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Abstract

Technological advances in tourism have led to the introduction of virtual tourism which
experienced a global surge during the Covid-19 pandemic. The exploratory study, which is
informed by both the business and theoretical contribution and anchored on the Dynamic
Capabilities Theory, sought to establish how game reserves in Africa, and especially within
South Africa, have sensed and seized the opportunity and how they have transformed, in
addition to establishing the sustainability of virtual tourism. The results from the 13 interviews
indicate that virtual tourism is a nascent offering in Africa mostly benefiting the private sector
with minimal public sector participation. Virtual tourism has led to business remodelling by
agile game reserves positioning for the opportunity. Dynamic capabilities have created
economic scaling for game reserves that have successfully implemented it either alone or in
partnership with independent service providers. Further, virtual tourism has been determined
as a sustainable form of tourism. The researcher drew attention to the research contribution
of the research, advice to management, and advancing recommendations for further research

into the concept of virtual tourism.
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Chapter 1. Introduction

1.1 Background to the research problem

Tourism is a social and commercial activity involving the mobility of people from different
locations into unfamiliar or familiar destinations to experience the unique settings and
attractions in those environments for a limited time (UNWTO, 2020). Tourism has been a major
enabler and beneficiary of globalisation, especially after World War 2 with the improvement in
the land, water, and air transportation as well as investments in infrastructure (Song et al.,
2018). This created a huge market for physical and mass tourism, with the sector experiencing
years of sustainable growth until 2019, with 1,5 billion international tourists in 2019 creating
USD 1.7 trillion in export revenues (UNWTO, 2020). However, the threat of global
catastrophes, climate change, and pandemics among other global challenges pose a
significant obstacle to world tourism, especially the physical and mass tourism market. The
global Covid-19 pandemic led to travel restrictions to 100% of world destinations, leading to a
decline in international tourism by 74% to 381 million international tourists in 2020 (UNWTO
2020).

Technology has become a great enabler that has brought tremendous breakthroughs for
the tourism industry, creating an interface that permits virtual non-corporeal access to
environments of choice using computers, and phones among other devices (Zhang et al.,
2022). The world has entered the age of intelligent tourism automation where multiple
technologies are harnessed to enhance the tourist experience virtually, known as virtual
tourism (Tussyadiah, 2020). The definition of virtual tourism, for the sake of this study, includes
tourism that is facilitated by technology permitting real-time emotional and physical immersion
as well as telepresence of tourists, either independently, complimentarily, or in combination,
such as the internet, Virtual Reality (VR) and Augmented Reality (AR), Mixed-Reality (MR),
Artificial Intelligence (Al), Internet of Things among other technologies (Bec et al., 2021).
Virtual tourism platforms are a combination of technologies that are combined to create an
ability to be immersively present in a location remotely (Tussyadiah, 2020). Figure 1 below
indicates technologies, although not exhaustively, that are combined to enable virtual

presence that is used to facilitate virtual tourism.
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Figure.1l Technology framework for intelligent automation in Tourism. Source: Tussyadiah,
2020

Bec et al. (2021) state that “Virtual Reality (VR) is a computer-generated simulation of an
environment, whilst Mixed Reality (MR) presents the co-existence of the real and virtual
worlds” (p.2). Bec et al. (2021), further state that “Augmented Reality (AR) is a type of mixed
reality where the real environment is overlayed in a digital context” (p.2). Ma and Sun (2020)
state that Artificial Intelligence (Al) is “automated systems that make split-second context-
dependent decisions”, further stating that they are “implemented using state-of-the-art
machine learning algorithms” (p.482).

The combination of the above technologies creates intelligent automation in the tourism
sector in the form of virtual tourism, creating an ability to remove human physical contact with
destinations (Tussyadiah, 2020). In addition to creating a phenomenal experience that
stimulates the senses and engages the faculties emotionally, virtual technology creates
platforms that enable tourists to experience virtual guides, security control, interaction, and
predictive analysis including personalisation of the encounter among other possibilities open



to the imagination (Tussyadiah, 2020). Figure 2 below, summarises some of the experiences
that are enjoyed while using virtual technology that is applied to virtual tourism.
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Figure.2 Application of automation in tourism experiences. Source: Tussyadiah 2020

This facilitates fast and exceptional information dissemination enabling the experience and
communication. While the tourism market declined in 2020, sales in virtual reality, augmented
reality and mixed reality were projected to increase 21 times from US$2.9 billion in 2016 to a
staggering US$61.3 billion in 2020 (Flavian et al., 2019).

In 2021, global tourism recovered by 4%, which was an increase from 400 million in 2020
to 415 million (UNWTO, 2022). Nevertheless, the increase was less than the 2019 figures by
72% (UNWTO, 2022). Tourism contributed US$3,5 trillion before the Covid-19 pandemic



compared to the 2021 estimate of US$1,9 trillion to the world economy (UNWTO, 2022).
Tourism contributed 3,7% to South Africa’s Gross Domestic Product in 2019, employing 4,7%
of the national workforce whilst contributing U$209 billion to the national economy (Stats SA,
2020). However, due to the Covid-19 pandemic challenges which resulted in a hindrance to
mass tourism through travel restrictions and the closure of tourist destinations, tourists
declined by 72,6% in 2020 (Stats SA 2020). The digitalisation of tourism creates a renewed
focus that allows continuous improvement and reinvention enabling competitiveness, growth,
and sustainability (UNWTO, 2022). Virtual tourism allows destinations to earn revenue
remotely without physical contact (Bec et al., 2021). The Covid-19 pandemic has created a
paradigm shift in the way tourism is viewed and analysed (Zenker and Kock, 2020). Virtual
tourism, which does not require physical travel, experienced phenomenal growth globally
during the Covid-19 pandemic due to social distancing requirements, travel restrictions, and
economic lockdowns (Zhang et al., 2022), however, studies are yet to integrate the

learnings (Loureiro et al., 2020).

1.2 Theoretical perspective

Numerous conferences and increasing trends of studies, both qualitative and quantitative,
have been conducted for the past two decades in virtual tourism (Loureiro et al., 2020). Topical
interest areas in journals by various authors on virtual tourism are, among others, atmospheric
design recommendations, cultural heritage and smart cities, seminal and trend papers,
location-based information and image quality, mobile technology, tourism destination
marketing, the acceptance in tourism, telepresence, and virtual communities, application of
technology to tourism, and augmented reality (Loureiro et al., 2020). This is an indication of
the broadness and importance of virtual tourism as an area of study.

However, future studies are recommended in five main areas of virtual tourism. These
include the following: developing a virtual tourism-specific model that can be used to
understand the behaviour of tourists concerning virtual tourism, an effective adaptation of
virtual tourism depending on variables such as age, gender including other socio-
psychological variables, and understanding diverse cultural uptake of different entertainment
elements included in virtual tourism (Loureiro et al., 2020). These main areas also explore
how virtual tourism in different tourist destinations can be applied and benefit the education
sector, and how virtual tourism can assist tourists in discovering other attractions and sites to
visit (Loureiro et al., 2020).

In more recent years, studies on virtual tourism have focused on the impact of Covid-19 on
virtual tourism (El-Said and Aziz, 2022), virtual tourism acceptance (Qin et al., 2021), and
virtual tourism sustainability (Gossling, 2021), including the negative challenges of using

technology in the tourism industry (Egger et al., 2020) and the need to articulate virtual tourism



research with a focus on Africa, especially post the Covid-19 pandemic. However, before the
pandemic, there had been cyber activism or online tourism activism aroused by the killing of
animals in Africa through trophy hunting which sparked online interest in African tourism
(Mkono, 2018).

Research in virtual tourism has largely been from Europe and Asia, where the development
and application of frameworks and studies have been based, with limited studies from the
African context (Loureiro et al., 2020). There is therefore a need to understand the concept
of virtual tourism in the African setup, in particular the area of focus which is South Africa.
Tourism in Africa is a key enterprise that creates economic benefits that ensure alignment with
the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, contributing to more than 7,1% of
employment and infrastructure development as well as economic growth (Folarin and Adeniyi,
2020). It is important to have a specific study of Africa as each continent has peculiar
characteristics that differ from other environments. A generalised view risks underserving and
limiting the study of virtual tourism and its implications. These characteristics can be observed
under different factors such as political and social, economic, technological, ecological, and
legal factors including administrative differences.

The political environment in South Africa is relatively stable, however, there are challenges
with publicised political scandals, corruption, and institutional collapse which potentially
negatively affect the stability and attractiveness of the country (Juan and Wegner, 2019) and
consequently tourism (Ghalia et al., 2019). Geopolitical stability provides an attractive
destination as it ensures swiftness in tourism development such as virtual tourism (Gozgor et
al., 2022).

Internet access and experience are key differentiators, many African countries have
challenges with access to technology, especially the provision of access to the internet
compared with their Asian counterparts such as China who experience greater online access
and interest because of better internet (Mahrous and Hassan, 2017). Limitations in technology
and internet access in Africa prohibit early and fast adaption of technology enhanced
breakthroughs like virtual tourism (Mahrous and Hassan, 2017).

The management of game parks in Africa is different from Europe and Asia, many game
parks in Africa are owned by governments, for example in South Africa, South Africa National
Parks (SANPARKS), in Uganda they are under Uganda Wildlife Authority (UWA), and
Zimbabwe National Parks and Wildlife Management (ZIMPARKS), falling under protected
areas (Spenceley et al., 2019). This makes them less adaptable in implementing new
technology as there is no motivation towards profitability as the focus is directed towards
other key government objectives which are deemed more important such as conservation
and community benefits. The protection and treatment of animals in African game parks

reflect sensitivity in the care of the animals with policies meant to prevent extinction



(Sheppard and Fennell, 2019). The ownership by the state of game parks results in
underfunding of projects and programs, hampering the speed of growth and uptake of
developments in the tourism sector (Matshusa et al., 2021).

The ecology, environment, and geography of Africa differ from the European and Asian
continents. Some animals are naturally native to the African continent but are not found in
the wild in other parts of the world such as the African Civet, Grey Crowned Crane,
Guereza Colobus, and African Wild Dog, among others which have distinct African
heritage (Tentree, 2022). The unique nature of animals found in different parts of the world
has created global attention concerning the care, safari, and tourism, which has led to
activism (Mkona and Holder, 2019). There is a need to understand the competition that
exists within Africa among the different countries in terms of infrastructure and the variety
of wildlife offered by game parks (Manrai et al., 2020). South Africa has developed its
game parks to be more sustainable over the years (Baum et al., 2017).

1.3 Research aim and objectives

Considering the lack of research concerning virtual tourism in Africa, this study identified
and evaluated virtual tourism utilization and benefits to game parks in South Africa. The
Dynamic Capabilities Theory by Teece (2018) is employed in the business model and
competitiveness analysis of virtual tourism in South Africa. Dynamic Capabilities are change
management and implementation abilities that remodel competencies to align futuristically
with altering conditions (Teece et al., 1997). Guided by the identified gap in the literature, this

study explores the following objectives focusing on Africa.

(1) Appraise the understanding of the concept of virtual tourism in South Africa by game
parks, that is, sensing the virtual tourism opportunity in the market.

(2) Assess the extent of the adoption of the concept of virtual tourism in South Africa by
game parks, which articulates the seizing of the virtual tourism opportunity and

(3) Analyse the transformative impact of virtual tourism on the South African game parks

(4) Assess the economic performance and sustainability of game parks in Limpopo and

Mpumalanga Provinces of South Africa because of virtual tourism.

1.4 Research contribution

The research is meant to establish how game reserves in South Africa interacted with
virtual tourism, how they have sensed the opportunity, the uptake of the concept and
positioning and how it has transformed tourism in light of the Dynamic Capabilities Theory.
The research establishes how virtual tourism contributes to sustainability. The research
creates awareness of where Africa is concerning virtual tourism. The African context is unique

in the abundance of nature and wildlife (Sheppard and Fennell, 2019). The ownership of major



game reserves in Africa is controlled by government with another portion under private
ownership (Spenceley et al., 2019). The need to understand how the technology infrastructure
challenges in Africa have hampered growth and implementation of virtual tourism (Mahrous
and Hassan, 2017).

The research adds to an understanding of the extent of implementation and economic
impact of virtual tourism to game parks in Africa where tourism contributes 7% of continental
GDP (IFC, 2022) and 3.7% to South Africa’s GDP as of 2019 (Stats SA, 2020). By evaluating
existing literature and bringing out previously unknown facts about virtual tourism, industry
players and scholars will appreciate the current contribution of virtual tourism to African
tourism and the improvement areas. As alluded to by Loureiro et al. (2020), research on
virtual tourism has mainly focused on Europe and Asia with limited research on other
continents, hence the need to explore Africa. Time constraints and financial resources may,
however, limit the depth and extent of research. Nonetheless, the study sets a base for further

exploring the African context.

1.5 Research scope

Research into virtual tourism was focused on game reserves in the Limpopo and
Mpumalanga provinces of South Africa. The researcher interacted with 13 interviewees using
semi-structured interviews. The research utilised the Dynamic Capabilities theory which led to
the interview being structured into four constructs, that is sensing, seizing and transformation
including sustainability. The research objectives mentioned above formed the basis of the
research scope and questions. These interviews provided great input into the subject under
research with varying and diverse views being expressed. The researcher chose game
reserves as specialised destinations which are popular with physical tourists in South Africa
and Africa in general. Limpopo and Mpumalanga have some of the best wild animal species
and well-developed game reserves that attract many visitors (Chidakel et al., 2020). The
research looked at the adoption, economic impact, and implications of virtual tourism to the

game reserves.

1.6 Research structure

The current chapter has introduced the context of the research, the aim, and objectives of
the study, including the value to be derived from the research including some of the limitations
of the study. The following is a structure of the subsequent chapters. Chapter Two is the review
of literature by earlier academics to understand the current written literature about virtual
tourism including applicable theories. Chapter Three, this chapter focuses on the research
guestions.
Chapter Four presents the qualitative research methodology of the study, emphasising how

and why the research was approached in that manner and the experiences of the research.



Chapter Five presents the results of the research. Chapter Six is the analysis chapter focusing
on providing a comprehensive analogy of findings to the research questions, comparing with
the literature review, and creating a link with chapter one. Chapter Seven is the concluding
chapter, which sets out the outcomes, and future research objectives including limitations and
recommendations to business and academics. It highlights the benefits of the research that

was conducted.



Chapter 2. Literature review

2.1 Introduction

The study explores the knowledge of virtual tourism and the extent of its implementation
including whether it has a positive or negative economic and sustainability effect in South
Africa. The purpose of the current section is to present a review of the pertinent literature
concerning virtual tourism. The major constructs, in this case, would be virtual tourism,
sensing, seizing, transformation, knowledge of virtual tourism, level of utilisation, and
economic sustainability or profitability. In addition to reviewing the literature on virtual tourism,
we will employ the Dynamic Capabilities Theory by Teece (2018), to understand the business

model and competitiveness landscape.

2.2 Virtual tourism

2.2.1 Overview of virtual tourism

Virtual tourism is as ancient a concept as human existence, human beings have always
had the capacity either through imagination, spirituality, or other means to travel and
experience other locations without their physical presence (Mura et al., 2017). However,
technology elaborated, enhanced, and brought a multiplicity of possibilities to virtual travel,
which are widely accessible with the opportunity of commercialisation (Mura et al., 2017).

Many organisations are now using virtual tourism to get visibility and customer appreciation,
(Boyd and Koles, 2019). Further, a digital marketing revolution is an insight as organisations
adjust from the traditional methods of tourist engagement (Boyd and Koles, 2019). There are
different organisations with various activities involved in virtual tourism such as museums,
hotels, resorts, and game parks, among other examples of organisations that have

implemented virtual tourism (Tussyadiah, 2020), (Gossling, 2021), and (Loureiro et al., 2020).

2.3 Dynamic Capabilities Theory
The Dynamic Capabilities Theory (DCT) is a business change evolution model theory that
is strategically anchored on three constructs that analyse a firm’s responsiveness, that is,
sensing, seizing, and transformation (Teece, 2018). The ability of organisations to reinvent is
best advocated through the constructs of dynamic capabilities as they emphasise agility
(Teece, 2007). Virtual tourism is a digital technology enhanced provision whose familiarity and
knowledge was augmented by the Covid-19 pandemic creating immense pressure for tourist
destinations, including game reserves, to respond adaptively whether consciously or
subconsciously for them to survive (Itani and Hollebeek, 2020).
Sensing capabilities allow an organisation the ability to scan the external environment for
opportunities (Warner and Wager, 2019). The ability to interpret disruptive technology,

proactively noting changes in consumer behaviour and tests as posed by digital transformation



10

in the tourism sector is an organisation wide effort that enables enterprise survival and
continuity (Teece, 2018). In addition to the more recent Covid-19 pandemic, technological
changes that have occurred in the digital environment have resolutely brought significant
transformation to the tourism industry, and failure to take note is postponing the inevitable
(Teece, 2018).

In addition, seizing capabilities allow the firm to exploit and extract value addition from a
potential opportunity. Seizing creates an opportunity for game reserves to remodel the
business strategy, test new business approaches, and compare with the old and or redundant
business models whilst redirecting the future enterprise (Teece, 2018). However, seizing
opportunities presented by disruptive events is not always easy to assert in an organisation,
especially where there is suspicion of a cultural overhaul and impact on established traditions
and business models (Birkinshaw, 2018). The challenge of fixed models and practices is the
handicap they impose on the ability to transform into a new order (Birkinshaw, 2018).

Lastly, transformation is an intermittent, either planned or opportunistic, the process of re-
engineering competitiveness (Warner and Wager, 2019). Below is a diagrammatic depiction
of the Dynamic Capabilities Theory. Transformation is akin to continuous business model
restructuring and innovative leadership, and an environment that is aware and flexible to
changes that influence its strategic processes (Teece, 2018). As figure 3 below shows, an
organization is supposed to continuously reinvent to adapt and remain competitive, and this
is a function of many approaches including market intelligence and strategic execution. The
organisation in sensing the market should investigate the different technology applications
available and how they can leverage existing capabilities and redefining new ones (Teece,
2018). The development of alternative technologies that best suits the vision and strategic
objectives of the organisation to remain competitive (Teece, 2018). Intellectual property
protection is a huge component in sieving opportunities as its loss can frustrate competitive
edge (Teece, 2018).
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Figure.3 Dynamic Capabilities Diagram. Source: Teece, 2018, p.44
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Similarly, the applicability of the Dynamic Capabilities Theory can be extended to digital

technology adoption and consequently virtual tourism (Warner and Wager, 2019). To this end,

digital technology utilisation in the form of virtual tourism is the exploitation of technology to

create competitive advantages through a collective approach that redefines the business

model, collaborative approach, and culture in the tourism industry. In articulating the different

components of Dynamic Capabilities, the three constructs can be further split into different

components which are reflected below in figure 4 (Warner and Wager, 2019).
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Figure.4 Digital Transformation. Source: Warner & Wéager, 2019, P.335

2.3.1 Sensing the evolution of technology

Digital sensing works in three phases which include digital scouting, scenario planning, and
a flexible mindset that is receptive to change (Warner and Wager, 2019). Scouting creates
knowledge of what exists in the business environment to create an alignment between
functional departments, operational strategy, and information technology strategy (Yeow et al,
2018). There is usually a dilemma of alignment between functional strategy and digital strategy
(Yeow et al, 2018). It becomes pertinent for organisations to observe disruptive technology
developments that are making entrant, the trends in the technology space, competitors in the

relevant technology, and observing customer trends (Warner and Wager, 2019). In line with
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virtual tourism, it is crucial to have relevant technology that is not only buzzwords but
applicable, enhances, and resolves limitations in the wider business spectrum (Warner and
Wager, 2019). Observations must be made about the extent of utilisation and the availability
of support from the technology providers which also affects the popularity of different
technology.

Some technologies are applicable in certain locations but not adequate or fully integrated
and supported by an existing infrastructure for optimum function as in the case of nascent
technology, consequently, their implementation requires resource commitment resolve (Yeow
et al., 2018). Therefore, it is pertinent to dissect the impact of varying scenarios presented by
the technology shift, to understand the conflicting business models whose future feasibility is
defined by the competencies created by the dynamic capabilities (Teece, 2018). The success
of models built on the core of disruptive technology is greatly influenced by the strategic
craftsmanship in the scenario building, modelling, and the capabilities of the implementation
process (Yeow et al., 2018). There are different scenarios posed in the implementation of
virtual tourism considering the varied nature of tourism players and dynamics in South Africa,
mainly Limpopo and Mpumalanga provinces, which creates tangency of alignment due to the
multi-functional impact of information technology strategy (Yeow et al., 2018). Business model
alignment with information technology strategy is key for strategic vision to be achieved, and
that can be pre-emptied through scenario planning (Yeow et al., 2018). The importance of
strategic alignment is emphasised as a continuous team process to ensure that organisations
are proactive in strategy formulation, especially in a fluid and technologically nomadic
environment where continuous process innovation drives relevance and return (Yeow et al.,
2018).

Digital strategy by nature assumes a multi-purpose and functional dimension impacting
organisation wide resource distribution, employee morale, and overall performance (Yeow et
al., 2018). Business models should create and serve customer value creation and steer
commitment from stakeholders within the ecosystem (Teece, 2018). The ability to sense
market reconfiguration and future inclinations requires an entrepreneurial culture in an

environment where change and adaptability are the norms (Warner and Wager, 2019).

2.3.2 Seizing the opportunities presented by virtual technology

Business strategy should enable the seizing of opportunities presented by technology
(Teece, 2018). Without migration towards inventive adoption of improved competencies in
conducting their enterprise businesses can risk sinking into oblivion (Teece, 2018). Therefore,
organisations that endeavour to implement changes in their framework pursue prototyping and
business model reengineering and capability capacity innovation (Warner and Wager, 2019).

Adoptive business models are key to driving the seizing of technology (Teece, 2018).
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There is a need to maintain a balance between existing capabilities and new competencies
(Warner and Wager, 2019). The challenge is building competencies in a dynamic and
constantly innovative industry (Warner and Wager, 2019). Prototyping is a necessary step that
permits less costly analysis of how viable the information technology project is, how scalable
the solution is within and outside the organisation, and its limitations (Warner and Wager,
2019). Prototyping allows for lean exploration of a concept such as virtual tourism through the
creation of minimum viable products, providing a chance for stakeholder lobbying and
approval, and ensuring commercial viability is understood from a test environment (Warner
and Wager, 2019).

Agility is enhanced by the acceleration of employee awareness and training, realignment
of resources and processes ensuring business model and technological changes are
proactively in sync (Warner and Wager, 2019). Despite the advantage of adoption, managers
are keen to maintain the status quo due to organisational inertia and favouring perpetuation
of legacy systems, which later becomes inevitable (Yeow et al., 2018). Building new
capabilities involve reconfiguring and leveraging resources in the existing paradigm (Yeow et
al., 2018). Through prototyping, strategy formulation is undertaken, providing room to
proactively anticipate competitor action, and drive toward market share growth and cost
management (Teece, 2018). In addition to innovative resource distribution and commitment,
the key to seizing is promptness in implementation as technology replaces itself with
improvements rendering it obsolete and inefficient compared to later options (Warner and
Wager, 2019).

2.3.3 Transformation of virtual technology

Reframing internal structure and processes by changing the composition of skills and
blending internal capacity with external capabilities to create a dynamic organisational culture
that can leverage team and technology benefits is key to transformation (Warner and Wager,
2019). Change management and building a robust engagement process within the technology
ecosystem provide exploitation opportunities to create access to capabilities and partnerships
which are imperative in achieving the purpose (Warner and Wager, 2019). There are
challenges in the transformation process including failure of calibration between the internal
structures and the new external capacity, inadequate structures of governance, and poor or
underperforming product innovations (Warner and Wager, 2019). Digital transformation
creates new capabilities which include new products and market development enhanced by
competencies creating value addition (Teece, 2018). Despite the advantages of transforming
digital strategy into virtual tourism, there are addictive challenges and health shortcomings

that are brought about by the constant use of digital gadgets (Egger et al., 2020).
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2.3.4 Contextual factors in dynamic capabilities

In driving towards dynamic capabilities, there are push factors which are mostly external
and internally facilitating elements which encourage implementation of digitalisation such as
virtual tourism (Warner and Wager, 2019). The external triggers for sensing include the
aggressive market positioning by innovative competition which are quick to embrace
technological changes and willing to try new methods of doing business (Warner and Wager,
2019). Consumers are constantly on the lookout for service providers whose offerings align
with their changing needs and appetite, especially the young tourists who are more inclined
towards technology (Zhang et al., 2022). To respond appropriately and on time, there is need
to have a constructive team spirit from the operational teams and management working in
sync towards a common goal, which enables flexible decision making (Warner and Wager,
2019). However, bureaucratic structures and resistance to change are obstacles to creation
of dynamic capabilities to assume leadership of changes occurring in the industry and this

affects competitiveness (Warner and Wager, 2019).

2.3.5 Economic Impact and sustainability of virtual tourism

Sustainability is a communal function and practice whereby present generations indulge
their needs whilst they encourage and protect the needs and ability of future generations to
meet their own (United Nations, 1987). Sustainability has matured to occupy a pivotal role in
strategy, with organisations that fail to incorporate it into their strategy and capabilities finding
it difficult to exist in the modern world (Cezarino et al., 2019). Technology such as virtual
tourism aims to protect nature maintaining it in a natural environment enabling less
contamination encouraging ecotourism and sustainability (Khanra et al., 2021). Ecotourism is
harmony with nature encouraged in less commercialised and accessed environments
preserving their natural pristine state (Khanra et al., 2021). Ecotourism is like sustainable
tourism, however, minute differences exist, that is, ecotourism is demand influenced and
responds to tourist appetite whilst sustainable tourism is driven by the service providers, for
example, the game reserves (Khanra et al., 2021). There are many ecological areas of
concern to sustainability some of which include valuing and safeguarding the interests of the
animals, nature, and residents at the destination areas, reduction in carbon emissions from
physical tourist activities, and the psychological mindset and behaviour of tourists concerning
sustainability (Khanra et al.,, 2021). The challenge in business, in the face of changing
technology, is creating a balance between profitability, and social as well as environmental
and nature protection, however, there is a growing number of organisations focusing
resources towards sustainable and value adding business methods (Inigo et al., 2017).

Business models are the architecture for enterprise value creation that creates a link

between capabilities, stakeholders, and the ecosystem (lnigo et al., 2017). Sustainable
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business models redefine business to accommodate sustainability issues creating value for
both internal and external stakeholders (Inigo et al., 2017). Technology innovations, such as
virtual tourism, create an opportunity for business to remodel their impact on the environment
(Inigo et al., 2017). The changing of business practices and culture to encourage sustainability
is called Business Model Innovation for Sustainability (BMIS), (Inigo et al., 2017). Business
models focusing on sustainability are effective in harnessing technology advancements, and
nature’s concerns to build protection for the environment and animals, maintaining the
objective of business (Inigo et al., 2017). The following diagram sourced from, Inigo et al,
2017, shows how business models impacted by technology can be changed to contribute to

sustainable approaches in different industries which also includes tourism (Inigo et al., 2017).
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Figure.5 Business Model Innovation for Sustainability (BMIS). Source: Inigo et al., 2017,
P.536

There are two approaches by organisations in repositioning business models either
evolutionary or radical, while sustainability is output and creation of long-term
competitiveness, evolutionary is gradual whilst the radical approach is disruptive and sudden
(Inigo et al., 2017). The evolutionary process is a response to stakeholder and community
triggers creating a slower virtual circle of business model renewal, cost, and risk management
is closely tracked (Inigo et al., 2017). However, the radical approach to BMIS is proactive and
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disruptive creating a leapfrog effect from one dimension to another completely different
sustainability inclined model (Inigo et al., 2017). Business model changes are key to ensuring
that technology innovations create value through sustainable practice (Inigo et al., 2017).

2.4 Virtual Tourism link with dynamic capabilities

Virtual technology has created an unsettling development in the form of virtual tourism that
has disrupted strategic competencies in the tourism sector. The readiness and impact of virtual
tourism in South Africa will be analysed using the Dynamic Capabilities theory with the link to

the following objectives clarified.

1) Appraise the understanding of the concept of virtual tourism in South Africa by game
parks, that is, sensing the virtual tourism opportunity in the market.

2) Assess the extent of the adoption of the concept of virtual tourism in South Africa by
game parks, which articulates the seizing of the virtual tourism opportunity and

3) Analyse the transformative impact of virtual tourism on the South African game parks

4) Assess the economic performance and sustainability of game parks in Limpopo and

Mpumalanga Provinces of South Africa because of virtual tourism.

2.4.1 Sensing the evolution of virtual technology within the tourism sector

Sensing is identifying technological opportunities which lead to technological development
(Teece, 2018). The current atmosphere of technological advancement requires flexibility to
remain relevant. Indeed, information technology advancement and adaption are affirmed as
key ingredients of organisational growth and a factor for overall competitiveness (Jiang and
McCabe, 2021). Moreover, there is a positive correlation between company profitability,
competency, and resource utilisation (Jiang and McCabe, 2021). For instance, the recent
Covid-19 experience has exposed the volatility in the tourism sector which experienced a
global decline due to lockdown measures (Rastegar et al., 2021). To this end, the pandemic
ushered a technology adoption awaking which has seen many organisations scramble to
introduce virtual tourism (El-Said and Aziz, 2022). However, the Covid-19 pandemic effects
are an opportunity for the tourism industry to transform into a more impactful industry as
pandemics are expected to continue (Sigala, 2020).

Further, the convergence between the tourism ecosystem and the dynamic capabilities
anchored on technology advancements and resource capabilities ensure competitive
advantages for operators which creates long-term profitability (Jiang and McCabe, 2021).
Effecting sustainable technological change such as virtual tourism requires a flexible mindset
that supports the idea of change (Garay et al., 2019). However, despite the experiences and
the abundance of information on virtual tourism (Loureiro et al., 2020) and (Gossling, 2021),

there is an absence of adoption and a futurist approach to generating strategic options in some
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global locations (Sainaghi and Baggio, 2017). Tourists’ post-pandemic intention to visit
destinations either physically or virtually is not a function of restrictions such as social
distancing (Itani and Hollebeek, 2020). The growing popularity of virtual tourism further
emphasises the need for firms to become agile by building and implementing additional
capacities and business models that ensure relevance in the new digital order (Warner and
Wager, 2019). This will ensure continued survival and existence as an enterprise, otherwise,
they will become obsolete. In addition to the creation of firms with strong dynamic capabilities,
the willingness to pay of customers is a function of many attributes including user-friendliness,
and the attractiveness of design which allure customers’ interest enticing them at pre-purchase
creating lasting customer interest and relationships (Huang, 2021). Therefore, this increase in
virtual tourism extends to game parks, and thus the need to create new competitive
advantages is highlighted.

Emotional support among global citizens will overcome the challenges of the pandemic, as
pandemics are predicted to continue and possibly become more severe (Joo et al., 2021). The
complementarity or exclusive view of virtual tourism is subject to the conditions or state of the
world as it exists at a particular time. However, despite the immense advantages of virtual

tourism, it removes the attachment associated with a physical presence (Zhang et al., 2022).

2.4.2 Seizing the opportunity presented by virtual tourism

The next aspect of the Dynamics Capabilities Theory of seizing, involves the strategic
aspect of the business, that is, committing resources, anticipating competitor behaviour, and
defending intellectual property (Teece, 2018). Covid-19 pandemic challenges must be
converted into opportunities for the industry (Sigala, 2020). The travel restrictions which led to
localised closed economies are a prime example that fosters an appetite for agility (Rastegar
et al., 2021). Moreover, virtual tourism is an opportunity that tourism players should approach
to seize the gap (Gossling, 2021).

Various factors influence the adoption of virtual tourism technology both on the service and
destination. Consideration for the adoption of virtual tourism includes the stand-alone value of
the technology, functionality, and user-friendliness, the level of integration with existing or
alternative technology, the availability of expertise and third-party service providers who can
facilitate the technology requirements, the availability of other users and market effectiveness
rating, affordability, and availability of support (Laurell et al., 2019). For technology to be
utilised it's dependent on practicality and convenience (Brandon-Jones and Kauppi, 2018).
Perceived level of risk, performance expectation, and trust are key determinants in
determining acceptance of technology, consequently virtual tourism technology (Ribeiro et al.,
2022). Technology adoption is also a function of social and environmental risk management

(El-Said and Aziz, 2022). However, other entities fail to seize opportunities as they are caught
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in the dilemma between satisfying the old system and building new digital capabilities (Svahn
et al., 2017).

Further, the adoption is not difficult if technology can protect consumers from social and
environmental disasters or reduce their exposure (El-Said and Aziz, 2022). Simulation of the
actual environment is a factor that allows virtual technology adoption, especially if it provides
an exact preview of the actual practical experience (El-Said and Aziz, 2022). The following
are some determinant factors of adopting new technology, that is, trust, perceived usefulness
and perceived ease of use, social influence, facilitating conditions, technological anxiety,
resistance to use, perceived risk, and privacy as a determinant for technology adoption (Kamal
et al., 2020).
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Figure.6 Technology Acceptance Framework (Fan et al., 2022).
Past experiences and attitudes towards a new experience can derail the adoption of a

technology as risk avoidance strategy (Manis and Choi, 2019).

2.4.3 Transformation of the tourism industry
Transformation is a realignment of structure and culture, redefining the business model,

aligning existing strategy, and investing in additional capabilities (Teece, 2018). Technological
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transformation is a continuous process demanding agility and strategic reconditioning in
business models, collaborative approaches, and culture (Warner and Wager, 2019).
Additionally, for tourism to transform the concept and approach must be redefined (Rastegar
et al., 2021). Therefore, a need to create a new business model which aligns effectively with
the paradigm shift becomes imperative (Teece, 2018).

The biggest threat to transformation is when there is resistance to accepting the change
(Rodriguez et al., 2020). Further, the resistance emanates from misinformation and lack of
clarity on challenges and potential risks that innovation comes with, including failure to
appreciate the advantages brought about by digitalisation (Rodriguez et al. (2020). In an
environment where globalisation is not hindered, mass tourism and virtual tourism can
positively exist as compliments (Song et al., 2018). For example, in a localised setup where
access, communication, and travel technology do not exist or do not function, then neither
mass tourism nor virtual tourism can prevail. In a semi-localised or semi-globalised
environment that allows information technology to exist such as virtual tourism, then mass
tourism and virtual tourism are complementary, such as in the case of covid-19 pandemic
restrictions. However, the measure of complementarity or exclusiveness is a function of many
variables such as access to technology, affordability, quality of virtual technology, and cost of
travel and accommodation, among other considerations.

Furthermore, perceived similarity is a key determinant in the choice between mass tourism
and virtual tourism (Deng et al., 2019). If the virtual experience is deemed indistinguishable
from the physical experience, at a lower cost than the real encounter, their interest in the real
experience will diminish (Deng et al., 2019). Quality of authenticity and attachment are key
determinants in the choice of virtual tourism (Kim et al., 2021). Destination visits can also be
encouraged by the attachment developed during the virtual experience (Kim et al., 2021). That
is, the feeling of presence from a psychological understanding, the feeling of being there,
determines an individual’s choice concerning virtual technology (Tussyadiah et al., 2018). In
addition, virtual technology is a great marketing tool for actual visitation as it can also
potentially create anxiety and the need for indulgence in physically experiencing the
destinations (Tussyadiah et al., 2018).

Despite the opportunities or affordances of virtual tourism, virtual tourism will not lead to
the destruction of the actual mass tourism market but will be both a complement and a
substitute (Itani and Hollebeek, 2020). It is not fully known whether virtual tourism will
completely result in the obsolescence of mass tourism, however, this is a research gap. It is

important to establish its impact on the existing mass tourism ecosystem sustainability.
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2.4.4 Contextual Factors in Virtual Tourism

There are varying challenges with the adoption of virtual tourism, others are external
emanating from the limitations such as lack of government support and lack of information
(Ehigiamusoe, 2020). Health challenges resulting from use of electronic devices create a
difficulty when virtual tourism is being considered, as further costly investments are made for
it to be user friendly (Merkxnd Nawijn, 2021). The challenge with acceptance of virtual tourism
hugely centres on whether the physical experience can be replicated virtually with similar
levels of emotional and sensual connection (Zhang et al., 2022). The campaign for Digital
Free Tourism (DFT) is taking hold especially as digital technology used in virtual tourism has
resulted in antisocial activities as it impedes relationship building and personal growth (Egger
et al., 2020). Management lethargy and inertia including lack of resources and skill cripple the

uptake of virtual tourism hampering development of dynamic capabilities.

2.4.5 Economic Impact and sustainability of virtual tourism

As a new form of tourism, virtual tourism can create new forms of economic advantages,
in addition to its preservation of natural destinations’ advantages (Zhang et al., 2022).
However, the potentially addictive nature brought about by the isolation and constant focus on
gadgets creates a health hazard that makes virtual tourism a short-term solution (Merkx and
Nawijn, 2021). Virtual tourism will result in skills redundancy; however, new industries will
emerge, new skills will be developed, and new avenues of revenue generation will be
created, thus ensuring a new economic transformation takes place (Tussyadiah et al.,
2018). Tourism development is an avenue for economic growth in Africa, as it brings
infrastructure investment, alternative tax revenue, and destination marketing (Folarin and
Adeniyi, 2020).

Tourism sustainability, tourist mobility, and technological developments have generated
significant interest in recent years (Loureiro et al., 2020). Excessive numbers physically
frequenting a location can result in sustainability challenges which virtual tourism mediates
through the immersion of participants, allowing multiple access from different locations at the
same time through telepresence with real time action and sensational interaction with the
environment (Loureiro et al., 2020). Over tourism to physical destinations has led to
deterioration and loss of attractiveness (Bec et al., 2021).

United Nations development goals on sustainability to tourism are a vehicle that can
either advance or obstruct social sustainability, environmental sustainability, economic
sustainability, and governance using either a sharing economy or collaborative consumption
(Gossling and Hall, 2019). Further, there must be a proper alignment between information

and communication technology with tourism to achieve, the United Nations Sustainability
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Development Goals, (2022), of sustainable economic growth, innovation, sustainable
consumption, and production, and peaceful and inclusive societies (Gossling and Hall, 2019).

The literature review indicates the emergent nature of virtual tourism and the need to further
understand the concept to ensure benefits to the sector (Gossling, 2021). Virtual tourism is
hugely unexplored in Africa as the bulk of the literature focuses on other continents (Loureiro
et al., 2020). Therefore, a beneficial study into the African context would assist in creating a
knowledge base that is applicable and relevant, as each continent or geography is unique with

varying factors that impact adaption, and results thereof.

2.5 Conclusion

The literature review was structured to highlight how the virtual tourism industry in South Africa
has conformed to the Dynamic Capabilities Theory. The literature has highlighted gaps in
research from the African perspective concerning virtual tourism. Guided by the set research
objectives of this study, the chapter reviewed literature that provides an understanding of the
concept of virtual tourism, that is, sensing the virtual tourism opportunity in the market. The
literature also revealed the extent to which the concept of virtual tourism has been adopted in
the tourism industry, which articulates seizing of the opportunity. In addition, the chapter
analysed the transformative impact of virtual tourism and assessed the economic performance

and sustainability of virtual tourism.
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Chapter 3. Research questions

3.1 Introduction

The research is an inquiry into the concept of virtual tourism in South African game reserves
focusing on the Mpumalanga and Limpopo provinces. The research aim was to establish the
development of dynamic capabilities and sustainability of virtual tourism including its economic
impact, challenges in its implementation, and the value addition. The research was formatted
using constructs of the Dynamic Capabilities Theory which include sensing, seizing, and
transformation of virtual tourism and its sustainability. The research questions were developed
with an appreciation of the global developments in virtual tourism as informed by the literature
review in Chapter 2, including the potential benefits. The following highlights the research

objectives and the research questions that formed the basis of the research.
3.2 Objectives and Research Questions

3.2.1 Objective 1
Appraise the understanding of the concept of virtual tourism in South Africa by game parks,
that is, sensing the virtual tourism opportunity in the market.

Research Questions

1. How familiar is the concept