus on interest in the destinations’ historical-cultural heritage. Discove-ring the meanings is not always simple, but the result is enriching because it allows for knowing and participating in new experiences throughout the trip.

				The tourist experience lived in the STDs was not significant for the research subjects, except in specific cases where some technological facilities were highli-ghted, such as, for example, doing online check-in or self check-in upon arrival at the accommodation. In other words, most interviewees did not notice anything special compared to other cities considered “smart” or not. This is because, to-day, many destinations provide tourist information and are well signposted, have free internet connection, offer applications to explore local attractions and leisu-re activities, and develop practices committed to sustainability and broad acces-sibility, especially in Europe.

				Despite technological transformations being increasingly intense in contem-porary societies, few volunteers (12.7%) used technological tools to facilitate the tourist experience in the surveyed Spanish destinations. The result demonstra-tes that technologies do not always immediately alter tourists’ behaviors and lei-sure experiences, as has been stated in publications on Smart Tourism and STDs.

				As many people are always connected in information societies, which is poten-tiated by smartphones, it is necessary to consider that tourists visiting a certain destination may precisely aim for the opposite, that is, temporarily disconnecting from the digital environment (Jovicic, 2017). In this way, they will be able to have direct contact with the natural attractions of a certain area without the support of mobile phones, as was emphasized by two female volunteers in the research.

				The growing dependence on digital devices and systems can, in many cases, alienate tourists from their own experiences and interpersonal connections du-ring their travels. Thus, it becomes fundamental to find ways to integrate the ca-pabilities of digital technology and the needs of the tourist experience, in order to ensure that technological advancements enhance the quality of travel experien-ces and the cultural enrichment provided to travelers. Integration is essential so that STDs not only incorporate technological advancements but also provide meaningful and authentic tourist and leisure experiences.
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Abstract

The Smart Tourist Destination (STD) is highlighted in the scientific literature as an
innovative concept, supported by advanced technological infrastructure, accessible,
and committed to the sustainability of tourist areas. This article discusses the leisure
activities experienced by tourists in Spanish STDs by investigating whether technological
tools facilitate the tourist experience and whether tourists recognize the visited Spanish
destination as an STD. The methodology is mixed-methods (qualitative and quantitative)
and included observations, questionnaires, and interviews conducted between June and
December 2023 with visitors to eight destinations selected according to pre-established
criteria: Almeria, Benidorm, Cuenca, Gijén, Las Palmas de Gran Canaria, Palma de
Mallorca, San Sebastidn, and Santander. Content analyses were performed using Nvivo,
SPSS, RStudio, and Excel software. The leisure activities most frequently experienced
by participants correspond to the cultural characteristics of the studied Spanish
destinations, with particular emphasis on historical-cultural heritage and gastronomy.
Leisure activities in natural settings, artistic events, and film festivals also stood out. Few
participants used technological tools to facilitate the tourist experience at the visited
Spanish destination. This finding indicates that the advancement of digital technologies
does not always immediately alter tourists’ leisure behaviors and experiences, as
suggested in publications on Smart Tourism and STDs.

Keywords: Smart tourist destination; Smart tourism; Leisure activities; Tourist leisure;
Spain.

INTRODUCTION

Tourism, besides being a productive activity linked to the service sector with a
significant impact on the global economy, is a possibility for fulfilling the right to
leisure (Gomes, 2025). From this perspective, tourism can be considered a social
achievement that contributes to the social and cultural enrichment of travelers
through acquaintance with places, people, monuments, and cultural creations of
humanity (Font-Garolera, 2012).

Initially, the reasons that lead potential tourists to choose a destination are
related to the influencing power of its basic resources, which can be intrinsic or
created (Brandao et al,, 2016). Intrinsic resources encompass the physical and
environmental characteristics of the destination, such as landscape, climate, fau-
na, flora, and other geophysical assets, as well as the sociocultural peculiarities
of the place: historical and artistic-cultural heritage, gastronomy, way of life, tra-
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