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Abstract
In light of the growing influence of smart technologies and behavioral

shifts in consumer decision-making, this study applies the Paradigm
Funnel framework to systematically categorize and structurally
analyze the existing literature. Using a systematic review approach
and the eight-step framework of Boland et al. (2013), twelve peer-
reviewed articles published between 2000 and 2025 were selected and
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classified across four conceptual levels: empirical observations
(25%), analytical methods (33.33%), specific theoretical frameworks
(25%), and foundational assumptions (16.67%). Notably, no
comprehensive or standalone review studies were identified. This
distribution indicates the dominance of data-driven and empirical
approaches over foundational theory-building in the field of digital
tourism research. Based on these results, the study outlines future
research directions, emphasizing the need for conceptual modeling,
hybrid methodologies, and interdisciplinary integration. It also
underscores the growing impact of artificial intelligence, augmented
reality, and big data analytics on customer decision-making and
research design. Overall, the findings contribute both theoretical and
practical insights for advancing customer experience strategies and
digital marketing within the tourism industry.

Keywords: Digital customer journey, smart tourism, paradigm funnel,
structural analysis of the customer journey model, customer journey

mapping

1. Introduction

Digital tourism has revolutionized the travel industry, driven by
technologies such as artificial intelligence (Al), the Internet of Things
(IoT), and immersive digital platforms. As customer interactions
evolve beyond traditional linear pathways, researchers require multi-
layered conceptual frameworks to capture these changes. The
Paradigm Funnel (Berthon et al., 2003) enables a systematic
classification of literature across four epistemological levels:
empirical, analytical, theoretical, and foundational. This study applies
the Paradigm Funnel to map the current knowledge structure of digital
customer journey research.

Research Questions:

e How have customer journey models evolved within digital
tourism?

o What is the distribution of research across epistemological levels?
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e Where are the conceptual and theoretical gaps?

2. Literature Review

2.1. Theoretical Background

Customer journeys are no longer linear; Al, Augmented Reality (AR),
and digital interfaces have transformed them into dynamic, multi-
touchpoint paths (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). Foundational theories
such as Consumer Decision-Making Theory (Bettman, 1979),
Technology Acceptance Model (Davis, 1989), and Service-Dominant
Logic (Vargo & Lusch, 2004) inform the field. Yet, these theories are
often applied in isolation, lacking holistic integration.

2.2. Empirical Background

Existing studies typically segment the journey into pre-travel, during-
travel, and post-travel phases. Methodological approaches range from
exploratory (e.g., chatbot use) to analytical modeling and prescriptive
frameworks. However, review studies remain scarce, and theory-
driven synthesis is limited. More recent research has begun to explore
emerging areas like Al-based personalization (Chakraborty, 2024),
blockchain (Tham & Sigala, 2020), and immersive tourism
experiences.

3. Methodology

The study follows a qualitative, systematic review approach, using
Boland et al.’s (2013) eight-step process and Kitchenham’s (2009)
protocol. Literature was sourced from Scopus, Web of Science,
ScienceDirect, and Emerald, with inclusion criteria focused on peer-
reviewed English-language articles from 2000 to 2025. Ultimately, 12
studies were classified using the Paradigm Funnel into four
knowledge levels:

Empirical Observations (25%)

Analytical Methods (33.33%)

e Specific Theories (25%)

o Foundational Assumptions (16.67%)

No review-level articles were found, signaling a gap in synthesis.
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4. Results

The review revealed that empirical and analytical studies dominate the
field, with minimal attention to theoretical and foundational
development. For instance, studies like Dabaghi et al. (2022), Carlson
et al. (2018), and Cui et al. (2022) use advanced analytical methods
but remain largely disconnected from broader theoretical
development. Theoretical contributions (e.g., Tueanrat et al., 2021;
Grant et al., 2024; Singh et al., 2024) offer promising frameworks but
are often fragmented and context-specific. Foundational studies (e.g.,
Klaus & Maklan, 2011; Vakulenko et al., 2019) are rare, underlining
the need for deeper philosophical engagement. No systematic review
studies on customer journey models in digital tourism were identified.

S. Discussion

There is a conceptual imbalance in the field. While data-driven
approaches dominate, the transition from empirical insights to
theoretical frameworks remains limited. As a result, the knowledge
base is fragmented. Future research must focus on epistemological
integration, longitudinal analysis, and theory construction that
incorporates technological and humanistic dimensions. Without such
integration, the field risks over-reliance on technocratic, short-term
models that lack broader applicability.

6. Conclusion

The application of the Paradigm Funnel framework has uncovered
structural weaknesses in digital customer journey research. The
dominance of empirical and analytical work, coupled with the absence
of synthesis and foundational reflection, signals a need for
comprehensive conceptual advancement. Researchers should focus on
bridging empirical evidence and theory to create robust, generalizable
models. Doing so will not only strengthen academic contributions but
also support the development of more responsive and ethically
informed digital tourism strategies in the age of Al and immersive
technology.
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