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Abstract

In recent years, the distinction between physical and digital fieldwork in tourism studies
has gradually faded. This shiftis visible not only in tourism production and consumption,
but also in the ways tourists interact with destinations and communities. Drawing on
personal reflections and examples from my doctoral research, this discussion paper
explores both the challenges and the potential of conducting research in digital spaces.
I argue that digital fieldwork provides new opportunities for qualitative geographical
research in tourism today. However, in most cases, it should be used to complement
physical fieldwork, not to replace it. Based on empirical data collected in Finland and
Iceland, I reflect on how digital methods such as online interviews, questionnaires
and netnography can support fieldwork when access to physical sites is limited. At the
same time, I argue that in situ engagement remains fundamental for understanding the
relational and affective dimensions of place and of Practicing reflexive, situated tourism
geographies.
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Introduction and literature review

Digitalisation has profoundly changed our society, shaping new geographies and new
ways to explore and enquire into them (G6ssling 2021; Liu 2024). This transformation
has also influenced how tourism is Practiced and researched (Braunerhielm &
Hoppstadius 2025; Frenzel et al. 2022; Pencarelli 2020; Roelofsen 2024). Although
digital technologies are now embedded in everyday life, their potential applications
and limitations in tourism research are still not fully understood (Frenzel et al. 2022;
Roelofsen 2024). Tourism today can be physical, digital, smart, or even, as Pencarelli
(2020) describes it, “Tourism 4.0.” Following this digital turn (Ash et al. 2018), or
“revolution” (Pencatelli 2020), tourism research has evolved, adopting creative and
sometimes disruptive methods of inquiry (Ivanova et al. 2021).

In qualitative research, digital environments such as social media, online platforms
and virtual communities have become important spaces where tourism practices are
produced, negotiated and experienced (Liu 2024; Tavakoli & Wijesinghe 2019; Van
Nuenen & Scarles 2021). These online spaces also facilitate interaction with stakeholders
and study participants, helping researchers overcome time, space and budget constraints,
especially in remote areas (Varnajot 2020; 2024). However, as Roelofsen (2024) points
out, digital technologies can also define individuals as data sources, consumers or users,
instead of affective human beings embedded in communities and places. Therefore,
digital environments should not be considered simple tools for efficiency, but also as
spaces where meanings, emotions and interactions are produced and negotiated.

Since the COVID-19 pandemic, digital and virtual environments have increasingly
been proposed as substitutes for tourism experiences (Gretzel et al. 2020; Lu et al.
2022; Polus & Carr 2023) and as alternative fields of research (Li et al. 2024). Travel
restrictions, lockdowns and limited access to physical sites accelerated the adoption of
digital methods and encouraged researchers to reconsider where and how fieldwork
could be conducted. The pandemic acted as a catalyst and revealed the possibilities
and limitations of conducting research in digitally mediated environments. This further
contributed to blurring the distinction between physical and digital field.

The physical nature of the field and the evolving definitions of “field” and
“fieldwork” in human geography and tourism studies have been widely debated (Bruun
& Guasco 2024; Hall 2010; Manfreda et al. 2023; Winata 2025). Traditional qualitative
methods have been adapted to digital environments (Padricelli et al. 2021), and in some
cases, readapted to meet the needs of digital communities (Kozinets 1997, 2010, 2015;
Heinonen & Medberg 2018). Padricelli et al. (2021) propose a distinction between
virtual and digital methods, based on whether traditional ethnographic approaches are
transposed or innovated online. Following their definitions, I refer to online fieldwork
as both digital and virtual, since my research included elements of both. In this paper,
“fieldwork” is not limited to the study of physical tourist attractions but is understood
as “relational networks and assemblages of communication, interaction and engagement” (Norum
et al. 2021: 350) that constitute a place. These interactions, along with ideas, discoutses
and dynamics can, in some cases, be studied through digital technologies and virtual
spaces.

While interviews and questionnaites have mostly retained their structure when
employed online, other methods have evolved to adapt to communities that exist
primarily in digital environments. One such method is netnography, the online evolution
of ethnography, originally proposed by Kozinets (1997) and later adapted for vatious
research contexts (Heinonen & Medberg 2018; Kozinets 2015). In tourism studies,
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netnography is often used to understand tourist experiences through the analysis of
textual and visual data shared online (Tavakoli & Wijesinghe 2019).

This paper contributes to ongoing methodological conversations in tourism
geography by arguing that hybrid fieldwork is not just a practical solution, but a
necessary evolution in research practice. In geographically remote and institutionally
diverse contexts, digital and physical methods should be understood as interdependent.
Furthermore, this discussion undetlines the importance of reflexivity as a fundamental
element when accessing, engaging and interpreting a field that is part of complex
Socio-technical systems. The aim of this paper is therefore not to compare methods in
isolation, but to reflect on how hybrid fieldwork practices influence relational, affective
and ethical dimensions of knowledge production in tourism geography.

Methods

The original goal of my doctoral research was not to explore digital or virtual
methodologies. However, this theme emerged throughout the data collection process.
Faced with budget constraints, language barriers and logistical challenges, 1 adopted
a hybrid approach that combined online and in-person methods. In a post-COVID
research context, digital tools such as video-based interviews and online platforms have
become widely accepted and routinised, facilitating access to geographically dispersed
participants. This methodological shift led to a reflection on how digital tools can
complement, but not replace, traditional fieldwork practices in tourism geography. The
scope of my research is to understand if and how technology is employed in museums
in Finland and Iceland to educate and inform visitors, foreign tourists in particular
about local nature, communities, values and issues. Five museums/institutions were
selected in Northern Finland and three in Iceland (Table 1).

The methods I used in this research included online and 7z situ interviews, online
questionnaires and netnography as the core data collection strategies. In addition, desk
research and in situ observation were used as supporting methods to contextualise the
field and inform the interpretation of the empirical material. Together, these methods
formed a hybrid approach that combined digital and physical interaction with the field.
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g Table |.Museums, methods and data.

k=l

8 Museum Country Methods Type of Data Collected Access and Interactions

% A Finland Netnography Visitor reviews and Data from public review

g_ comments websites

o In-person, in-situ Stakeholder’s insight, On-site visit and private

= interview observation, pictures and  guided tour

%_ fieldnotes

bLo Online questionnaire  Visitor feedback Pilot questionnaire. QR

) code distributed personally,

db)o higher response rate

8 B Finland Netnography Visitor reviews and Data from public review

T comments websites

=}

c Online interview Stakeholder’s insight Conducted via Teams,
recorded and then
transcribed

C Finland Online interview Stakeholder’s insight Conducted via Teams,
recorded and then
transcribed

D Finland Online interview Stakeholder’s insight Conducted via Teams,
recorded and then
transcribed. Screen sharing

E Finland Netnography Visitor reviews and Data from public review

comments websites

F Iceland Netnography Visitor reviews and Data from public review

comments websites
In-person, in-situ Stakeholder’s insight, On-site visit and private
interview observation, pictures and  guided tour
fieldnotes
Online questionnaire  Visitor feedback QR code (flyer). Displayed
at reception, low response
rate
G Iceland Netnography Visitor reviews and Data from public review
comments websites
In-person, in-situ Stakeholder’s insight, On-site visit
interview observation, pictures and
fieldnotes
H Iceland Online interview Stakeholder’s insight Conducted via Teams,

recorded and then
transcribed

Desk research and in situ observation

Desk research was conducted during the initial phase of the study through institutional
websites, social media platforms and public documents, mainly to identify suitable
museums, assess their use of digital technologies and establish contact with potential
participants. Browser-based translation tools were used to access Finnish-language
material, and all preliminary communications took place online. During in situ visits,
observational notes, photographs and short videos were collected to document
exhibition layouts, visitor interactions and the presence or absence of technological
tools. These materials are not analysed independently but served as contextual support
for Interpreting interview, questionnaire and netnographic data.
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Online and in situ interviews

Interviews were conducted both in person and online (four in situ, the remainder
online). Online interviews enabled flexible scheduling and eliminated the need for
travel. All interviews were conducted via Microsoft Teams, which also provided
automatic transcriptions. These transcripts were then verified and corrected manually,
though the platform’s accuracy was mostly high and saved time during transcription.
Each interview lasted approximately one hour. Except for one, all included video,
which proved useful for creating a connection with the interviewee and for sharing
digital content. In one case, a participant shared screen recordings, videos, photos and
virtual environments to illustrate the development of their exhibition. This made the
interaction more meaningful and provided valuable visual data.

Four interviews were conducted in person, one in Finland and three in Iceland.
Of the Icelandic interviews, one was informal and not recorded, while the other two
were formally documented. Interviews were held either in the participant’s office or in
public areas of the museum, depending on preference. All interviews followed a guided
tour of the exhibitions. These in-person encounters created deeper connections and
trust. Unlike online interviews, which adhered strictly to scheduled time slots, in-person
interviews often extended beyond the planned hour and included informal exchanges
such as coffee breaks and conversations around different topics. These interactions
created a deeper understanding of the museum as both a place and a social setting. In
one case, I was invited to preview a high-tech exhibition not yet open to the public,
which the participant hoped I would include in my research.

Online questionnaires (QR Code)

To collect visitor feedback, I designed two online questionnaires, one for Finland and
one for Iceland, using the Webropol platform provided by the University of Oulu. This
platform allowed multilingual translation and real-time monitoring of responses. It also
generated QR codes linking to the surveys. In Finland, the questionnaire was a small
pilot project focused on visitor experience. Visitors could choose between English,
French and Italian. I personally approached visitors, explained my research and handed
them the QR code. While some declined, others were cutious and willing to help.
Italian visitors, with whom I share the mother tongue, were particulatly enthusiastic and
supportive. Despite limited time on site, six completed questionnaires were collected.

In Iceland, the QR code was displayed on a flyer at the museum reception, following
negotiations with museum managers and staff. The questionnaire was adapted to the
new setting and offered in seven languages: English, French, Italian, Spanish, German,
Chinese (Simplified) and Icelandic. I translated the first three languages myself, and the
remaining languages were translated either with peers’ help or using ChatGPT. The flyer
remained on display throughout the summer. However, the response rate was low, only
seven submissions, mostly in English.

Netnography

Due to budget constraints and institutional limitations, direct interaction with visitors
was not always possible. In this context, netnography (Kozinets 1997; 2010; 2015)
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proved a useful alternative. Conducted via public review platforms such as Google
Reviews and TripAdvisor, this method allowed me to gather visitor perspectives without
direct contact. These platforms contain thousands of user-generated reviews that can
be analysed and compared. The data can help to understand how visitors perceive
museums and how they learn about destinations through museum experiences (Falk &
Dierking 2016; Paananen et al. 2023; Pettersson & Miiller 2023). It also revealed how
certain tourist practices are reproduced within museum settings (Edensor 2000).
Netnography, however, has limitations. It may result in superficial observations
(Kozinets & Gretzel 2024), lack representativeness (Padricelli et al. 2021), or include
non-authentic or Al-generated reviews (MacCarthy 2023). Nonetheless, it provided a
valuable foundation for analysis, especially when other methods were not feasible.

Advantages, challenges and limitations

In-person vs online interviews

Both in situ and online interviews proved effective for data collection. The open-ended
format allowed participants to delve into the topics and provide meaningful data. In
some cases, a stronger connection was established during in-person interviews, but not
always. Being physically present in the field cleatly provided advantages for understanding
not only the spatial dimension of the museum but also the relational dynamics that
contribute to place-making. One important limitation of online interviews was time
rigidity. Participants scheduled one-hour sessions and adhered strictly to that timeframe.
On the other hand, in-person interviews often extended beyond the planned duration.
With only one exception, participants in physical settings were more generous with their
time, engaging in informal conversations, offering guided tours and expressing interest
in future collaboration. These exchanges added value to the research and provided a
deeper understanding of the museum as both a destination and a social space.

Questionnaires

The use of online questionnaires provided mixed results. While the method itself offers
flexibility, its success depends on how it is implemented. In Finland, where I personally
approached visitors and explained the research, the response rate was relatively high
despite limited time on site. In Iceland, where the QR code was displayed on a flyer
at the museum reception, the response rate was significantly lower. This contrast
suggests that personal engagement has an effect on encouraging participation. When
visitors have the opportunity to meet the researcher, ask questions and understand the
relevance of the study, they are more likely to contribute. Unfortunately, due to budget
constraints, I was unable to spend more time at the museum in Finland, which might
have provided even more valuable data. In Iceland, the passive distribution method,
relying on a flyer, did not generate sufficient responses for analysis. However, whether
this was due to the location of the flyer, lack of staff promotion, or visitor reluctance
to scan a QR code is not cleat.
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Netnography

Netnography was employed during a preliminary phase to explore how visitors interact
with and learn from museum experiences. This method allowed me to gather data that
was otherwise inaccessible due to limited direct interaction with visitors. By analysing
user-generated content on platforms like Google Reviews and TripAdvisor, I was able
to gather data about visitor perceptions, learning outcomes and the reproduction of
tourist practices within museum settings. While netnography provided valuable data,
it also has limitations. The method may result in passive or supetficial observations
(Kozinets & Gretzel 2024), and the representativeness of the data can be compromised
(Padricelli et al. 2021). Reviews may not reflect genuine opinions, and some may be
Al-generated (MacCarthy 2023). Despite these concerns, netnography remains a useful
tool, especially when budgetaty or logistical constraints do not allow direct participation.
It can be used as a basis for further research, provided that researchers remain critical
and aware of its limitations and complement findings with other methods and data.

Discussion and conclusion

This discussion papet has explored the relationship between physical and digital /virtual
fieldwork in tourism geography, drawing from personal experience and empirical
data collected in Finland and Iceland. Digital methods, such as online interviews,
questionnaires and netnography, proved to be practical and affordable, especially
when access to the physical field was limited. However, digital fieldwork should not
be considered a replacement for in-person interaction, but rather a complement to
qualitative inquiry.

Working across different methods made me aware of how each of them influenced
not only access to participants, but also the kind of knowledge that emerged. Online
interviews wete often the most practical way to reach geographically dispersed actors
and made it easier to share digital materials during the conversation. At the same time,
they tended to remain confined within defined timeslots and followed a more formal
interactional structure. In contrast, interviews conducted 77 sitn unfolded more slowly
and informally. They often extended beyond the scheduled time and were followed by
guided tours, shared observations and casual exchanges. Being physically present in
the museum space made it easier to understand the relational qualities of place as they
emerged through encounters with the exhibitions.

A similar contrast emerged through the use of online questionnaires. While digital
questionnaires are often presented as efficient and flexible tools, my experience suggests
that their effectiveness depends on how they are introduced. In Finland, approaching
visitors in person, explaining the research and being available for questions encouraged
participation, even within a limited time frame. In Iceland, where the questionnaire was
distributed passively through a flyer and QR code, the response rate remained low. This
difference suggests the importance of personal presence and explanation, even when
using digital tools, and underlines how participation can be influenced by relational
rather than purely technical factors.

Netnography provided a way to deal with visitors’ perspectives that would otherwise
have remained out of reach, especially in situations where direct interaction was not
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possible. Analysing online reviews was useful to understand how museum experiences
were remembered, interpreted and shared. At the same time, this method also made its
limitations visible. Reviews often remained brief and decontextualised, and questions
of representativeness and authenticity were difficult to address. For this reason,
netnographic material proved most useful when combined with interview data and field
observations.

In human geography, where the focus is understanding the interactions between
people and places, the notion of “place” is increasingly hybrid. Digital environments
provide new opportunities for research, but they also raise epistemological questions
about presence and context. Can digital spaces truly substitute the embodied experience
of being in the field? Can we extrapolate participants from their environments and
trust that the result would be the same? These questions remain open, but they are,
more than ever, fundamental in tourism research. As Norum et al. (2021) argue, the
field is not merely a physical site of knowledge production, it is a locus of relational
networks and experiential engagements. At the same time, Roelofsen (2024) reminds
us that digital technologies often define people as consumers, users or sources of data,
neglecting their affective dimension and embeddedness in communities and places.

Hybrid fieldwork therefore requires a more reflexive approach, one that acknowledges
the socio-technical systems in which research is embedded (Van Nuenen & Scarles
2021). This reflexive attitude is fundamental for tourism research to remain critical in
providing relevant descriptions of places, practices and meanings.

Based on my experience, I argue that hybrid fieldwork, combining digital and
physical methods, is not only necessary but increasingly inevitable. Researchers must
be aware of the relational nature of place and the ethical, affective and practical
dimensions of fieldwork. Digital tools can support this process, but they must be used
with care, creativity and critical awareness. This paper provides a situated example
of how this kind of research can be conducted and invites further reflection on
how hybrid methodologies can be refined, supported and critically assessed within
tourism geography. Hybrid fieldwork is no longer optional, it is almost an inevitable
methodological strategy for tourism researchers working across digitally mediated and
geographically dispersed contexts.
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