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As the internet, smartphones, and review platforms transform how travelers discover urban 4 

attractions, understanding this process is critical for harnessing a sustainable urban attraction space. 5 

Yet urban discovery remains poorly understood and existing research is fragmented. To address this 6 

gap, we adapt Leiper’s tourist attraction systems framework to study urban discovery. Our grounded 7 

theory analysis on 126 interviews resulted in five distinct discovery modes: instrumental-rational, go-8 
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personal, social, contextual, demographic, and affective factors influencing them. We illustrate how 10 

playful discovery modes—go-with-the-flow, social, and flaneur—are compatible, leading to mixed 11 
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dominance of rational choice models by revealing a broader spectrum of discovery behaviors. They 13 

also provide a foundation for designing a more inclusive urban attraction content space and offer 14 

strategic implications for urban attraction management. 15 
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1. Introduction 19 

The tourism and hospitality landscape has been transformed by digitalization. Just two 20 

decades ago, travelers in Europe seldom used the internet for trip planning (Gursoy & McCleary, 21 

2004). In stark contrast, recent studies find that today’s travelers rely almost exclusively on digital 22 

tools (Gursoy et al., 2017; H. Kim et al., 2015; Xiang et al., 2015). The primary source of information 23 

has shifted from guidebooks and flyers to platforms like TripAdvisor and Google, fundamentally 24 

changing how travel content is created and consumed (Navío-Marco et al., 2018).  25 

These platforms centralize user-generated content, such as reviews and ratings, 26 

revolutionizing how consumers discover hotels, restaurants, and attractions (Buhalis & Law, 2008; 27 

Xiang & Fesenmaier, 2020). As powerful actors, they direct tourist attention, shape expectations, and 28 

ultimately influence choices (Sparks et al., 2013; Xiang & Gretzel, 2010). This power compels 29 

managers to adopt new strategies, from crafting “Instagrammable” décor to offering incentives for 30 

five-star reviews (Gössling et al., 2018; Sotiriadis, 2017).  31 

Despite this profound transformation, significant gaps remain in our understanding. Little is 32 

known about how this new digital environment has reshaped the process of urban discovery, nor 33 

what constitutes effective marketing strategy within it (Hollebeek & Macky, 2019). This study 34 

addresses these questions by focusing on urban attractions—defined here as shops, hospitality 35 

venues, and other city-based activities. We focus on these sites because they are central to urban 36 

life, shaping decisions to visit or reside in a city while also determining the socio-economic outcomes 37 

for local communities. Furthermore, the city provides an interesting context to study the discovery of 38 

attractions because they suffer choice overload (Ashworth & Page, 2011; Edwards et al., 2008; Page 39 

& Duignan, 2023). 40 

To study urban discovery, we build on Leiper's (1990) conceptual framework about tourist 41 

attraction systems. Leiper (1990) theorized that an attraction is not merely a physical "nucleus" (such 42 

as a restaurant or museum) but instead arises from the connection of three elements: a person with 43 

leisure needs (the tourist), the nucleus itself, and a marker that links the two. 44 
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In our study, we refer to Leiper’s "marker" as "content," as this term better reflects its 45 

modern function. A marker would merely mark the location of an attraction, while content about the 46 

attraction can serve many more functions. For example, online ratings and reviews can reassure 47 

people of an attraction's quality, while a magazine article can provide the context needed to 48 

understand it. 49 

We further adapt Leiper’s framework by not focusing exclusively on tourists. As Leiper 50 

himself noted (Leiper, 1979, 1997, 2008; Page & Duignan, 2023), many attractions also depend on 51 

other customers, a point especially true in urban settings (Leiper et al., 2008). Because our research 52 

examines how digitalization impacts discovery across the entire urban ecosystem, our study focuses 53 

on the discovery behaviors of people in general. 54 

Our conceptual framework is illustrated in Figure 1. We define “urban discovery” as a 55 

process that begins with information behavior about urban attractions not yet visited, extends into 56 

decision-making about visiting an urban attraction, and ripples into the experience of visiting that 57 

urban attraction. The discoverer in our framework is similar to what Leiper calls the person with 58 

touristic needs (Leiper, 1990).  59 

A key adaptation of Leiper's work is our focus on collective spaces rather than individual 60 

elements. We term the complete set of a city's attractions the “urban attraction space.” People 61 

frequently discover these attractions through the “urban attraction content space”—the full body of 62 

digital and physical information available about them. This divergence is necessary because, since 63 

Leiper’s time, digital content marketing has drastically changed the way consumers discover urban 64 

attractions (Hollebeek & Macky, 2019). The emergence of platforms centralizing content about the 65 

urban attractions in an urban attraction ecosystem opens the vast number of options to customers. 66 

Therefore, instead of looking at individual markers and attractions, as in Leiper’s original framework 67 

(Leiper, 1990, 1997), we adapt his framework to focus on the spaces constituting the urban 68 

ecosystem, namely the urban attraction space and its content space. This perspective gives us a 69 
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broader view on information and discovery behavior, uncovering discovery patterns that would 70 

otherwise remain hidden.  71 

Like Richards (2002) points out, Leiper’s framework holds untapped potential for studying 72 

and explaining discovery patterns through variables like familiarity, distance traveled, length of stay, 73 

and cultural capital. Our adapted model allows for different expressions of urban discovery, as shown 74 

in Figure 1. For instance, a person might learn of a new museum from a local broadcaster (a 75 

'generating marker' in Leiper's terms) and decide to visit. In contrast, another person might stumble 76 

upon a charming bar and impulsively decide to have a drink (prompted by a 'contiguous marker'). 77 

 Figure 1 Conceptual framework of urban discovery within an urban attraction ecosystem. 78 

 79 
Note. Two examples of urban discovery in our conceptual framework. This framework is inspired on 80 

(Leiper, 1990).  81 

As previously stated, to navigate the abundance of urban attractions, people increasingly rely 82 

on digital platforms (Gursoy et al., 2017; H. Kim et al., 2015; Xiang et al., 2015). However, we know 83 

little about how these platforms impact the process of discovering urban attractions, or what 84 

constitute good practices for digital content marketing (Hollebeek & Macky, 2019). What is known is 85 



 5 

that the rise of these platforms presents both promises and perils for the urban attraction 86 

ecosystem. 87 

First is the paradox of online reviews. In theory, user-generated content should bridge the 88 

knowledge gap between consumers and providers, helping travelers make better decisions and avoid 89 

"tourist traps"—establishments that seem authentic but offer poor quality (Polus et al., 2025). In 90 

practice, however, research suggests that online reviews can strengthen the tourist trap 91 

phenomenon (Ganzaroli, De Noni, & Van Baalen, 2017). Furthermore, while reviews may satisfy a 92 

desire for certainty, they can also frustrate the search for authenticity, serendipity, and new 93 

experiences (Ritzer, 2019). 94 

 Second, the application of recommender systems on these platforms helps consumers in 95 

discovering urban attractions they are likely to appreciate (Massimo & Ricci, 2022; Rabanser & Ricci, 96 

2005). However, these recommender systems have also been associated with creating overtourism 97 

(Merinov, 2024). For example, there is evidence for hotspots of restaurants in Belgian cities on 98 

TripAdvisor, supporting the hypothesis that tourism attracts tourism (Van Der Zee et al., 2020; Van 99 

der Zee & Bertocchi, 2018). Another danger of recommender systems in the urban attraction 100 

ecosystem is the creation of urban filter bubbles, i.e., people are, because of algorithmic 101 

personalization, only exposed to a specific part of the city that differs from what others, with a 102 

different user profile, are exposed to (Smets et al., 2019).  103 

In summary, ratings, reviews, and personalized recommendations are associated with 104 

problems in the urban attraction ecosystem such as overtourism, urban filter bubbles, and 105 

reinforcing tourist traps. Understanding how people discover urban attractions is a vital first step in 106 

addressing these issues. 107 

 To the best of our knowledge, no prior work has developed a theoretical framework that 108 

explains how urban attractions are discovered. Most existing studies focus on destination decision-109 

making (Moore et al., 2012; Smallman & Moore, 2010), which represents a different level of analysis 110 

with distinct characteristics. Destination decisions typically involve higher costs and less immersion 111 
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and are often made before the trip begins. In contrast, urban discovery unfolds within the city itself, 112 

allowing travelers to stumble upon attractions spontaneously and serendipitously. While destination-113 

focused theories offer valuable insights, they do not fully capture the dynamics of on-the-ground 114 

discovery. Other research concentrates on visitor attractions (Leask, 2016), using a narrower 115 

definition centered on man-made or natural sites designed to entertain or educate—such as 116 

monuments like the Sagrada Familia or landmarks like the Grand Canyon. Our approach adopts a 117 

broader perspective, since we also focus on shops, activities, bars, and restaurants. Neither lens fully 118 

captures the dynamics of urban discovery. 119 

To address this gap, we conducted a grounded theory study involving 126 semi-structured 120 

interviews, an approach well-suited for developing nuanced, process-oriented theories in tourism 121 

and hospitality research (Decrop & Snelders, 2005; Moore et al., 2012; Woodside et al., 2004). Our 122 

analysis resulted in a typology of five distinct discovery modes: instrumental-rational, go-with-the-123 

flow, social, flaneur, and habitual. In addition to describing each mode in depth, we link these 124 

discovery modes to their predictors, and to each other.  125 

2. Related literature 126 

In the context of grounded theory, sensitizing concepts, i.e., concepts that guide the researcher in 127 

their study (Bowen, 2006), serve as a bridge between prior research and the new theoretical 128 

framework being developed. These concepts help direct the initial stages of the grounded theory 129 

process by offering a lens through which relevant patterns and themes can be identified (Bowen, 130 

2006). In this section, we intend to discuss the concepts and models that have sensitized our 131 

grounded theory analysis.  132 

In this study, we conceptualize urban discovery as a process that begins with information 133 

behavior about urban attractions not yet visited, that extends into decision-making on visiting an 134 

urban attraction, and that ripples into the experience of urban attractions. Given this 135 

conceptualization, we structure our review of the related literature into three key areas: (2.1.) 136 
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decision-making models, which examines the cognitive and behavioral mechanisms involved in 137 

choosing to visit an attraction; (2.2.) information behavior, which explores how individuals seek and 138 

process information about urban attractions; and (2.3.) factors that influence information behavior 139 

and decision-making.  140 

2.1. Decision-making in tourism and hospitality 141 

Decision-making within the context of tourism and hospitality refers to the process by which 142 

individuals determine whether to visit a particular location or engage with a specific attraction. 143 

Research on this subject has predominantly employed two analytical approaches: the variance-144 

analysis approach and the process approach (Smallman & Moore, 2010). 145 

2.1.1. Variance analysis vs process approach 146 

 The variance-analysis approach has been the most commonly used framework in studies of 147 

tourism and hospitality decision-making (Cohen et al., 2014; Smallman & Moore, 2010). In this 148 

framework, the variation in outcomes—such as the decision to visit a particular destination—is 149 

explained by a set of theoretically significant inputs that are primarily chosen by researchers (Cohen 150 

et al., 2014; McCabe et al., 2016; Smallman & Moore, 2010). Methodologically, this approach is often 151 

paired with statistical techniques, including Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) and regression 152 

analyses, which serve to validate the relationships between the selected variables (Smallman & 153 

Moore, 2010). While the variance-analysis approach is effective in identifying the key variables that 154 

influence decision-making, it has been critiqued for providing only a superficial account of the 155 

processes involved and failing to elucidate how and why these decisions unfold (Decrop, 2014; 156 

Smallman & Moore, 2010).  157 

In contrast, the process approach aims to capture the narrative of how a decision unfolds 158 

over time and in a specific context (Smallman & Moore, 2010), for example on-site tourist decision-159 

making (Moore et al., 2012). It focuses on the socio-psychological processes involved in decision-160 

making, including factors such as motivation, mood, and individual decision-making style (Decrop & 161 

Snelders, 2005). Several prominent scholars have argued that research should complement the 162 
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variance-analysis approach with studies adopting a process perspective since this perspective focuses 163 

on how individuals in practice make decisions, which is a complicated process (Cohen et al., 2014; 164 

Decrop, 2014; Smallman & Moore, 2010). The process perspective recognizes this complexity, and 165 

therefore should lead to more accurate theories of decision-making (Decrop, 2014; Smallman & 166 

Moore, 2010). Although this perspective remains rare in the tourism and hospitality field, some 167 

previous studies have illustrated its potential for generating insightful and comprehensive theories of 168 

decision-making in specific contexts (Decrop & Snelders, 2005; Dunne et al., 2011; Moore et al., 169 

2012). 170 

Often, the process approach is combined with grounded theory, a methodological paradigm 171 

that allows researchers to explore nuanced and richly detailed theories of the phenomenon studied 172 

(Decrop & Snelders, 2005; Y. G. Kim et al., 2009; Moore et al., 2012; Woodside et al., 2004). Although 173 

its strength lies in untangling the complex interplay of factors that shape the decision-making process 174 

in a specific context, the process approach is frequently criticized for its limited generalizability to 175 

other contexts (Woodside et al., 2004). In this work, we adopt a process approach, as our goal is to 176 

explore how urban discovery unfolds across various contexts and among diverse individuals. 177 

2.1.2. Theoretical Paradigms 178 

In addition to these methodological approaches, several theoretical paradigms have been 179 

used to understand decision-making in hospitality and tourism. Here, we discuss three of the most 180 

influential theories.   181 

Rational choice theory assumes that individuals make decisions that maximize their utility 182 

(Decrop, 2014; Smallman & Moore, 2010). An example is the theory of planned behavior applied to 183 

the tourism and hospitality context (Sirakaya & Woodside, 2005), which posits that tourists’ decisions 184 

are determined by their attitudes toward a destination, the influence of subjective norms as 185 

reflected by their social network’s perceptions, and their perceived behavioral control, such as 186 

financial capacity to travel (Ulker-Demirel & Ciftci, 2020; Yuzhanin & Fisher, 2016).  187 
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Choice set theories conceptualize decision-making as a funneling process whereby 188 

individuals move from a total set of options to an awareness set, then a consideration set, and 189 

ultimately to a final choice (Sirakaya & Woodside, 2005). Both rational choice and choice set theories 190 

assume a rational actor model (Sirakaya & Woodside, 2005); however, critics argue that these models 191 

describe how tourists should act according to micro-economic theory, which may not accurately 192 

reflect how tourists—in reality—act (Decrop, 2014). Consistent with their theoretical underpinnings, 193 

these rational actor models are most frequently examined using the variance-analysis approach 194 

(Smallman & Moore, 2010; Ulker-Demirel & Ciftci, 2020).  195 

Other paradigms challenge the assumption of complete rationality. The concept of bounded 196 

rationality, for instance, acknowledges that practical constraints—such as limited time and choice 197 

overload—often lead individuals to settle for satisfactory rather than optimal outcomes (Smallman & 198 

Moore, 2010). An example is the dual-system theory of tourism decision-making, in which variables 199 

like level of involvement and cognitive overload predict complex or heuristic-based decision-making 200 

(McCabe et al., 2016).  201 

Lastly, naturalistic theories offer an alternative perspective by deconstructing real-world 202 

decision-making through detailed analyses of discourse, narrative, or observational data (Decrop, 203 

2014; Smallman & Moore, 2010). Conversely to the theoretical perspectives discussed above, 204 

naturalistic theories are not grand, all encompassing, theories; they are delimited by a specific 205 

setting (Gore et al., 2006), for example, city break travel (Dunne et al., 2011) or on-site decision-206 

making (Moore et al., 2012). These theories are often combined with a process-approach. We will 207 

adopt this theoretical framework in order to get a rich understanding of the process of discovering 208 

urban attractions.  209 

2.2 Information behavior 210 

Although information behavior is often considered part of the decision-making process (Buhalis & 211 

Law, 2008; McCabe et al., 2016; Sirakaya & Woodside, 2005), this perspective assumes a functional 212 

information need—one that individuals seek to fulfill through information behavior. However, 213 
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information behavior is not always goal-driven. It can also be motivated by the pleasure of, for 214 

example, dreaming about vacations, without necessarily leading to a decision (Decrop & Snelders, 215 

2005; Xiang & Fesenmaier, 2020). In many cases, travelers actually prefer serendipitous experiences, 216 

where they encounter information about an interesting urban attraction by accident, resulting in an 217 

impulsive decision to visit it (Huang et al., 2014). Thus, research on information behavior offers a 218 

different lens on decision-making. In this section, we discuss the information behavior concepts and 219 

models that have shaped our grounded theory.  220 

2.1.3. The discovery process 221 

One of the most dominant perspectives on information behavior is the linear perspective which 222 

conceptualizes it as initiated by a functional information need (i.e., focused on solving a specific task) 223 

that triggers a process meant to solve this functional information need (Cohen et al., 2014; Xiang & 224 

Fesenmaier, 2020). The traveler destination choice model by Woodside and Lysonski (1989) provides 225 

a good example of this perspective. The model suggests that travelers follow a selection process that 226 

filters urban attractions from an awareness set to a set of preferences and finally towards a final 227 

choice. Seen from this perspective, information behavior is indeed part of the decision-making 228 

process.  229 

The linear perspective aligns with the sequential perspective that is common in tourism and 230 

hospitality studies (Cohen et al., 2014; Xiang & Fesenmaier, 2020), and makes a distinction between 231 

the pre-purchase and ongoing information search stage (Xiang & Fesenmaier, 2020). The pre-232 

purchase stage consists of planning the trip in advance while the ongoing information search stage 233 

consists of information behavior during the trip. A considerable amount of research emphasizes the 234 

pre-purchase stage, assuming that trips are meticulously planned (Cohen et al., 2014; Xiang & 235 

Fesenmaier, 2020). However, other research debunks this assumption, showing that many decisions 236 

are made spontaneously during the trip (Hyde & Lawson, 2003; Zach & Gretzel, 2011), or based on 237 

habits (Bargeman & van der Poel, 2006). More recent studies have pivoted to acknowledge the 238 

significance of ongoing discovery during the trip itself, facilitated by the widespread adoption of 239 
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smartphones, the ubiquity of internet access, and the digital marketplace for apps (X. Liu et al., 2022; 240 

Wang et al., 2012; Xiang et al., 2015).  241 

The ‘travel network perspective’ (Xiang & Fesenmaier, 2020) also stresses the spontaneity of 242 

urban discovery. It views travel not just as a destination but as a collection of experiences, activities, 243 

and places, interwoven with one's daily life (Wang et al., 2012; Zach & Gretzel, 2011). An example is 244 

the hedonic vacationer, a type of vacationer in Decrop and Snelders' (2005) grounded typology about 245 

vacation decision-making who likes to dream and talk about their vacation plans.  246 

In this context, the concept of ‘information encountering’ becomes relevant, reflecting that 247 

people often acquire information by encountering it rather than actively seeking it (Erdelez & Makri, 248 

2020). Here the relationship between information behavior and decision making is turned upside 249 

down; decision-making is part of information behavior. One browses content for fun, and this 250 

impulsively leads to a decision when something attractive is found (Huang et al., 2014). Research 251 

does suggest that everyday information behavior often entails information encountering and 252 

serendipity (Björneborn, 2017; Foster & Ford, 2003). Non-linear information models put more 253 

emphasis on information encountering. An example is the berrypicking model by Bates (1989) which 254 

proposes that users “pick” bits of information from various content over time, adjusting their search 255 

path and behavior as their understanding and needs evolve.  256 

Although researchers differ in their perspectives on how information behavior develops, they 257 

generally agree on its inherent duality—distinguishing between goal-oriented, convergent activities 258 

like searching for specific information and exploratory, divergent activities such as browsing 259 

(Björneborn, 2010a). Dörk and colleagues (2011) recognize this inherent duality of information 260 

behavior but criticize the exclusive focus on functional information behavior. To promote a more 261 

human-centered view of information behavior they introduce the notion of the information flaneur 262 

(Dörk et al., 2011). This figure is motivated by curiosity and discovers information in a playful yet 263 

critical manner through horizontal exploration—where they navigate the content landscape 264 

spontaneously motivated by their curiosity (Dörk et al., 2011). Upon encountering captivating 265 
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content, they transition into vertical immersion, delving deeply into the subject, which sparks a sense 266 

of wonder (Dörk et al., 2011).  267 

Information behavior can indeed be distinguished based on the motivation underlying it. This 268 

viewpoint is closely linked to the popular but contested concept of information needs (Case & Given, 269 

2016). Reflecting information behavior literature in general, the tension between instrumental and 270 

playful motivations of information behavior is also present in tourism and hospitality studies. For 271 

instance, Gursoy (2019a) interprets travel information behavior as primarily driven by a desire to 272 

reduce uncertainty, because the intangible and often costly nature of some urban attractions. This 273 

view aligns with a ‘functional need’ for utility, certainty, and efficiency (Vogt & Fesenmaier, 1998). 274 

However, Vogt and Fesenmaier (1998a) show that beyond functional information needs, four other 275 

information needs are relevant: hedonic, innovation, aesthetic and sign (i.e., social) information 276 

needs.  277 

2.1.4. The emergence of user generated content and review platforms 278 

Lastly, information behavior can also be characterized by the content that communicates the 279 

information (Xiang & Fesenmaier, 2020). The advent and widespread accessibility of the internet 280 

have not only increased the frequency and spontaneity of information searches but have also 281 

enabled consumers to connect with one another and share their experiences through User 282 

Generated Content (UGC). This phenomenon has become a cornerstone for the success of social 283 

media and review platforms—such as TripAdvisor and Booking.com—which now serve as some of 284 

the most influential actors in the hospitality and tourism sector (Gössling et al., 2018; Horner & 285 

Swarbrooke, 2020).   286 

Empirical studies indicate that peer-to-peer review platforms are among the most frequently 287 

consulted sources of information by consumers (Dickinger, 2011; Gursoy et al., 2017). The 288 

aggregated ratings provided by these platforms offer a straightforward metric for evaluating and 289 

selecting urban attractions (Pourfakhimi et al., 2020). Moreover, the positive relationship between 290 

higher ratings and increased sales (Ye et al., 2011) as well as larger booking transactions (Torres et al., 291 
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2015) suggests that consumers actively incorporate these metrics into their decision-making 292 

processes. 293 

The mechanisms underlying the influence of ratings and reviews are complex (Pourfakhimi et 294 

al., 2020). Trust has been found to play a major role (Pop et al., 2022; Pourfakhimi et al., 2020; Serra 295 

Cantallops & Salvi, 2014). Trust in user generated content, in general, is shaped by multiple 296 

antecedents, including perceived credibility, information quality, and website quality (Filieri et al., 297 

2015). Focusing more specifically on reviews, research has demonstrated that while both positive 298 

and negative reviews increase consumer awareness of hotels, they particularly influence consumer 299 

attitudes toward lesser-known hotels (Vermeulen & Seegers, 2009). Users interpret these reviews 300 

through heuristic processes, relying on cues such as the perceived richness and factuality of the 301 

information presented (Papathanassis & Knolle, 2011). Moreover, affective factors play a critical role 302 

in this interpretive process. For example, the degree of homophily—the extent to which a reviewer is 303 

perceived to resemble the reader—can enhance trust, which in turn positively influences attitudes 304 

toward and the intention to visit urban attractions (Ayeh et al., 2013). Additionally, a pronounced 305 

negativity bias often leads consumers to give disproportionate weight to negative reviews, further 306 

impacting their decision-making (Papathanassis & Knolle, 2011; Pourfakhimi et al., 2020).  307 

The proliferation of user-generated content (UGC) has expanded the availability of content 308 

on hospitality and tourism services to the point of creating information overload (Xiang & 309 

Fesenmaier, 2020). Consequently, the role of recommender systems and the perceived 310 

trustworthiness of UGC has become increasingly important in helping consumers navigate this 311 

abundance of content (Xiang & Fesenmaier, 2020). In our study, we aim to examine the extent to 312 

which individuals rely on UGC, and to explore how this reliance varies across different contexts. 313 

2.2. Factors influencing decision-making and information behavior 314 

To fully understand how people discover urban attractions, we argue that we need to combine 315 

insights from information behavior and decision-making theory. Furthermore, we claim that how 316 
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travelers discover urban attractions is dependent on personal characteristics as well as social and 317 

affective factors. Below, we provide an overview of the factors we consider in this study.   318 

2.2.1. Personal factors 319 

Familiarity: Returning tourists often seek more novel and unique experiences than less 320 

familiar travelers (Vogt & Fesenmaier, 1998). Tse and Crotts (2005) also find that familiarity is linked 321 

to novelty seeking, expressed by experimentation with Hong Kong’s diverse culinary traditions. 322 

Familiarity also affects information behavior; experienced visitors tend to focus on practical aspects 323 

of a visit, whereas novice travelers engage in a more extensive search for information (Lehto et al., 324 

2006). 325 

Personality: Individuals with a higher need for achievement tend to prefer adventurous 326 

vacations, while those with a stronger need for affiliation are more inclined toward cultural 327 

experiences (Tran & Ralston, 2006). Also Lepp and Gibson (2008) find that personality traits influence 328 

travel style, reporting that sensation seekers prefer a more independent style of travel and pursue 329 

novel activities.  330 

2.2.2. Social factors 331 

Travel party composition: Research indicates that the composition of a travel party 332 

significantly influences engagement with urban attractions. For instance, Thornton and colleagues 333 

(1997) observed that younger children notably influence the distribution of time across activities, 334 

leading to more time spent in child-friendly locations, such as beaches, and less on traveling or 335 

relaxing. Generally, as interpersonal constraints grow, so does the complexity of decision-making 336 

within travel groups (Kozak, 2010).  337 

Cultural distance: While travelers are generally more likely to enjoy culturally similar 338 

services, they are more tolerant towards culturally different services because these are perceived as 339 

authentic (Weiermair, 2000). However, cultural openness of visitors is an important precursor in the 340 

participation in authentic cultural activities (Lin et al., 2021).  341 
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2.2.3. Contextual factors 342 

Motivation: When a city serves as a main destination, visitors often seek relaxation, an 343 

escape from routine, or opportunities to reconnect with family and friends (McKercher & Wong, 344 

2004). These primary visitors are typically drawn to dining and shopping experiences, while 345 

secondary visitors show more interest in architecture, specific tourist sites, and local residents 346 

(McKercher & Wong, 2004). However, Huang and colleagues (2014) reveal no significant difference in 347 

independent travel styles between travelers at main destinations and those on stopovers; both 348 

groups exhibit a preference for serendipitous travel. 349 

Length of stay: Research indicates that the length of stay significantly influences travel 350 

behavior. Moore et al. (2012) found that shorter stays are typically characterized by extensively 351 

planned itineraries, whereas longer stays often involve more spontaneous, on-site decision making. 352 

Additionally, Tse and Crotts (2005) find that extended stays are associated with a greater propensity 353 

for novelty-seeking and a willingness to experiment with local culture. 354 

2.2.4. Demographic factors 355 

Age: Kim et al. (2015) highlight generational differences in online information behavior. They 356 

observe that older generations prefer direct contact with suppliers of hospitality products while 357 

younger generations prefer intermediaries such as TripAdvisor or Google. Furthermore, younger 358 

generations also more frequently use social networking sites and UGC, while older generations use 359 

online content that can be printed because they prefer tacit information sources (H. Kim et al., 2015). 360 

Gender: Men and women tend to play different roles in the decision-making process within 361 

tourism and hospitality. Women are less involved in financing trips yet play a greater role in planning 362 

them (Zalatan, 1998) and take the initiative in decision-making (Mottiar & Quinn, 2004). Research on 363 

information behavior further reveals gender differences: women rely more often on word-of-mouth 364 

recommendations during travel planning (Murphy et al., 2007), and rely more often on landmarks for 365 

navigation during wayfinding compared to men (Xia et al., 2008).  366 
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2.2.5. Affective factors 367 

Destination image: A fun and friendly destination image is an important pull factor for city 368 

break vacations (Dunne et al., 2011). A destination's image is shaped by both cognitive and affective 369 

factors; however, affective factors not only mediate the influence of cognitive factors but also serves 370 

as a stronger predictor of the overall image among tourists (Stylidis et al., 2017). This overall 371 

destination image significantly influences key outcomes such as destination satisfaction, revisit 372 

intentions (Kani et al., 2017), and intention to recommend the destination (Afshardoost & Eshaghi, 373 

2020; Stylidis et al., 2017).  374 

Emotions: emotions also play an important role in information behavior and decision 375 

making. For example, emotional titles of UGC attract more attention than informational titles (Fu et 376 

al., 2024). Similarly, Liu et al's (2023) found that celebrity endorsements stimulate intentions to visit 377 

a destination only when they evoke emotional arousal. Furthermore, Scarpi et al. (2019) find that 378 

involvement with an event particularly increases place attachment when the event feels authentic.  379 

The preceding review highlights the complex nature of decision-making in tourism but also 380 

reveals a fragmented body of literature. This fragmentation shows the need for a more integrated 381 

understanding, prompting our central research question: How do people discover urban attractions 382 

in the contemporary digital age? The following section details the methodology we employed to 383 

develop a holistic typology that addresses this question by integrating and extending the insights 384 

discussed above.  385 

3. Methodology 386 

To understand how users discover urban attractions, we conducted semi-structured 387 

interviews with 126 participants in Belgium. Subsequently, we used the grounded theory framework 388 

to analyze this data (Strauss & Corbin, 2015). Below, we describe our Sampling approach (Section 389 

3.1), Interview protocol (Section 3.2), and Grounded theory (Section 3.3).  390 

 391 
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3.1. Sampling approach  392 

Our study employed a two-phase sampling strategy, combining convenience and purposive 393 

sampling that resulted in a diverse sample of inhabitants of the Brussels and Flemish region of 394 

Belgium. In the first phase (October–December 2019), we relied on a convenience sampling 395 

approach, where 119 university students conducted each one interview, with a participant outside 396 

their class, as part of a methodology course. Prior to conducting the interviews, we introduced the 397 

students to the research context and research aim by guiding them through the topic guide provided 398 

by the researchers (see Appendix and Table 2). This ensured that the students understood the aim of 399 

the study, and that their interviews were comparable. 400 

Upon analyzing the demographic composition of this initial sample, we identified an age 401 

bias; we were missing the perspective of participants over 50. To address this, we (the researchers) 402 

conducted a second phase of purposive sampling (July–August 2024), purposively selecting seven 403 

participants over 50. We applied two selection criteria during this phase: age, to ensure 404 

representation across different life stages, and gender, to ensure that each age category included at 405 

least one man and one woman. We do this because, as discussed in Section 2.3.4, both demographic 406 

variables are related to tourism and hospitality behavior.  407 

This sampling approach deviates from the typical purposive sampling approach in grounded 408 

theory. However, due to the explorative nature of this study, it is especially important to have a 409 

diverse sample. As Table 1 illustrates, our sampling approach indeed resulted in a diverse sample.   410 

 411 

 412 

 413 

 414 

 415 

 416 

 417 
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Table 1 418 
Summary statistics of sample 419 

 Frequency 

Age   

18-24 36 

25-30 27 

31-35 7 

36-40 11 

41-45 14 

46-50 20 

51-55 6 

56-60 2 

61-67 3 
 
Gender  

Man 50 

Woman 76 

  

Living situation  

Missing 9 

Single parent 11 

Single without children 21 

Married or living together with partner and children 36 

Married or living together with partner without children 16 

Cohousing with others 33 

  

Total 126 

Note: all participants are inhabitants of the Flemish or Brussels region of Belgium 420 

3.2. Interview protocol  421 

Participants received an informed consent document outlining the study’s purpose, data 422 

handling practices, and privacy safeguards, following our institute’s template and data protection 423 

guidelines. Consent was obtained before recording began. Next, the interviewers started the 424 

recording and went through the topic guide questions (see Appendix). We outline the general 425 

themes mentioned in the topic guide in Table 2. These topics relate to our central question of how 426 

the rise of digital platforms, specifically, UGC review and rating platform have impacted the discovery 427 

of urban attractions. Interviews typically lasted between 40-70 minutes.  428 

 429 
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Table 2 430 
Summary of topic guide 431 

Theme  Explanation Example of questions   

Relationship with city  City is defined as a location 
where there is a high 
concentration of inhabitants 
and provisions. 

How would you describe the 
distance between your home 
and the nearest city centre?  
 
For which purposes do you 
mainly visit the city?  

Discovering urban attractions Urban attractions are: shops, 
hospitality, and activities. We 
are interested in urban 
attractions in Belgium as well 
as abroad. 

For each category, can you give 
some examples that you have 
discovered? How?  
 
In which kind of situations do 
you look for digital information 
sources for recommendations?  
 
Are there differences between 
recommendations that you 
encounter in Belgium and 
abroad?  

Attitude regarding 
personalized 
recommendations 

We present a number of 
statements to the interviewees 
and ask their opinion about 
these statements 

What do you know about 
personalized 
recommendations by 
computer algorithms? 
 
To what degree do you think 
that these systems must 
challenge users to discover 
places outside their comfort 
zone?  

Google maps Explain what Google maps is if 
unfamiliar. Present some 
examples expressing 
personalization on Google 
maps to illustrate urban filter 
bubbles 

Have you already used Google 
Maps? In case yes, for which 
purposes?  

3.3.  Grounded theory 432 

We use grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 2015) to develop a theory of urban discovery. 433 

This approach suits our focus on urban attractions, an understudied concept in need of fresh 434 

theoretical development. Because grounded theory is inductive, it provides the originality necessary 435 

to explore this topic (Strauss & Corbin, 2015). Furthermore, it allows for a rich and nuanced 436 

description (Matteucci & Gnoth, 2017; Woodside et al., 2004). As explained in Section 2.1.1, the 437 

process approach and grounded theory create an effective combination (Decrop & Snelders, 2005; 438 
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Moore et al., 2012; Woodside et al., 2004). Lastly, grounded theory seeks to explain phenomena, 439 

offering insight into why urban discovery unfolds as it does (Strauss & Corbin, 2015).  440 

The grounded theory analysis started by immersing ourselves in the data by reading a 441 

random sample of interviews without coding (Mehmetoglu & Altinay, 2006). Subsequently, we 442 

started open coding of interviews utilizing MAXQDA software. This open coding facilitates the 443 

identification and description of various concepts, as well as the meticulous documentation of 444 

analytical insights via memos. Such detailed documentation is essential as it aids in refining the 445 

codes—whether by discarding, modifying, or merging them as necessary—thus enabling the 446 

identification of higher-level concepts and their respective properties (Strauss & Corbin, 2015). 447 

Subsequently, axial coding was employed to connect the different identified concepts during open 448 

coding. This process was further enhanced by comparative analysis, which involves contrasting 449 

incidents to discern similarities and differences (Strauss & Corbin, 2015).  450 

We also followed Strauss and Corbin’s (2015) guidelines to determine when theoretical 451 

saturation had been achieved. Their main criterion is the theory’s internal consistency and logical 452 

coherence. In our case, this means that the different discovery modes must be clearly distinguished, 453 

their elements thoroughly conceptualized, and their processual development free of gaps. Based on 454 

our theoretical framework, summarized in Table 3, we believe this criterion has been met. 455 

We further tested theoretical saturation during the final five interviews, which were 456 

conducted by the lead author. At the end of each interview, we presented our theoretical model (see 457 

Table 3) and asked participants if it resonated with their experiences. Participants often recognized 458 

themselves in the different discovery modes and recalled how they had discovered urban attractions 459 

through various discovery modes. 460 

 461 
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4. Discovery modes 462 

Our grounded theory analysis revealed five distinct discovery modes: instrumental-rational, 463 

go-with-the-flow, social, flaneur, and habitual. Section 4.1 offers a detailed description of each mode, 464 

which are summarized in Table 3. 465 

It is important to note that our theoretical framework does not prescribe a value hierarchy; 466 

the value and adoption of the five discovery modes are highly situational, and an individual may 467 

adopt different modes depending on the context. To build on our initial descriptions, we therefore 468 

analyze the factors influencing the adoption of a particular discovery mode (Section 4.2) and then 469 

explore the relationships between the discovery modes themselves (Section 4.3).470 
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471 

 Instrumental-rational Go-with-the-flow Social Flaneur Habitual 

Key values  Price-quality ratio, certainty, 
predictability 

Serendipity, ease, spontaneity Social contact Resonance, distinction, 
authenticity 

Traditions, feeling at ease, 
predictability, certainty 

Motivation of discovery 
process 

Functional information need Inspirational information need, 
interesting encounter 

Social interaction, sign/social 
information need, relationship 
building 

Aesthetic information need, 
romantic relationship with the 
city, want to distinguish 
themselves 

Need for familiarity/comfort 
zone 

Attitude Instrumental Receptive, hedonic, flexible Interested Receptive, respectful, critical Conservative 

Horizontal exploration and 
vertical immersion 

Exploration through filters and 
ranking, immersion through 
comparing ratings and 
inspecting reviews 

Haphazard exploration and 
impulsive immersion  

Exploration through stream of 
social interactions, immersion 
through asking and conversation 

Extensive exploration and 
immersion through multiple 
information sources 

Not applicable 

Interface Review platforms and search 
engines 

Immediate surroundings Social network The city understood broadly Memory 

Information sources Reviews and ratings, digital 
recommendations, remote 
access affordances 

Immediate perceptions e.g., the 
aroma in a restaurant, the 
crowd size, and the overall 
ambiance  

Social information sources e.g., 
word-of-mouth, social media 
feed, influencers 

Content which triggers high 
telepresence, feels authentic, 
and resonates 

Memories, habits 

Practices Extensive planning, ratings and 
reviews as heuristic, 
comparing, following digital 
recommendations 

Discovering the city yourself, 
getting lost, leaving room for 
spontaneity, trying out new 
things 

Talking, asking, following social 
recommendations, checking 
social media 

Discovering the city yourself, 
using many information 
sources, staying informed about 
city life, communicating with 
locals, extensive planning 

Rituals, brand loyalty, booking 
an all-in 

Decision-making Rational Impulsive Social Affective Habitual 

Personal factors High need for cognitive closure High openness to experience High social trust and need for 
social contact 

High cultural capital about city Low openness to experience 

Social factors Heterogeneous travel party Homogeneous travel party Taste of other person Homogeneous travel party Heterogeneous travel party, 
cultural distance 

Contextual factors High stakes, unfamiliar, choice 
overload, time constraints 

Low stakes, a lot of time Vibe of product is important  None identified Unfamiliar, presence of familiar 
brands, bad weather, time 
constraints 

Demographic factors Younger people Younger people None identified Older people None identified 

Affective factors Depleted mood Good mood, curiosity, charm Affection towards other person Curiosity, charm Depleted mood, need for 
comfort zone 

Table 3 
Summary of our grounded theory  
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4.1. The five discovery modes 472 

4.1.1. Instrumental-rational discovery mode 473 

In instrumental-rational discovery mode, individuals primarily value predictability and price-quality in 474 

their search for urban attractions. These discoverers try to ensure their limited time and money is 475 

invested wisely in worthwhile hospitality experiences, aiming to avoid disappointment.  476 

The exploration process in this mode is motivated by a ‘functional information need’ (Vogt & 477 

Fesenmaier, 1998). Typical situations are for example finding a restaurant for a romantic date or 478 

planning an important event as Participant 21 illustrates “If I want to go somewhere special to eat 479 

with someone, say for a birthday or for Christmas, I do want it to stand out, that it's special. That's 480 

why I will look for a place with good reviews.” 481 

Functional information needs are intertwined with an instrumental view on information and 482 

discovery. Instrumental-rational discoverers are solely focused on identifying the best places to visit 483 

and hence driven by extrinsic motivation. Their primary concern is that the discovery process be 484 

efficient and effective. For example, when asked which kind of recommendation is preferred, by a 485 

friend or by an algorithm, Participant 50 answers pragmatically: “I think the algorithm, because it 486 

knows more,” which is in stark contrast to the intrinsically motivated information behavior in playful 487 

discovery modes, as is discussed later.  488 

This instrumental attitude manifests in their discovery practices. They primarily leverage 489 

review platforms and search engines as their interface to discover the city. In particular ratings, 490 

reviews, and filters are deemed indispensable as they allow a thorough comparison of the urban 491 

attraction space through the urban attraction content space. Instrumental-rational discoverers use 492 

filters to distil a relevant set of urban attractions and subsequently thoroughly compare them before 493 

deciding on the highest-rated and best-reviewed options. Participant 6 provides an apt example of 494 

this exploration and immersion process: “when I have something in my mind, let's say a restaurant, 495 

then I try to look at one site; see what people are saying about it; I also try at another site; again see 496 
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what the reactions are. Then I try to make a synthesis of whether it's ‘YES’ or ‘NO’ and what the 497 

opinion of the majority is.” 498 

Furthermore, instrumental-rational discoverers meticulously plan their trips to optimize their 499 

time-spending and to ensure the success of their travels. Participant 23 underlines the benefits of 500 

this approach: “it's easier to figure out everything in advance so that you get the most out of your 501 

visit.” Once rational-instrumental discoverers settle on a plan, they stick to it, valuing predictability 502 

and certainty above spontaneous decisions: “yes, I really do follow the recommendation strictly. Then 503 

I'm sure I won't be disappointed by going somewhere else.” (Participant 10). Their quest for 504 

predictability leads them to leverage remote access affordances extensively, for instance making 505 

reservations and buying tickets online beforehand. 506 

Playful discovery modes  507 

We use the label playful discovery modes to refer to the go-with-the-flow, social, and flaneur 508 

discovery modes, since all these modes describe a discovery process driven by intrinsic motivation.  509 

In these modes enjoying urban discovery is as important as the quality of the outcome. The inherent 510 

pleasure associated with the discovery process often transforms it into a story worth sharing, as 511 

Participant 121 expresses: “It’s satisfying when you can say that you did a good job discovering a 512 

hidden gem. If you tell others about it—a nice discovery by chance—that makes you a bit proud.” 513 

4.1.2. Go-with-the-flow discovery mode 514 

Individuals discovering the city in go-with-the-flow mode prefer spontaneity over predictability, often 515 

eschewing certainty in favor of serendipity. As Participant 12 reflects: “serendipity is the fact that in a 516 

city, you let yourself be led by the unexpected and actually end up by chance in streets or 517 

neighborhoods that you don't know, but that always gives me a very positive feeling. I like it very 518 

much ‘serendipity’. It often leads to the best experiences because you don't have any expectations 519 

beforehand.” 520 

Discoverers who adopt a go-with-the-flow mode are motivated by inspirational information 521 

needs. Unlike the meticulous scouting of flaneurs or the systematic searching of instrumental-522 
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rational discoverers, they engage with their environment spontaneously and impulsively. 523 

Consequently, their exploration unfolds haphazardly as they inspect their immediate surroundings, 524 

immersing themselves instantly when something intriguing is encountered. 525 

 Dai et al. (2022) observe that inspiration can shortcut the decision-making process. Rather 526 

than meticulously evaluating urban attractions, an engaging encounter may prompt an impulsive 527 

decision to visit a location. Participant 11 illustrates this phenomenon, stating: “Yes, I am someone 528 

who goes with the flow. So, I don't have a schedule, I put the days when I work in my agenda, but the 529 

rest is really on the spot. When I'm on vacation too, it's usually 'ah I see something here, a little 530 

restaurant, let's look on google to see what they say about it', and that can also just be without 531 

looking and just going into the experience; just doing it. Just go with the flow, not too much stress.”  532 

This all expresses itself in their discovery practices. They prefer to lead their own exploration 533 

rather than depending on recommendations, ratings, or reviews. Their laid-back approach has them 534 

meandering through the city—typically by foot—open to the allure of aesthetic details that may 535 

draw them impulsively into a restaurant, even if it deviates from their original itinerary.  536 

 Interestingly, the rise of online reservations means that activities often require advanced 537 

planning. Weijts (2023) captures this loss of spontaneity well, criticizing the growing challenge of, for 538 

example, dining in a good restaurant without prior reservations. This loss clearly reverberates in our 539 

interviews. For example, Participant 120 mentions: “It is annoying for example when I want to do a 540 

trip, I have to make reservations for everything well in advance … I do miss some flexibility on 541 

vacation.” This clashes with the go-with-the-flow ethos, which thrives on unscripted discovery.  542 

4.1.3. Social discovery mode 543 

Social interactions lie at the heart of the social discovery mode. Social discoverers leverage their 544 

social network as an interface to discover the city. However, the value placed on social interactions 545 

transcends mere information gathering; it is a conduit for nurturing relationships, offering a base for 546 

future conversations as Participant 30 encapsulates when explaining why he prefers 547 
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recommendations by friends over digital recommendations: “because I want to know more about 548 

this friend of course. What does he like, then we can chat about that, do I like this?”  549 

Social discoverers engage with urban attractions through a continuous stream of social 550 

interactions, ranging from direct encounters—such as conversations with colleagues—to more 551 

indirect touchpoints, like scrolling through social media feeds. What distinguishes these individuals is 552 

their drive to be both inspired and informed by their social network. They are motivated by a social 553 

information need, or what Vogt and Fesenmaier (1998) refer to as a "sign need"—the reliance on the 554 

opinions and experiences of their social contacts regarding urban attractions. 555 

Beside exploring the urban attraction space through their social network, they also immerse 556 

themselves in specific urban attractions by consulting their social network. Participant 27 describes 557 

this reliance on her social network for discovering and deciding what is worthwhile to visit: “In both 558 

cases, both domestic and foreign, I am more likely to rely on people I know. For example, before the 559 

trip to Norway, I talked about it with a friend who had taken a very long trip there, and with whom I 560 

looked at her itineraries, the places they had been and even went through photo albums. I listened to 561 

what they recommended; people rather than digital recommendations.” 562 

Social discoverers rely on social information sources because they trust them over other 563 

sources. They believe their network understands their preferences better than any algorithm could. 564 

The intimate understanding of their preferences by their social network is seen as the expression of 565 

true friendship. Additionally, feelings of affection towards individuals who make recommendations 566 

also constitutes an important explanation in the preference for social information sources. When 567 

asked which kind of recommendations are preferred—by a friend or an algorithm—Participant 97’s 568 

response is telling: “A friend because they love you, it’s that simple. That goes far beyond pleasing 569 

me, it is about enriching each other and sharing.” 570 

On the other hand, we also observe that digitalization and the internet might facilitate social 571 

connection. While not the UGC platforms that were the focus of our interview topics, other digital 572 

platforms, such as social media, can foster the social connections valued by social discoverers. 573 
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Indeed, our smartphones give us easy access to interact with our social networks at all times. A 574 

different example of how technology can support social discoverers is the app "ManyGuide", 575 

mentioned by Participant 50. These tools connect visitors of Brussels and Amsterdam with locals 576 

providing “a combination of what technology is good at and what people are better at.” 577 

4.1.4. Flaneur mode 578 

At the heart of the urban flaneur is a romantic attitude towards the city. This romantic attitude drives 579 

the urban flaneur to discover their big love, expressing itself in unbridled curiosity. Their quest is to 580 

find resonance within the city—a concept championed by Rosa (2019) to describe a touching 581 

connection with the world.  582 

Urban attractions that are perceived as authentic typically resonate with the flaneur. This is 583 

illustrated by Participant 37’s preference for Brussels over Geneva: “The shops are really nice. It is 584 

much better than Geneva. Geneva, it’s mostly brands and it’s quite expensive. And the shops are not 585 

that interesting in Geneva. They spark my interest in Brussels actually. You have a lot of small shops, 586 

boutiques, much smaller, with a soul,” illustrating the urban flaneur’s attraction to places that 587 

resonate through character and vibe. 588 

The flaneur is particularly enthusiastic to discover the city’s hidden gems, like Participant 12: 589 

“I look for hidden spots where most tourists don't come, but where for example locals or young 590 

people often write about on their blog: 'ah I discovered that park over there,' and actually, in that 591 

way I find cool, artistic, different things than in the average guidebooks.” As illustrated above, they 592 

aspire to distinguish themselves from regular tourists by leveraging information sources beyond what 593 

regular tourists use. As outlined in Bourdieu’s Distinction (1984), the pursuit of distinction—the 594 

desire to differentiate oneself from others—is deeply embedded in social practices and identities. 595 

Bourdieu argues that individuals leverage various forms of capital, such as social, economic, and 596 

cultural capital, to establish and maintain their distinctiveness. For example, someone with extensive 597 

social capital might utilize their connections to access exclusive venues, setting themselves apart 598 

from those with a less prestigious social network. Similarly, individuals with significant economic 599 
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resources purchase premium hospitality services to assert their distinction over those with more 600 

modest financial backgrounds (Ahmad, 2014; T. Liu & Li, 2020). Being a flaneur is also part of one’s 601 

identity and follows a similar pursuit of distinction but by harnessing their cultural capital—602 

knowledge and familiarity with the city and its background—to differentiate themselves explicitly 603 

from tourists or others unfamiliar with the city's hidden charms, as is also supported by the findings 604 

in (Ahmad, 2014).  605 

Furthermore, flaneurs are characterized by their receptivity to and respect for their 606 

surroundings. Their receptivity is expressed by practices that enable them to fully absorb their 607 

environment, like Participant 97: “Yes, my eyes. I wander of course. I explore, hence the wandering. I 608 

try out a lot.” Dörk and colleagues’ (2011) describe the urban flaneur as someone who wanders 609 

without a specific goal, with the primary purpose of immersing themselves in the vibrancy of city life. 610 

Therefore, they are particularly fond of content which stimulates the senses and triggers 611 

telepresence (Steuer, 1995), aligning with their desire for resonance and ‘aesthetic information need’ 612 

(Vogt & Fesenmaier, 1998).  613 

Their respect is a logical consequence of their romantic relationship with the city. This 614 

respect is expressed by Participant 123: “We try to learn some basics of the language. To travel with 615 

respect for the city. With respect for the climate and environment. I also consciously avoid visiting 616 

international chains that are known for tax fraud … We want to contribute to the local economy.” 617 

The flaneur explores and immerses themself in the city by using a rich plethora of 618 

information practices such as talking to locals or experts about the city, reading books about the city, 619 

and wandering through the city. Similarly to instrumental-rational discovery mode, this might result 620 

in rigorously planning a trip. However, in this case the planning process is not instrumental for 621 

guaranteeing a worthwhile trip, but inherently pleasant. Indeed, it is a pathway to get hyped about a 622 

trip as Participant 121 states: “Witness our roadbook. But for me, that contributes to the success of 623 

the vacation. You also have the pleasure of planning the trip, of getting excited in anticipation of it.” 624 
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Lastly, their discovery practices are characterized by a desire for agency because they desire to forge 625 

a unique bond with the city.  626 

Their romantic relationship with the city and extensive information behavior results in 627 

affective decision-making. They follow their refined and informed taste as a guide through the city, 628 

deciding what to visit depending on how strongly it resonates: “It does happen on vacation that we 629 

spontaneously enter a store, preferably not a touristic one, but for example, a glassblower. Sure, it’s 630 

pricey, but we will take a look because the artistry is exceptional.” 631 

At the same time, they are critical observers of the city. Because of their intimate 632 

relationship with the city, they have strong opinions about its evolution. Participant 97, for example, 633 

criticizes popularity bias in recommender systems: “that aggressive dynamic of apps, of something 634 

where a lot of people go, ... You only have a subgroup that gives ratings, that system is not right at 635 

all. It's conceptually flawed, you certainly notice that with restaurants and tourists, they visit en 636 

masse the same places.” The flaneur, in pursuit of authenticity and resonance, often feels alienated 637 

in these overly touristic locations.  638 

4.1.5. Habitual discovery mode 639 

Habitual discovery mode is characterized by a preference for the familiar, offering ease, 640 

predictability, and certainty. Although discovery typically implies venturing into the unknown, these 641 

travelers deliberately seek out familiar urban attractions—even within unfamiliar settings. By 642 

anchoring their experiences with recognizable elements, such as global franchises, they balance the 643 

thrill of new experiences with the comfort of the familiar. 644 

Habitual discovery mode resembles instrumental-rational discovery mode in its desire for 645 

predictability and certainty. Yet, habitual discoverers do not care to find the best urban attraction for 646 

their money; they desire to feel at ease. In this sense, they are similar to go-with-the-flow mode. 647 

However, while people in go-with-the-flow mode are open and receptive for new experiences, 648 

people in habitual discovery mode are looking for anchors of familiarity. Participant 97 aptly 649 
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expresses this desire for familiarity: “Sometimes you seek the familiar, but that depends very much 650 

on your emotional state, sometimes you just want the familiar because you want to ‘come home’.”  651 

 These familiar places engender one’s comfort zone, which is created through rituals, i.e., 652 

repeated scripts of actions in a certain situation. An example of a ritual is visiting the Hard Rock Café 653 

on each city trip. Indeed, the Hard Rock Café company smartly taps into this discovery mode. In his 654 

book Interaction ritual chains, Collins (2004) lays out a theory on how rituals can lead to strong 655 

emotional and moral associations to symbols through the effervescence created during these rituals. 656 

This theory helps us understand why in habitual mode, we can have such desire to visit the same 657 

places and why this has positive psychological effects (Singh et al., 2020). Research shows that rituals 658 

can increase enjoyment of consumption (Vohs et al., 2013).   659 

4.2. Linking the discovery modes to their determinants and moderators 660 

In Section 4.1., we thoroughly described the five discovery modes. In this section, we delve 661 

deeper into how personal, social, contextual, demographic, and affective factors guide individuals 662 

toward one mode or another, as illustrated in Figure 2.  663 

Our interviews suggest that personality, particularly openness to experience and need for 664 

cognitive closure, are important predictors. People high in openness to experience— characterized 665 

by curiosity, sensitivity to aesthetics, and attentiveness to internal feelings  (Costa Jr & McCrae, 2000; 666 

McCrae & Costa, 1997)—are more likely to discover in go-with-the-flow or flaneur mode. Conversely, 667 

those lower in openness typically gravitate toward habitual discovery. 668 

In contrast, a pronounced need for cognitive closure—discomfort with ambiguity and 669 

preference for clear outcomes (Roets & Van Hiel, 2011)—discourages go-with-the-flow discovery. 670 

Participant 10 illustrates how this need instead favors instrumental-rational discovery: “I am the kind 671 

of person who likes to have control over situations, so I want an activity to be planned quite a while in 672 

advance. According to me, that ensures that I never or at least rarely experience any surprises.” The 673 

desire for spontaneity, characteristic in go-with-the-flow mode, contrasts sharply with the need for 674 

cognitive closure. 675 
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Figure 2: Theoretical framework of the five discovery modes 676 

Note. Arrows indicates “influences”, + and – signs indicate direction of the influence.  677 

While some people consistently seek cognitive closure and others are always open to new 678 

experiences, for most individuals, this need is situational. The need for cognitive closure often 679 

increases in high-stakes contexts, whether the stakes are monetary, personal, or social. Participant 680 

53 illustrated this well when explaining her use of reviews: she relies on them “when it is important 681 

how you come across.” 682 

Time constraints are another crucial contextual factor. With ample time, travelers can afford 683 

to explore in go-with-the-flow or flaneur mode, wandering freely even at the risk of getting lost. In 684 

contrast—limited time makes people prioritize certainty in finding good dining options and timely 685 

service to stay on schedule and avoid missing planned activities—hence triggering a need for 686 

cognitive closure like Participant 59 illustrate: If I only go somewhere for two days, I try to have a 687 

good preparation. While if I go for a longer period, I’m more open to surprises.’  688 

Also the context of choice overload stimulates the need for cognitive closure. An abundance 689 

of urban attractions can overwhelm travelers, prompting instrumental-rational decisions based on 690 

ratings and reviews. Participant 125 illustrates this: "If there are a lot of options—like in that city in 691 
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Italy which was packed with bars and restaurants—I start using TripAdvisor because the choices are 692 

just overwhelming."  693 

Familiarity on the other hand fosters spontaneity, openness to experience, and playful 694 

discovery more in general. People are more comfortable wandering around by foot and going with 695 

the flow; people have more background knowledge and are better nested in the urban attraction 696 

content space of familiar cities, favoring flaneur mode; and familiar cities tend to be familiar to your 697 

social network as well, favoring social discovery mode. This is nicely illustrated by Participant 46: “I 698 

know the city, so I don’t have to check if everything is good online, because I already know it or heard 699 

about it. Or like I said, I’ve seen it on Instagram… But also, I like to walk around, and if I encounter 700 

something lovely, I keep it on a list on my phone.”  701 

Conversely, unfamiliarity enhances the desire for cognitive closure, making instrumental-702 

rational discovery more appealing: “If you go to a new city and something is popular and scores really 703 

well on TripAdvisor and if you go and look on Instagram it also looks really nice, even if it's popular I'll 704 

go there. Then I make a reservation if necessary. If it's in my own city I'm more likely to look for a 705 

place that's really new and less popular.” Moreover, cultural unfamiliarity promotes habitual 706 

discovery, as Participant 126 explains: “Certainly if you go to a country that is very unfamiliar, let’s 707 

say Vietnam or Thailand, after a while you had enough, and you just want comfort food. You want to 708 

go to a McDonalds, KFC or Burger King.” 709 

While a positive mood encourages openness to experience and affective decision-making, a 710 

negative mood discourages openness to experience and instead encourages cognitive closure, as 711 

Participant 37 explains: “If I am starving; it is raining; I am soaked; yeah, maybe I will be happy that 712 

Google will suggest me anything. Why not? You don’t have fuel anymore; it’s raining, whatever. But 713 

otherwise, I still make my own decisions.” 714 

In heterogeneous travel parties, people are also more likely to desire cognitive closure since 715 

there are varied interests and physical constraints which make it more difficult to spontaneously 716 

encounter something satisfying, hence favoring instrumental-rational discovery. For example, 717 
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Participant 120 shares that, when she is on vacation with her mother, she looks on the internet for a 718 

place that fits the following criteria: “something that is accessible for a person with mobility 719 

problems, with a parking place nearby, and with a nice view so it feels different than sitting in her 720 

own house.” A heterogeneous travel party also favors habitual discovery mode; particularly kids 721 

enjoy the familiarity of international fast-food chains, and it often becomes a tradition to visit these 722 

places during vacations. On the other hand, homogeneous travel parties are more likely to discover 723 

in a spontaneous way and make affective decisions since their taste and intuition guiding them 724 

through the city is similar. For example, Participant 121 explains how she discovers places more 725 

spontaneously with her younger daughter compared with her older daughter because: “We are very 726 

similar. We can discover and decide where to go based on intuition.”  727 

Also charm is an important trigger for affective decision-making, stimulating go-with-the-728 

flow and flaneur discovery. As Participant 27 describes: “Recently, we were in Paris and wanted to go 729 

to Musée Bourdelle, to a fashion exposition. But on our way, we like to enjoy Paris, discover some 730 

new places; and when we stumbled upon a charming café, we said: ‘Oh, this looks lovely; let’s stop 731 

for a coffee!’” In flaneur mode, charm is often tied to authenticity, shaped by one’s cultural 732 

understanding of the city. In contrast, those in go-with-the-flow mode follow personal taste without 733 

considering authenticity, making them more prone to tourist traps.  734 

Regarding social discovery mode, here mainly taste of the other person giving the 735 

recommendation is important. Some people’s recommendations are trusted more than others. While 736 

certain recommendations are blindly followed, others are verified through sources like TripAdvisor, 737 

resulting in an instrumental-rational way of discovering. As Participant 37 explains: “I think you need 738 

to know the people. Recently, we have been recommended a restaurant by our neighbors, and it was 739 

not great for us… If some of my friends recommend me a place, I will go; without checking the 740 

internet, because I know their taste and I know it will get along with mine. For other people, it’s a bit 741 

difficult; I will always crosscheck on the internet, like TripAdvisor.” 742 
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Lastly, we note that age is also related with the adopted discovery mode. Younger individuals 743 

tend to favor go-with-the-flow and instrumental-rational discovery for their ease and efficiency. 744 

Older individuals, with more accumulated knowledge, life experience, and available time, are more 745 

likely to explore in flaneur mode. 746 

4.3. Linking the discovery modes to each other 747 

Not all discovery modes are equally compatible. While playful modes can blend to create mixed 748 

types, the instrumental-rational and habitual modes are incompatible with others. The following 749 

section explores these compatibilities in detail. 750 

4.3.1. Compatible modes  751 

The playful discovery modes are mutually compatible, each characterized by an inherently 752 

enjoyable process of exploration. Although they do not always occur simultaneously—otherwise, 753 

they would not be conceptualized as distinct modes—they sometimes overlap. Indeed, our 754 

participants gave some anecdotes that can be both characterized as flaneur and social discovery 755 

mode. Flaneurs enjoy gathering diverse content about the city and particularly value suggestions 756 

from locals since they often result in authentic experiences. Participant 126 recalls an anecdote 757 

illustrating the discovery of a viewpoint that embodies both discovery modes:  758 

“We were in Josselin, sitting in our car, ready to leave for our next accommodation. First, we 759 

stopped at a local bakery. As we chatted with the baker, he asked, ‘Have you been up the basilica 760 

tower?’ 761 

‘No, we walked all over the city and saw everything—but go up the tower—no, that we didn’t 762 

do yet. You can’t do it all, can you?’ 763 

‘But you can’t leave without going up! You’ll thank me later—the view is magnificent.’’ 764 

So we decided to go, messaging our next host that we’d be late. And the baker was right—765 

the view was incredible. We took photos, saw the city and castle from above, and afterward, we 766 

returned to the bakery to tell him, ‘You were right. It was absolutely worth it.’” 767 
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Our participants also shared discoveries that could be characterized by both social and go-768 

with-the-flow mode. Social discovery mode emphasizes the role of social interactions, while go-with-769 

the-flow mode highlights the ease and tranquility of unplanned exploration. Participant 120 recalled 770 

serendipitously encountering friends she had not seen in years and how their suggestions inspired 771 

her plans during the trip: “We encountered friends that we hadn’t seen for at least fifteen years. They 772 

gave us a couple of tips for things to do with the kids. In that way, we have discovered many things to 773 

do. I like that, to discover attractions at the destination itself.” 774 

Lastly, also go-with-the-flow and flaneur mode sometimes occur together. While flaneur 775 

mode is characterized by thorough information behavior, it also involves exploring the city on foot—a 776 

behavior that naturally leads to the spontaneous encounters characteristic of go-with-the-flow 777 

mode. Participant 37 gives an example of a combination of both: “At the beginning I used digital 778 

sources for everything. I went on internet and then you end up at websites about Brussels, like the 779 

official one, but also other websites and blogs. You find what to do in the city, also through books 780 

about the city. And then you walk and discover; I discovered actually most of the shops by walking 781 

around.”  782 

4.3.2. Incompatible modes 783 

While playful discovery modes seamlessly blend into one another, they remain distinct from 784 

instrumental-rational and habitual discovery modes. These modes are shaped by fundamentally 785 

opposing values, attitudes, and information practices. 786 

 For example, social and instrumental-rational discovery mode contrast sharply in 787 

information behavior. Social discoverers rely on personal networks for recommendations, while 788 

instrumental-rational discoverers place greater trust in online ratings and reviews, as illustrated by 789 

Participant 22: “If I receive a recommendation from someone, and I’m not familiar with the place, I’ll 790 

usually google it. I check what kind of restaurant it is, what descriptions are available, what 791 

comments it gets, and what rating it has. I wouldn’t easily walk into a place I know nothing about 792 

and have no background information on.”  793 
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 Conversely, social discoverers prioritize human connection and personal interaction in their 794 

discovery process, as illustrated by Participant 18: “I trust my friends’ recommendations more—795 

someone who has actually been there makes it feel more personal. Just because the internet says 796 

something is good doesn’t mean you should go—it lacks the human touch.” 797 

 Flaneur and instrumental-rational mode are also incompatible. While instrumental-rational 798 

discoverers seek objective metrics to ensure they receive value for money, flaneurs pursue a more 799 

subjective and romantic relationship with the city. They seek out hidden gems known only to true 800 

connoisseurs. As Participant 21 puts it: “I don’t brainlessly follow reviews or the whole crowd. When 801 

everybody says that a restaurant is really good, everybody will go eat there, and this is not what I 802 

want. I want to find something special.” 803 

 Although both Instrumental-rational and go-with-the-flow are more common among 804 

younger travelers, they also are incompatible. Go-with-the-flow discoverers embrace spontaneity 805 

and serendipitous encounters, whereas instrumental-rational discoverers seek certainty and 806 

predictability. Participant 24 illustrates this contrast: “If a recommendation has a very good rating, by 807 

a lot of people, we will definitely follow it,” When asked whether they would stick to their plan—even 808 

if they encountered something particularly attractive, they firmly replied: “Yes, we would, because 809 

looks can be deceiving.” 810 

 Habitual discovery mode is incompatible with all other discovery modes. It is seldomly 811 

one’s first choice like Participant 123 explains: “If we really have no clue, then we just go to 812 

something Italian” but a bit later in the interview, she adds: “Italian food for us, it is not our first 813 

choice. Definitely not. We eat Italian if we really don’t know where to go; if we are tired; if we have to 814 

catch a train.” This mode often leads travelers back to their comfort zones, particularly after an 815 

unexpected setback. Participant 126 recounts such an experience: “My daughter’s train had stood 816 

still in a field for hours. We had planned to eat Indian, because a colleague who had lived in Paris had 817 

recommended a place. But when she arrived, it was already super late, so we decided to go for a 818 

hamburger.” 819 
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5. Discussion  820 

5.1. Theoretical contribution  821 

5.1.1. Ontological contribution 822 

This study shows that Leiper’s (1990) framework, even 35 years after its publication, remains 823 

a productive tool for generating new insights. Inspired by his work, we developed a conceptual 824 

framework for urban discovery (see Figure 1), adapting his original theory in two key ways. First, we 825 

shifted the focus from traditional tourist sites to all urban attractions. Second, we zoomed out from 826 

individual "markers" to analyze a collective "urban attraction content space." These adaptations were 827 

necessary to suit the modern context, where digital platforms expose people to entire ecosystems of 828 

attractions and where "pull" marketing strategies are as important as traditional "push" methods 829 

(Godin, 1999; Hollebeek & Macky, 2019).  830 

To answer our research question—How do people discover urban attractions today?—we 831 

conceptualized urban discovery as a dynamic process, responding to calls for a process-oriented 832 

ontology in tourism research (Decrop, 2014; Smallman & Moore, 2010). This ontology allowed us to 833 

develop a rich and nuanced typology of urban discovery modes, and to associate these different 834 

discovery modes to personal, social, contextual, demographic, and affective factors (Decrop, 2014; 835 

Sirakaya & Woodside, 2005). 836 

Finally, our conceptual framework helps interpret pressing challenges in the urban attraction 837 

ecosystem. For instance, critical consumer culture (Gössling et al., 2018) can be understood as the 838 

influence of ratings and reviews in the urban attraction content space on urban discovery and 839 

consequently on the success of urban attractions. Urban filter bubbles—i.e., people might only see a 840 

particular part of the city, which is different from what other people are exposed to, because of 841 

algorithmic personalization (Smets et al., 2019)—can be understood as a consequence of too much 842 

personalization in the urban attraction content space. And lastly, tourist traps (Ganzaroli, De Noni, & 843 

van Baalen, 2017) can be understood as a lack of information about the authenticity and quality of 844 
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urban attractions during urban discovery. By contextualizing these challenges within our framework, 845 

we offer fresh theoretical and practical perspectives to address them.  846 

5.1.2. Mechanistic contribution 847 

5.1.2.1. The five discovery modes 848 

Our conceptual framework, inspired by Leiper’s tourist attractions systems, tourist attraction 849 

system, defines the universe in which urban discovery occurs. Our typology of discovery modes, in 850 

turn, adds flesh to the bone by describing the distinct patterns and forms urban discovery can take. 851 

Metaphorically speaking, our conceptual framework provides the hardware on which our five 852 

discovery modes, the software, runs. By developing this typology, our study taps into the potential 853 

that Richards (2002) identified in Leiper’s work to explain how people interact with information in 854 

different contexts. 855 

We identified five distinct discovery modes: instrumental-rational, go-with-the-flow, social, 856 

flaneur, and habitual. Beyond richly describing these modes, we examined the personal, social, 857 

contextual, demographic, and affective factors that influence their likelihood. We also analyzed their 858 

relationships, demonstrating that the playful discovery modes—go-with-the-flow, social, and 859 

flaneur—are compatible because they all three capture an inherently enjoyable discovery process, 860 

leading to mixed modes of discovery. In contrast, the remaining modes are incompatible, shaped by 861 

opposing values, attitudes, and motivations—which cannot co-occur. In the next paragraphs, we 862 

connect the five discovery modes to existing literature, illustrating how our typology integrates and 863 

synthesizes a lot of previously more fragmented research.  864 

Instrumental-rational discovery aligns with the dominant perspective of consumer behavior 865 

in the field of tourism and hospitality (Cohen et al., 2014; Xiang & Fesenmaier, 2020). It can be 866 

described by linear information behavior models (Woodside & Lysonski, 1989; Xiang & Fesenmaier, 867 

2020) driven by functional information needs, where individuals seek goal-directed solutions 868 

(Björneborn, 2010b; Vogt & Fesenmaier, 1998). Decision-making in this mode follows rational choice 869 

and choice-set theory (Sirakaya & Woodside, 2005) and review platforms play a crucial role in this 870 
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process (Dickinger, 2011; Gursoy, 2019; Pourfakhimi et al., 2020). This mode aligns closely with 871 

Decrop and Snelders' (2005) concept of the "rational vacationer," who meticulously plans and 872 

researches their trip.  873 

Go-with-the-flow discovery, in contrast, aligns with non-linear models of information 874 

behavior, particularly the notion of information encountering (Erdelez & Makri, 2020). Unlike 875 

instrumental-rational discoverers, who rely on comparisons of ratings on platforms, these travelers 876 

engage directly with their surroundings, embracing serendipity over systematized evaluation (Huang 877 

et al., 2014). Decisions are made on the spot, guided less by calculated trade-offs and more by 878 

immediate impressions, intuition, and charm. When something in the environment sparks a strong 879 

emotional response—such as the appeal of a cozy café or a picturesque alley—it can prompt a 880 

spontaneous decision to visit, bypassing deliberation entirely (Dai et al., 2022). This reflects the 881 

affect heuristic, in which choices are driven by positive or negative feelings rather than by analytical 882 

reasoning (Slovic et al., 2006). This discovery mode fits Hyde's (2008) description of the independent 883 

traveler, who feels the need to discover the unplanned and takes advantage of serendipitous 884 

opportunities. Smartphones and review platforms both support and hinder this discovery style. 885 

While they allow travelers to quickly look up places that satisfy impromptu desires (X. Liu et al., 2022; 886 

Wang et al., 2012; Xiang et al., 2015), the widespread practice of advance reservations can frustrate 887 

flexibility, often leaving no availability for last-minute discoveries.  888 

Social discovery’s main contribution to the literature is that habitual word-of-mouth remains 889 

highly influential in discovering urban attractions (Gildin, 2022). Despite the growing reliance on 890 

digital platforms, personal recommendations from friends, family, and acquaintances continue to 891 

shape urban exploration. It also illustrates that, beyond peer-review platforms, social media plays a 892 

crucial role in urban discovery, offering a dynamic and visually driven way for travelers to explore 893 

urban attractions in a social way. Therefore, “Instagrammability” of urban attractions is important for 894 

attracting social discoverers browsing their social media (Yu et al., 2020; Yu & Sun, 2019). Social 895 

media influencers also play an important role in this process, as their recommendations often guide 896 
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travel decisions (Pop et al., 2022; Xu et al., 2021). Regarding decision-making, we find evidence for 897 

the homophily effect described by Ayeh et al. (2013), not only on digital platforms but also in the 898 

context of recommendations received through one’s social network more broadly. Furthermore, 899 

affection towards the person recommending something is also an important factor influencing the 900 

decision to follow recommendations, implying that especially the engagement of the fanbase of 901 

social influencers is important for their “influence.”  902 

Flaneur mode involves broad information behavior, mirroring Xiang and Fesenmaier’s (2020) 903 

travel network perspective, which views tourism as an extension of daily life. In this sense, our 904 

findings resemble Decrop and Snelders (2005) depiction of the hedonic vacationer, who enjoys 905 

dreaming, thinking, and talking about their journey. Our findings also support Dörk et al.’s (2011) 906 

notion of the “information flaneur,” whose pursuit of knowledge is guided by aesthetic and hedonic 907 

information needs (Vogt & Fesenmaier, 1998), rather than purely functional ones. Regarding 908 

information sources, the flaneur focuses on alternative channels such as travel blogs, habitual 909 

guidebooks, and direct interaction with locals, rather than the peer-review platforms common in 910 

other modes. In terms of decision-making, flaneurs are also guided by the affect heuristic (Slovic et 911 

al., 2006), like people in go-with-the-flow mode, but the affective evaluation is here based on the 912 

criterium of authenticity. This mode of visiting urban attractions is intertwined with the discoverers 913 

identity which is highlighted by distinguishing oneself by leveraging one’s knowledge of the city 914 

(Bourdieu, 1984; Yolal, 2016).  915 

Lastly, habitual discovery aligns strongly with Decrop and Snelders' (2005) “habitual 916 

vacationer,” who revisits the same places to feel at home. Reflecting Bargeman and van der Poel's 917 

2006) observations, decision-making in this mode is more routinized and less extensive than rational 918 

choice models suggest. Rather than seeking new experiences, travelers in this mode gravitate toward 919 

the familiar, preferring a comfortable environment over exhaustive research or exploration. Here, 920 

decision-making is significantly shaped by rituals—repeated scripts of actions performed consistently 921 

across situations, such as always visiting the Hard Rock Café when traveling to new cities. Companies 922 
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like Hard Rock Café strategically leverage habitual discovery by creating symbolic emotional 923 

connections through these rituals. Drawing from Collins' (2004) theory of interaction ritual chains, 924 

these habitual practices create strong emotional and moral associations with particular symbols due 925 

to the effervescence experienced during the ritual itself. This theoretical insight helps explain why 926 

travelers in habitual mode repeatedly revisit familiar places, deriving positive psychological benefits 927 

from such rituals (Singh et al., 2020). Indeed, existing research supports the idea that rituals enhance 928 

the enjoyment derived from consumption (Vohs et al., 2013). Recognizing these ritualistic decision-929 

making processes has clear implications for tourism and hospitality management, suggesting that 930 

fostering symbolic and ritualistic associations with hospitality brands can effectively increase 931 

customer loyalty and overall satisfaction. 932 

The initial goal of this exploratory interview study was to understand the impact of peer-933 

review platforms and UGC on urban discovery. While we observed that they can play an important 934 

role, we find that travelers still turn to a wide range of content and practices beyond comparing 935 

online reviews. UGC platforms most strongly influence instrumental-rational discoverers who want to 936 

be sure they get the best value for their money and time. However, this study also emphasizes the 937 

importance of alternative information sources such as word-of-mouth or simply wandering the city. 938 

In contrast, those in go-with-the-flow mode seek serendipity and flexibility, while people in flaneur 939 

mode are looking for enchantment, authenticity, and taste broadening. Future research can 940 

investigate how to capture the attention of people in these latter modes. For example, through 941 

alternative features and affordances, such as maintaining mystery through non-standardized ratings 942 

or removing the option to make reservations.  943 

5.1.2.2. Implications for the urban attraction ecosystem  944 

These five discovery modes have important implications for contemporary challenges within 945 

the urban attraction ecosystem. For instance, the self-propelling effect of UGC observed by Van Der 946 

Zee and colleagues (2018, 2020) appears to stem primarily from instrumental-rational discovery. 947 
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Travelers in this mode are most likely to select attractions with the largest number of highly rated 948 

reviews, thus reinforcing a cycle in which popular attractions attract still more attention. 949 

However, flaneur and go-with-the-flow mode hold potential to break these hotspot-effects 950 

by their desire for serendipity and discovering hidden gems. Flaneurs actively seek out less-traveled 951 

routes and unique experiences. They prioritize exploring local culture and contribute positively to the 952 

local economy. Based on our research findings, we argue that such attitudes foster sustainable 953 

interactions with urban environments, encouraging respect for local culture and heritage, supporting 954 

local businesses, and mitigating the ecological impacts associated with travel. 955 

People discovering in go-with-the-flow mode do not necessarily seek these less-traveled 956 

routes but like to casually wander through cities, spontaneously deciding where to go based on 957 

immediate surroundings and personal impulses. Unlike flaneurs, who possess cultural capital that 958 

allows them to appreciate historically or culturally rich but visually less appealing areas, go-with-the-959 

flow travelers might lack such background knowledge. Consequently, they might gravitate toward 960 

easily accessible, attractive, and often tourist-heavy areas. However, as noted previously, these two 961 

playful modes can blend, meaning a go-with-the-flow discoverer might also possess the cultural 962 

capital needed to avoid tourist traps. 963 

Despite this potential for blending, our research suggests that tourismification—the 964 

proliferation of inauthentic or low-quality establishments—arises predominantly from purely go-965 

with-the-flow or habitual discovery. Iconic sites like Barcelona's Sagrada Familia or Brussels' Grand 966 

Place are typically surrounded by global fast-food chains and businesses that masquerade as 967 

authentic local experiences (Ganzaroli, De Noni, & Van Baalen, 2017). Discoverers in habitual or go-968 

with-the-flow modes, who often prefer an unplanned approach, can be easily lured by these 969 

convenient options that cater to high foot traffic and brand recognition. 970 

5.1.2.3. Multiple factors influence which discovery mode is adopted 971 

This study emphasizes that—while various models and theories of information behavior and 972 

decision-making shed valuable light on urban discovery—no single approach fully captures the 973 
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complexity of how individuals discover a city. Consistent with Lepp and Gibson (2008), and Tran and 974 

Ralston (2006), our study confirms the important role of personality, particularly openness to 975 

experience and need for cognitive closure, in shaping discovery behavior. However, our findings show 976 

that the expression of these traits depends on the situation.  977 

In line with previous research (Lehto et al., 2006; Tse & Crotts, 2005; Vogt & Fesenmaier, 978 

1998), we observe that familiarity with a city stimulates novelty seeking, as captured by the go-with-979 

the-flow mode. Our findings extend this literature by revealing that familiarity not only encourages 980 

spontaneous exploration but also enhances social and flaneur discovery, since travelers possess 981 

richer background knowledge and stronger social connections within familiar environments. 982 

Conversely, unfamiliarity amplifies a traveler’s desire for cognitive closure, resulting in more reliance 983 

on instrumental-rational decision-making, while significant cultural unfamiliarity triggers habitual 984 

discovery, exemplified by travelers seeking out familiar comfort foods from global chains. 985 

Furthermore, our findings support Kozak's (2010) claim that interpersonal constraints 986 

increase decision-making complexity in travel groups. Heterogeneous groups, facing diverse interests 987 

and physical constraints, typically favor instrumental-rational decision-making. For example, one 988 

participant described carefully researching locations to accommodate mobility constraints. Habitual 989 

discovery also arises in these groups due to preferences for predictable environments, especially 990 

among families with children who value familiar, comforting experiences. In contrast, homogeneous 991 

travel parties rely more on shared tastes and intuitions, enabling spontaneous affective decision-992 

making typical of go-with-the-flow or flaneur discovery. 993 

Consistent with Moore et al. (2012) and Tse and Crotts (2005), our findings highlight time 994 

constraints as influential contextual factors. Limited time and unforeseen changes in planning leads 995 

travelers to seek predictable experiences, hence adopting habitual discovery mode. Conversely, 996 

ample time stimulates spontaneous exploration, consistent with go-with-the-flow mode.  997 

Age also emerged as a significant factor influencing discovery modes, paralleling findings by 998 

Kim et al. (2015). Younger travelers, seeking efficiency and convenience, often prefer instrumental-999 
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rational modes, leveraging intermediaries like TripAdvisor or Instagram. Simultaneously, younger 1000 

travelers also embrace go-with-the-flow discovery more readily than older individuals. Older 1001 

travelers, leveraging cultural capital and experience, are more inclined toward flaneur discovery, 1002 

consistent with Kim et al. (2009), reflecting their desire for authentic urban exploration. 1003 

Moreover, our study breaks new ground by explicitly highlighting affective factors—1004 

particularly mood and charm—as pivotal elements shaping discovery behaviors. A positive mood 1005 

fosters openness to experience and encourages spontaneous, affective decision-making. Conversely, 1006 

negative moods such as discomfort or fatigue elevate cognitive closure, steering travelers toward 1007 

instrumental-rational or habitual modes. Charm, as noted by participants, significantly enhances 1008 

affective decision-making and prompts spontaneous exploration.  1009 

By integrating these personal, social, contextual, demographic, and affective dimensions, our 1010 

grounded typology of discovery modes deepens existing theoretical understandings of tourism 1011 

decision-making. It reveals how travelers fluidly shift between modes based on internal 1012 

predispositions and external conditions, underscoring the complexity and context-dependency of 1013 

urban exploration behaviors. 1014 

5.2. Practical implications 1015 

Besides theoretical contributions, our research offers valuable guidance to platform 1016 

providers about how to design platforms that meet a variety of user needs and how hospitality 1017 

service providers best present themselves on these platforms. 1018 

5.2.1. Practical implications for industrialization and business strategy 1019 

Following Leiper (2008, We understand tourism not as a single industry but as a collection of 1020 

industries). Leiper conceptualizes industrialization as the combination of collaboration and specific 1021 

targeting to the same customer group (Leiper et al., 2008). The rise of digital platforms has 1022 

introduced new industrialization strategies, from collaborating with influencers to managing online 1023 

ratings. In this context, our findings suggest that industrialization is most effective when targeted not 1024 
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just to customers, but to their specific discovery modes. Different discovery modes can be swayed by 1025 

different industrialization strategies, leading to different urban attraction industries. 1026 

Instrumental-rational discoverers will be most effectively attracted by a high volume of 1027 

positive ratings on review platforms. Strategies to achieve this include offering incentives for positive 1028 

reviews or, as some have noted, even posting fake ones (Filieri, 2016). An alternative strategy could 1029 

be to develop an independent review organization to build trust with this discerning group. 1030 

Go-with-the-flow discoverers, on the other hand, are more effectively attracted by eye-1031 

catching markers that trigger their impulsivity. This requires collaboration through thoughtful urban 1032 

planning and nudging people to discover different parts of the city. 1033 

The social discovery mode is best targeted by stimulating people to talk about the urban 1034 

attraction. This can be done, for example, by cultivating positive word-of-mouth, collaborating with 1035 

social media influencers to make and distribute content about the urban attraction, and by creating 1036 

an instagrammable décor. 1037 

Flaneurs, on the other hand, are best swayed by an interesting story behind the urban 1038 

attraction. This can be done by integrating the history of the location into the service provided and 1039 

by collaborating with historians, writers, or documentary makers. 1040 

Lastly, people in habitual mode are best swayed by familiarity, brand recognition, and 1041 

customer loyalty programs.  1042 

5.2.2. Practical implications for platform providers 1043 

Our findings show that the discovery mode influences which platform features and content 1044 

are utilized and valued. For instance, when users explore in instrumental-rational mode, filter 1045 

functionalities and access to reviews and ratings are important. In this mode, individuals are looking 1046 

for high afforded diagnosticity, i.e., how well a platform affords to “systematically and effectively 1047 

search and compare relevant alternatives until reaching a final choice” (Yi et al., 2010, p. 4).  1048 

Conversely, for individuals in flaneur mode, reviews and ratings hold little value. Instead, they 1049 

are drawn to detailed background information and resources that allow a deeper exploration of 1050 
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urban attractions’ history, authenticity, and an aesthetic presentation on the platform. We discuss 1051 

the practical implications of our findings more extensively in the attached impact statement.  1052 

5.3. Limitations and future studies 1053 

Although our data was primarily collected pre-COVID-19, we observe that our findings 1054 

remain relevant today. The abstraction of our discovery modes allows to incorporate new emerging 1055 

discovery practices (e.g., the role of TikTok in urban discovery). Furthermore, our most recent 1056 

interviews corroborate our earlier results. Specifically, we identified few new codes, and those we did 1057 

find did not challenge our typology. Instead, they added additional nuance, enriching the framework. 1058 

While our qualitative methodology was well-suited for this exploratory study, it imposes 1059 

limits on the generalizability of the results. Although we identify five discovery modes, we cannot 1060 

estimate their prevalence. To address this, future research could employ diary studies, where 1061 

participants log discovered urban attractions and their discovery process. These could be coupled 1062 

with interviews to gain insights into decision-making and the experience of visiting these sites. 1063 

Future studies could expand upon our findings using quantitative methods to further explore 1064 

and validate these discovery modes and their contextual relationships. For instance, experimental 1065 

designs could simulate specific scenarios—such as planning a birthday dinner—to investigate 1066 

preferred content and the primary motivations behind urban attraction selection in such contexts. 1067 

Additionally, our findings can potentially be generalized to other domains. While our focus has been 1068 

on hospitality and tourism, the discovery modes we propose may have broader relevance and could 1069 

be adapted to markets such as e-commerce or video-on-demand. 1070 

6. Conclusion 1071 

This article adapts and extends Leiper’s tourist attraction systems framework to the context 1072 

of modern urban discovery. Using a grounded theory approach, we developed an exploratory 1073 

typology of five distinct discovery modes. Instrumental-rational discoverers seek certainty and 1074 

systematically compare attractions, while habitual discoverers favor familiarity over the optimal 1075 
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choice. In contrast, playful discoverers value the journey more than the destination. This group 1076 

encompasses go-with-the-flow travelers, who explore spontaneously; social discoverers, guided by 1077 

social interactions; and flaneurs, who cultivate a romantic relationship with the city. 1078 

Our typology’s main contribution is its demonstration that urban discovery is not a single 1079 

behavior but a spectrum, shaped by a nuanced interplay of personal, social, and contextual factors. 1080 

We identified key psychological determinants—such as openness to experience, need for cognitive 1081 

closure, and social trust—that predict which discovery mode a person will adopt in a given situation. 1082 

Furthermore, while acknowledging the importance of peer-review platforms, our findings 1083 

challenge the narrative of digital dominance. We show that travelers continue to rely on a diverse 1084 

range of information practices, from talking with locals and reading guidebooks to simply wandering 1085 

through the city. By identifying and detailing these varied modes, particularly underexplored 1086 

behaviors like the flaneur, this study integrates fragmented research and offers a more holistic 1087 

foundation for understanding how people discover the contemporary city. 1088 

7. Declaration of generative AI and AI-assisted technologies in the 1089 

writing process 1090 

During the preparation of this work the authors used GPT-4o by OpenAI to improve 1091 

language. The tool has only been used to correct spelling and improve language usage. After 1092 

using this tool, the authors reviewed and edited the content as needed and take full 1093 

responsibility for the content of the publication. 1094 
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