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ABSTRACT: 

While the tourism sector shifts towards digital transformation, Destination Management 

Organisations (DMOs) often struggle to adapt to their changing technological environment. This 

study explores the antecedents of digital collaboration and develops a framework for micro-

DMOs to enhance effective destination management through digital technologies. An integrated 

sequential qualitative approach was adopted by conducting multi-phase interviews, in addition to 

designing and trialling a real-world trial digital platform. The research provides empirical 

evidence that digital collaboration is essential for micro-DMOs, necessitating them to transform 

their current “websites” into digital platforms which act as a hub for business stakeholders to 

actively be involved in. Antecedents of successful digital collaboration include mutuality, trust, 

control, and leadership which may be manifested differently from non-digital collaboration. 

Additionally, the study identifies three aspects for digital collaboration; marketing, networking 

and knowledge sharing that demands specific attention. Our results have theoretical, 

methodological, and practical implications for academia, industry and policymakers. 

Keywords: DMO, digital platform, digital collaboration, eTourism, destination management system 

(DMS), design thinking 

Abbreviations: DMO, Destination Management Organisation; SME, small medium enterprise; B2B, business-to-business; B2C, 
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1 Introduction 

While technology has been advancing significantly and becoming increasingly widely adopted 

amongst visitors over the decades, the application of digital technologies by Destination 

Management Organisations (DMOs) to fulfil their management role has been generally limited 

(de Bois, 2021; Estêvão et al., 2020). Without adapting to the technological environment, DMOs 

may outlive their purpose of developing and managing their destination effectively (Fyall & 
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Garrod, 2019; Gretzel, 2022; Sigala, 2014). An integral aspect for successful destination 

management is effective collaboration between tourism stakeholders (Estêvão et al., 2020). In 

fact, a recent independent report commissioned by the UK Government surveying over 280 

tourism stakeholders, demonstrated the need for “increased investment in digital technologies as 

a way of collaborating and working more effectively” (Llewellyn, 2021, p. 5). Benefits of using 

digital technologies include enabling stakeholders to match, connect and communicate with each 

other with minimal friction while making it possible to collect, store and share large amounts of 

information seamlessly (Gawer, 2021; Gretzel, 2022; Wang & Zhao, 2019). Although there is 

academic consensus on the importance of technology in enhancing collaboration in tourism, the 

process of how DMOs can adapt and use technology for collaboration has been relatively 

unexplored (Estêvão et al., 2020). 

When exploring digital technologies and DMOs, recent studies have predominantly focused on 

other aspects of smart tourism such as its conceptualisation (Li et al., 2017), governance (Gretzel, 

2022), DMO roles (Sorokina et al., 2022) and visitors’ technology readiness (Shin et al., 2021) 

within the planning and development of smart tourism. Although collaboration between 

stakeholders is considered to be the foundation for successful smart destinations (Sorokina et al., 

2022), research on tourism collaboration has mainly emphasised the more traditional, non-digital 

forms of collaboration; primarily to understand its complexities, benefits and challenges 

(Bramwell & Lane, 2000; Falk, 2017; Qiu et al., 2022; Wondirad et al., 2020). Thus, despite the 

growing breadth and depth of studies on non-digital collaboration, academic literature concerning 

digital collaboration in tourism remains almost entirely unmapped (Qiu et al., 2022; Zainal-

Abidin et al., 2019). As such, a more holistic understanding of technology integration towards 

digital collaboration for destination management is needed to ensure destination competitiveness 

is realised (Fyall & Garrod, 2019; Sorokina et al., 2022). 

Compounding the challenge in establishing digital collaboration for destination competitiveness 

is the fact that different DMOs tend to vary in their characteristics such as roles, governance and 

size. While the impact of DMO roles (Abou-Shouk, 2018; Gretzel, 2022) and governance 

(Estêvão et al., 2020; Sorokina et al., 2022) have been extensively researched over the past few 

decades, the influence of organisational size and decision making appear to be neglected in the 

literature. The European Commission (2020) categorises small and medium-sized enterprises 

(SMEs) as medium-sized (<250 staff), small (<50 staff) and micro (<10 staff). Most research 
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concerning SMEs in tourism have primarily focused from a non-DMO, tourism business 

perspective, while a small-medium-sized DMO perspective is fairly limited (Zach, 2016). A better 

understanding on micro-DMOs and digital technologies is crucial due to two main reasons: First, 

micro organisations are found to behave differently compared to larger organisations (Estêvão et 

al., 2020; European Commission, 2020). This characteristic may influence their decision to adopt 

technological approaches to collaboration. Second, the majority (79%) of DMOs in the UK are 

considered as micro-DMOs (i.e. employing less than 10 staff) while only 10% of DMOs employ 

more than 20 staff members (de Bois, 2021). As such, necessitates greater research on micro-

DMOs in relation to its readiness and capability for supporting digital collaboration between 

stakeholders. 

Therefore, the aim of this study was to explore the antecedents of digital collaboration and 

develop a framework for micro-DMOs to enhance effective destination management through 

digital platforms. Ultimately, repositioning micro-DMOs to be more relevant in the digital world. 

To fill the gaps aforementioned and achieve the research aim, this research has three objectives: 

first, to explore the motivations for tourism business stakeholders to collaborate on a DMO’s 

digital platform; second, to explore the antecedents of digital collaboration; and third, to develop 

a framework for an enhanced digital platform for DMOs that can facilitate digital collaboration.  

This paper responds to the research gap as highlighted by Estêvão et al. (2020), Llewellyn (2021) 

and Zach (2016). From a theoretical standpoint, this research is unique, as it integrates the current 

understanding of inter-organisational collaboration and digital platforms from the tourism, 

business management, and information systems literature (Estêvão et al., 2020; Hein et al., 2020; 

Muzellec et al., 2015; Qiu et al., 2022; Thomson et al., 2009). By doing so, it contributes to the 

extant literature on digital stakeholder management and digital collaboration in tourism (Fyall & 

Garrod, 2019; Gretzel, 2022; Qiu et al., 2022; Zainal-Abidin et al., 2019). Furthermore, by using 

the case study of Visit Surrey, the regional DMO of Surrey, the research contributes to current 

understanding on micro-DMO structures and digitally facilitated roles (Fyall et al., 2012; Zach, 

2016). Methodologically, the research goes beyond traditional qualitative methods and adopts an 

action research design approach (Asadullah et al., 2018). A trial digital platform was developed 

to better understand the antecedents of digital collaboration and serve as a guideline for Visit 

Surrey, our case study DMO, to transform their website if they wish to do so in the future. Few 

studies in the wider research of digital platforms, let alone in tourism, have taken such an approach 
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(Asadullah et al., 2018). Furthermore, the paper offers practical implications by providing deeper 

understandings and guiding principles that DMOs, particularly smaller, micro-DMOs can adopt 

to transform their current websites into effective digital platforms for digital collaboration and 

remain relevant in the digital age of a post-COVID-19 world (Estêvão et al., 2020; Gretzel, 2022; 

Llewellyn, 2021; Zach, 2016).  

2 Literature review 

2.1 Destination Management Organisations (DMOs) and digital channels 

Traditionally, DMOs have been considered solely as a marketing organisation which seeks to 

promote their destination in order to reap economic benefits (Llewellyn, 2021). Nonetheless, a 

DMO’s marketing effort often transpires into the management of destination stakeholders and 

resources (Fyall & Garrod, 2019). This paper accepts the DMO as a Destination Management 

Organisation due to its multifaceted roles beyond marketing. For instance, Qiu et. al (2022) and 

Wondirad (2020) emphasises the importance of DMOs as facilitators of collaboration for 

destination development while Hristov and Zehrer (2015) highlight their leadership role in 

establishing governance structures. Furthermore, Gretzel (2022) calls for a shift in the destination 

management paradigm by conceptualizing a smart tourism ecosystem, a system in which 

technology is integrated into the management role of DMOs. Within this system, the DMO is 

firmly placed at the centre of destination development and with core fundamental roles such as a 

mobilizer, match-maker, manager, and steward (Gretzel, 2022). While the integration of 

technology and destination management has been widely promulgated within academic literature 

(Gretzel, 2022; Li et al., 2017; Sorokina et al., 2022), studies have been primarily conceptual in 

nature and lack empirical research findings that demonstrate how the process of digital 

transformation can be applied by real-world DMOs.    

Furthermore, the integration of digital channels in tourism is fairly restricted to the demand side, 

i.e., a one-way communication between the DMO and visitors (Estêvão et al., 2014). Current 

literature predominantly highlights the use of DMO websites and social media as digital 

marketing and communication channels. For instance, Molinillo et al. (2018) demonstrates the 

importance of destination image derived from DMOs’ various digital channels on visitors’ 

intention to visit, and provides a basis for comparison between the main social media channels 

engagement levels (i.e., Instagram, Facebook, Youtube and Twitter). In addition to destination 

image, the quality of destination website design (i.e., information quality, service quality and 
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system quality) is also reported to increase tourist satisfaction and intention to visit (Song & Wen, 

2021). Estêvão et al. (2020) suggests the transformation of DMO websites into a "one-stop shop” 

platform for visitors to plan, book and purchase their holiday (e.g. dynamic packaging). This is 

because DMO website analytics is a powerful tool which can empower DMOs to enhance the 

tourist pre-planning process and gain additional data to evaluate tourists’ experience (Önder & 

Berbekova, 2021). Despite this, only a handful of DMOs have incorporated the “one-stop shop” 

platform (e.g., Lake Constance DMO and Fyord Norway DMO) (Estêvão et al., 2014; Perelygina 

et al., 2022). Therefore, traditional DMO websites need to be re-evaluated and reconstructed into 

a more integrative digital platform (Perelygina et al., 2022). As suggested by Estêvão et al. (2014), 

the distinction between an enhanced DMO digital platform and a tradition DMO website is in its 

transactional and tourism business support dimension. 

On the supply side of destination management (i.e., between DMO and tourism business 

stakeholders), research remains limited to conceptual propositions for collaborative digital 

marketing and frameworks for smart tourism (Abou-Shouk, 2018; Gretzel, 2022; Sorokina et al., 

2022). For example, Sorokina et al. (2022) presents four pillars for a smart destination (i.e., 

technology, e-governance, liveability and sustainability). Despite the common agreement on the 

technological benefits of digital channels towards effective destination management, DMOs have 

yet to effectively use their digital data holistically (Önder & Berbekova, 2021; Uşaklı et al., 2017). 

Current research suggests that DMOs predominantly use digital channels merely for marketing 

purposes which are focused on the demand side, i.e., visitors (Molinillo et al., 2018; Önder & 

Berbekova, 2021; Song & Wen, 2021). The issues highlight the gap in understanding of how 

DMOs can better transform their one-way communication website into a comprehensive digital 

platform that can support effective destination management. In particular, the understanding of 

how the tourism supply side i.e., tourism business stakeholders can be better integrated on a 

DMO’s digital platform (Estêvão et al., 2020).  

Additionally, DMOs are diverse in their organisational characteristics which may lead them to 

formulate different strategies in developing their destination’s growth (i.e., influencing the 

different digital channels they adopt). Factors such as environmental context (Fyall & Garrod, 

2019; Qiu et al., 2022), destination governance (Gajdošíková et al., 2016; Sorokina et al., 2022), 

business model (Estêvão et al., 2020; Perelygina et al., 2022), and destination eReadiness 

(Estêvão et al., 2014) may influence a DMO’s decision to adopt and integrate technology for 
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collaboration. Past research have explored the impact of the DMO’s network size and 

collaboration (Hristov & Zehrer, 2015; Zach & Racherla, 2011) but rarely explored influence of 

DMO size based on employee number (Zach, 2016). The range of resources that a DMO has will 

influence the decisions taken by a DMO.  

The majority of DMOs consists of small-medium sized organisations, particularly for the case of 

regional and local DMOs (de Bois, 2021; Gajdošíková et al., 2016). They tend  to have greater 

financial and organisational limitations (de Bois, 2021; Zach, 2016). Limitations in their resources 

and staffing are further exacerbated during the COVID-19 pandemic, as DMOs suffer extended 

financial exhaustion and continued staff redundancy (Llewellyn, 2021). Despite the greater 

limitations of small regional DMOs, government funding tends to be disseminated to larger, 

national DMOs, which creates greater regional disparities (Gajdošíková et al., 2016; Jørgensen, 

2017). Disparities in financial capabilities thus influence how smaller DMOs behave in 

comparison to larger DMOs when managing their destination and adopting digital technologies. 

A research by Jørgensen (2017) indicate how smaller DMOs, (due to facing greater financial 

difficulties) focus on collaboration to combine their various resources in creating new products 

which they later market together. Thus, demonstrating the importance of collaboration for smaller 

DMOs. According to Zach (2016), leadership plays a far greater role towards successful 

collaboration than a DMO’s organisational structure. Strategic leadership within a DMO allows 

tourism stakeholders to better achieve their shared goals and choose to adopt technologically 

driven strategies (Volgger & Pechlaner, 2014). Particularly for smaller DMOs, they need to 

leverage maximum benefit from both their technological resources and human capital (i.e. 

through effective digital collaboration) in order to not only remain as a competitive place to visit 

but also to live and work in (Fyall & Garrod, 2019). As such, DMO transformation is necessary 

as there is increasing complexity in destination management (Beritelli & Laesser, 2019). 

2.2 Inter-organisational collaboration in tourism 

Inter-organisational collaboration is key for successful destination management. One of the 

greatest challenges for DMOs is that they do not have direct control over the products and services 

that they market and represent (Estêvão et al., 2014). Tourism products are produced by multiple 

stakeholders (i.e., accommodation, food and beverage, transport, and attractions) without a central 

control, with profits accrued to a large number of stakeholders throughout the destination, 

providing economic and social benefits (Peroff et al., 2017; UNWTO, 2007). Tourism 
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stakeholders are interdependent and form complex relationships which requires DMOs to have 

the skills and capabilities to support and facilitate collaboration in order to achieve shared 

destination prosperity (Bahar et al., 2022; Hristov & Zehrer, 2015). Organisations form 

‘coopetitive’ relationships when they concurrently cooperate and compete with each other to 

enhance destination competitiveness (Bahar et al., 2022; Chim-Miki & Batista-Canino, 2017).  

Past research has explored the topic of destination collaboration extensively. Covering aspects 

such as collaboration characteristics (Bramwell & Lane, 2000; Qiu et al., 2022; Saito & Ruhanen, 

2017; Wong et al., 2011), processes (Farsari, 2018; Peroff et al., 2017; Saito & Ruhanen, 2017; 

Zach, 2016), failures (Brandão et al., 2019) and success (Falk, 2017; Foris et al., 2020; Wong et 

al., 2011). Two common motivations of collaboration emerge within the literature; to create value 

through collaborative product development (Estêvão et al., 2014; Falk, 2017; Zach & Racherla, 

2011) and to enhance destination brand image through collaborative marketing (Abou-Shouk, 

2018; Farsari, 2018; Mariani & Kylänen, 2014; Sorokina et al., 2022). Collaboration allows 

tourism business stakeholders to leverage on the skills and resources of each other and share 

complementary resources to create mutual value and gain a competitive advantage (Abou-Shouk, 

2018; Goerzen, 2007; Weber et al., 2017; Wondirad et al., 2020). Additionally, by leveraging on 

each other’s capabilities, collaboration is also reported to reduce the risk of business failure during 

challenging times (Martinez et al., 2019).  

Despite the extensive research on collaboration in tourism, current research predominantly 

focuses on non-digital collaboration, without specifying the use of technology in destination 

management (Qiu et al., 2022). For example, Fyall et al. (2012) identifies three general strategies 

of destination collaboration: “organic” (tourism stakeholders collaborating without a DMO-led 

strategy), “mediated intra-destination” (collaboration facilitated by a DMO within the 

destination), and “mediated intra- and inter-destination” (collaboration facilitated by a DMO 

between destinations) to be effective and maximize their ‘collaborative’ advantage. Brandão et 

al. (2019) further adds to the process of collaborative innovation, highlighting how geographical 

proximity improves collective trust, knowledge sharing and learning. Additionally, the role of 

DMO leadership is emphasised as key, for successful collaboration for innovation (Zach, 2016). 

While these studies are important in providing guiding strategies for effective collaboration, they 

overlook the role of DMOs in facilitating collaboration using technology. As previously 

mentioned, the majority of DMOs have merely developed websites with varying levels of 
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interactivity, and have not managed to effectively support meaningful collaborations digitally 

(Abou-Shouk, 2018; Estêvão et al., 2020). Nonetheless, integrating digital technology in 

collaboration may add further elements influencing the success of collaboration such as digital 

tensions (Bahar et al., 2022), data privacy (Gretzel, 2022; Sorokina et al., 2022), functionality 

(Estêvão et al., 2014; Wang & Zhao, 2019) and digital business model (Perelygina et al., 2022). 

Thus, the current understanding of collaboration provides limited insight into the antecedents of 

successful digital collaboration. 

2.3 Guiding theories for digital collaboration 

As previously mentioned, prior research in tourism has been largely focussed on non-digital 

collaboration of DMOs with some integration of technology for online collaborative marketing 

(Abou-Shouk, 2018; Fyall et al., 2012), with less attention on the process of digital collaboration 

itself for destination management (Llewellyn, 2021). Digital collaboration is important as it is 

considered as a strategic tool that could fundamentally change traditional business relationships 

(Wang & Zhao, 2019). Nonetheless, empirical work and explorations on the topic of digital 

collaboration, where available, has been largely outside the tourism context (Madlberger & 

Roztocki, 2010; Wang & Zhao, 2019).  

2.4 A conceptual model of digital collaboration in tourism  

Initial understanding on organisational collaboration in tourism predominantly emerged within 

the management literature (Bramwell & Lane, 2000; B. Gray, 1989; Wood & Gray, 1991). The 

present research is aimed at contributing to the body of knowledge regarding strategic digital 

collaboration within the tourism industry. To achieve this goal, the term digital collaboration in 

this study is defined as “the process whereby a group of autonomous stakeholders work toward 

achieving a common objective, using shared rules, norms and structures, facilitated by digital 

technologies” (adapted from Gray, 1989; Gretzel, 2022). We identify four dimensions of 

successful collaboration based on an interdisciplinary understanding of interorganisational 

collaboration (Crick & Crick, 2020; Falk, 2017; Fyall et al., 2012; Qiu et al., 2022; Thomson et 

al., 2009). As argued by Fyall et al., (2012), there is no standardised theory of collaboration in 

tourism and therefore, theories from various disciplines should be merged. The dimensions of 

digital collaboration are not mutually exclusive from non-digital collaboration and may overlap. 

There are however, additional layers to collaboration on digital platforms and such differences 

and similarities will be briefly discussed below.   
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Mutuality - Mutuality forms the basis of any collaboration, as organisations need to have mutually 

beneficial interdependencies of collaborating (Crick & Crick, 2020; Thomson et al., 2009). 

Organisations collaborate to achieve mutually agreed upon goals and benefits (Fyall et al., 2012; 

Sigala, 2014). Such goals are aimed to create competitive advantage through coopetition (Chim-

Miki & Batista-Canino, 2017). Tradition non-digital collaboration may be imposed through a 

‘top-down’ approach with formal “institutionalised relationships” (D’Angella & Go, 2009; 

Wong et al., 2011), while digital collaboration is seen to be more flexible with less structure 

(Wang & Zhao, 2019). Peroff et al.’s (2017) research identifies that mutual commitment is 

strongest at the pre-collaboration phase and significantly decreases over time; suggesting that 

mutuality may fizzle out after the “prime” years of collaboration, particularly for more 

institutionalised, formal non-digital collaboration (D’Angella & Go, 2009; Peroff et al., 2017). 

Governance - In ensuring that all collaborating organisations derive benefits, Thomson et al. 

(2009) reported that successful collaboration is underpinned by a strong, clear governance that 

establishes the rules and regulations associated with the partnerships within the collaboration. 

These rules provide the expectations for responsibilities between collaborating partners (Volgger 

& Pechlaner, 2014). As such, governance and mutuality exist interdependently: agreed-upon rules 

ensure mutual benefits for collaborating organisations. That governance in inter-organisational 

collaboration is said to require a central position to administer, coordinate, organise, and 

disseminate information regarding collaboration, where collaboration is suggested to be more 

hierarchical and structured (Thomson et al., 2009). Nonetheless, as argued by Faraj et al. (2011) 

and Wu (2019), digital platforms are uniquely characterised as having less centralisation. 

Therefore, organisational structure within a digital context can be seen to be more fluid (Gawer, 

2021). Research highlights the capacity of digital platforms to transform over time due to 

technological advancements (Madlberger & Roztocki, 2010), indicating the dynamic and ever-

changing nature of digital inter-organisational collaboration. Such dynamic capabilities of digital 

platforms, therefore, highlight the need to have a standard and reliable technological structure that 

facilitates collaboration (Asadullah et al., 2018). The technological aspect of digital collaboration 

therefore influences the administrative structure of digital collaboration, as it allows collaboration 

to be more adaptable due to less hierarchical structures (Wu, 2019). 

Trust – Trust is a central requirement for successful collaboration irrespective of mode i.e. digital 

and non-digital collaboration (Czernek & Czakon, 2016; Qiu et al., 2022). For many, 
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organisations may need to develop relationships with trustworthy rivals for mutually-beneficial 

outcomes, such as to develop complementary products (Crick & Crick, 2020). Effective 

communication could promote mutual trust and confidence in the partnership (Zach, 2016), while 

lack of trust could undermine the willingness of organisations to collaborate. Thus, trust-building 

is a significant concern in online collaboration (Trang et al., 2015), as it involves more limited 

channels of interaction than is the case when people interact face-to-face. Kasper-Fuehrer and 

Ashkanasy (2001) proposed the theory of trust development, which postulated trust development 

strategies through communication in virtual contexts. Although their theory provided a good 

understanding of the required elements for trust in online contexts, the theory was not empirically 

validated and was developed outside the tourism context. As a consequence, there is a need for 

greater understanding of the concept of trust, and of how trust can be established and sustained 

on digital platforms in tourism.  

Communication – Effective communication of organisational goals and expectations is important 

to engage other organisations in initiating a collaboration (Brown et al., 2014; Ma, 2008; Wang 

& Zhao, 2019). Prior research suggests that without effective communication, displeasing 

behaviours can transpire between partners and hinder successful collaboration. Nonetheless, 

communication can be distinctly different when conducted non-digitally versus digitally. While 

non-digital communication is synchronous, digital communication can occur synchronously or 

asynchronously (Spagnoletti et al., 2015), with an addition of a return communication i.e. a 

message that returns from a synchronous communication (Wang & Zhao, 2019). That is, in 

physical collaboration, communication is bounded by physical space and time, whereas digital 

collaboration allows communication to occur at any moment and place. Thus, virtual 

collaboration through virtual spaces provides greater communication flexibility between parties. 

Extensive use of technology allows organisations to share information more dynamically and 

quickly (Abou-Shouk, 2018), supporting effective communication leading to further 

collaboration agreements as organisations develop better mutual understanding (Ness, 2009). As 

a result, there is a need for digital collaboration platforms to provide synchronous and 

asynchronous communication to allow collaborating stakeholders to convey and converge their 

ideas (Wang & Zhao, 2019).  

Some DMOs are already taking steps in engaging with digital technologies but mainly focus on 

creating more meaningful and sustainable connections between visitors and destinations (Li et al., 
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2017), without considering the aspects of stakeholder management. However, meaningful 

connections with visitors can be fulfilled through a stronger collaborative approach with business 

stakeholders (McCabe et al., 2012; Muzellec et al., 2015). Therefore, to reiterate, there are 

differences in how collaboration can be conducted non-digitally and digitally. Nonetheless, 

research on this topic has often been neglected as illustrated in Table 1. Hence, a better 

understanding of the digital platform characteristics is necessary to understand digital 

collaboration within a tourism context.    

2.5 The transformation from DMO websites into digital platforms 

Traditional DMO websites tend to be a one-sided communication channel which differs from a 

digital platform that allows it to take into account the needs of multi-layered social network of 

different actors (i.e., business stakeholders and visitors) (Asadullah et al., 2018; de Bois, 2021; 

Estêvão et al., 2020). In general, current DMO websites serve to  promote marketing information 

(Song & Wen, 2021). Thus, a DMO website is mainly beneficial for tourists to retrieve 

information while tourism businesses are excluded from gaining direct value from the website 

(Önder & Berbekova, 2021). Therefore, a DMO’s website could serve better if transformed into 

a digital platform that acts as a hub which enables tourism organisations to interact with one 

another (Bahar et al., 2022). A digital platform provides value mechanisms to the DMO, tourism 

business stakeholders and visitors (Hein et al., 2020). In the present paper, we integrated Muzellec 

et al.'s (2015) B2B&C understanding on a two-sided digital platform which combines two distinct 

but interdependent user perspectives on digital platforms: business-to-business (B2B) and 

business-to-consumer (B2C). Business stakeholders contribute to the value proposition of the 

digital platform by providing further products and services through collaborative initiatives which 

would ultimately benefit the visitors (Hein et al., 2020). Additionally, business stakeholders are 

autonomously in control of their own decision-making and collaboration (Hein et al., 2020; Wood 

& Gray, 1991). Past research have widely investigated on the demand-side i.e., B2C requirements 

for DMOs (Önder & Berbekova, 2021; Song & Wen, 2021) and less emphasis have been made 

on the supply side i.e., B2B processes and experiences. Therefore, this paper will focus on 

business stakeholders and DMOs (B2B) to explore the antecedents of digital collaboration for 

tourism.   

2.6 Study context 
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The context of the study was Visit Surrey, the regional DMO in Surrey, United Kingdom. Visit 

Surrey overlooks and markets the tourism attractions within 11 boroughs. After being closed due 

to political restructuring, in 2011, Visit Surrey was re-established by local tourism stakeholders 

themselves, proving the necessity and continued relevancy of a regional DMO. Consisting of only 

two employees during the time of data collection, Visit Surrey was amongst United Kingdom’s 

79% micro-DMOs (Llewellyn, 2021). With limited resources and capacity, Visit Surrey sought 

collaboration with local stakeholders and universities to improve its destination management, 

particularly through online means. Therefore, Visit Surrey was selected as a case study because 

it constitutes an ideal example for exploring how micro-DMOs can reposition themselves in the 

digital world. Additionally, the research partnered with FDK Design Consultants, a digital 

platform designer on a pro-bono basis to assist in the development of a DMO’s trial digital 

platform for collaboration.   

3 Research design, data collection and analysis  

Data gathering methods were underpinned by a constructivist philosophical view and an 

interpretivist epistemology (Gray, 2013; Saunders et al., 2012). The interpretation of the 

researcher creates the reality. The research paradigm positions itself through the understanding 

that interpersonal relationships of stakeholders in digital collaboration are derived from the 

interactions between stakeholders and the meanings they create from these interactions (Neutzling 

et al., 2011; Stenbacka, 2001).    

Prior research on inter-organisational collaboration commonly deployed a single methodological 

approach involving interviews and document analysis (Saito & Ruhanen, 2017; Wondirad et al., 

2020). As digital collaboration is a new research area that requires an additional layer of 

understanding of the collaboration context (i.e., the use of technology) (Estêvão et al., 2020; Hein 

et al., 2020), in the present research, we adopted methods beyond traditional interviews and, 

instead, adopted action design research by conducting an exploratory qualitative study 

(Stenbacka, 2001; Veal, 2011) and developed a real-world digital collaboration platform for 

participants to test and discuss their experiences when collaborating digitally. A user-centred, 

design thinking approach was adopted to further consolidate understanding (Griffin et al., 2015; 

Leifer & Meinel, 2019; Tussyadiah, 2014). Design thinking is a research design that requires 

a “…systematic and collaborative approach for identifying and creatively solving 

problems…” (Griffin et al., 2015, p. 23). Such an approach helps facilitate better understanding 
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of the needs of organisations collaborating online by applying the following four steps: identifying 

the problem, elicitation of new user insights, developing a test product and, later, evaluating the 

product (Griffin et al., 2015; Leifer & Meinel, 2019).  Employing a basic design thinking 

framework, a three-phase research design for data collection process was planned (Figure 1), 

allowing rigorous and thorough data collection and analysis to enable the development of the 

theoretical framework (Tussyadiah, 2014). Furthermore, the method aligns with McCabe et al.’s 

(2012) scenario-based design approach in examining stakeholder involvement and overcoming 

knowledge barriers associated with digital technology.  

Phase 1 was aimed at exploring the existing understanding of digital collaboration and the 

evaluation of DMO roles on a digital platform as perceived by business stakeholders. Twenty-

seven interviews with business stakeholders were conducted using purposely sampled participants 

(Appendix A). In order to provide a representative sample of tourism business stakeholders in 

Surrey, interview participants were selected based on the following criteria: 1) experienced in 

their role as a decision-maker, 2) aware of issues concerning inter-organisational collaboration, 

and 3) having an understanding of digital platforms and being willing to discuss these issues in 

depth. Interviews ran for six months. Following the interviews, user personas were developed 

based on the interviewees’ characteristics, motivations and behaviours (Appendix C). The user 

personas were later presented and consolidated with Visit Surrey DMO. As such, user personas 

developed from the interviews in Phase 1 helped informed the platform designers to develop the 

digital platform in Phase 2.  

Phase 2 was aimed to develop a trial digital platform based on the interviews and user personas 

from Phase 1. Visit Surrey provided user insights while FdK Design Consultants assisted in 

developing the trial digital platform over a span of two months. The purpose of developing the 

trial digital platform was to give a visual representation that participants could engage with in 

Phase 3 and reveal the nature of human-computer interaction when business users engage in 

digital collaboration. With the additional data generated, the digital collaboration framework 

could be validated through data triangulation (Griffin et al., 2015), and thus the trustworthiness 

of the overall findings could be evaluated (Lincoln & Guba, 1995). FdK Design Consultants 

developed the trial DMO digital platform by designing various webpages to serve different 

functionalities. These functionalities were primarily to fulfil the three main motivations for 

tourism stakeholders to collaborate digitally as identified in Phase 1 (i.e. marketing, knowledge 
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sharing, networking). Further discussion on the nuances of these motivations will be presented in 

the results section. A few examples of the webpages were the tourism business landing page (the 

login page leading to the tourism business-only side of the digital platform), dashboard (to gain 

insights on current tourist trends), and community forum (to seek and gain knowledge between 

business stakeholders). The interface of these webpages can be seen in Appendix D. Nonetheless, 

it is important to note that the focus of this research was to understand the perceptions and 

thoughts of business stakeholders towards digital collaboration, rather than to examine the user 

experience on how a stakeholder would use an existing digital platform for collaboration. As such, 

the development of a trial digital platform was primarily to enlighten business stakeholders on the 

possibilities that an enhanced DMO digital platform could function as a space for developing 

partnerships for marketing purposes, gaining knowledge to new tourism trends and information, 

in addition to gaining access to new businesses in town who they could possibly engage and 

collaborate with. Therefore, there was one standard design of the digital platform that participants 

later trialled in Phase 3. 

Phase 3 was designed to consolidate the initial data collected in Phase 1. Visual elicitation was 

conducted by having participants trial the digital platform and describe their experiences through 

feedback interviews. Thirteen business stakeholders were purposely sampled (Appendix A) with 

criteria similar to those for Phase 1. Phase 3 ran for four months. Having multiple sources of 

evidence obtained through the three-phase design allowed for data triangulation and consolidation 

of findings (Figure 1).    
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Figure 1: Research Design  

3.1 Data analysis  

Qualitative data collection and analysis used were in line with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) research 

criteria. Interviews were qualitatively analysed and interpreted through thematic analysis in 

accordance with Braun and Clarke (2006) and Saunders et al. (2012). The process involved 

familiarisation, generation of initial codes, the search for themes, revision of themes, and 

refinement of themes (Attride-Stirling, 2001; Braun & Clarke, 2006). Interviews were transcribed 

verbatim and analysed using QSR NVivo to identify common themes that emerged. In the first 

cycle of coding, similar terms and phrases were grouped together and then regrouped to 

incorporate all the identified concepts into categories of similar themes (Attride-Stirling, 2001). 

The data analysis was based on a continuous process of comparing data and theory to construct 

emergent groups of themes from the interview transcripts (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Stenbacka, 

2001). The coding cycle was repeated to review the initially identified themes. Interviews 

continued until data saturation was achieved (Newman & Larkin, 2004) i.e., when no new themes 

emerged in the thematic analysis (Saunders et al., 2012). This research reached data saturation 

with twenty-seven interviews in Phase 1 and thirteen interviews in Phase 3. Lastly, the themes 
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were refined by evaluating the linkages between them, and propositions were generated 

concerning the understanding of digital collaboration. The research analysis was iterative and 

reflexive in nature. The process of thematic analysis enables researchers to reaffirm propositions 

while exploring new relationships within the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006).   

To assess the trustworthiness of our methods and findings, Lincoln and Guba’s (1995) evaluation 

criteria were used. These criteria are credibility, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1995). Three researchers worked on the project throughout the twelve months to ensure 

findings were accurately represented (credibility). Findings were rendered consistent by ensuring 

participants described their past and current experiences in great detail (dependability). Findings 

were based on participants’ explanations rather than researcher biases. Data were obtained from 

a substantial number of participants, and follow up questions were asked to attain clarity, and 

field notes were written based on participants’ explanations (conformability). Additionally, the 

sequential qualitative approach strengthened the trustworthiness of the data through data 

triangulation (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Lincoln & Guba, 1995).  

4 Results and discussion: Towards a framework for digital collaboration 

4.1 Key motivations to collaborate on a DMO’s digital platform  

When trying to understand collaboration on a DMO’s digital platform, it is important to first 

understand the motivations for collaborating digitally. In other words, it is important to understand 

what role(s) DMOs are expected to fulfil on a digital platform. Therefore, the interviews began 

with questions exploring the expectations of digital collaboration by stakeholders. Three key 

expectation were identified: marketing, knowledge sharing and networking. While the 

motivations to collaborate are similar to past research on non-digital collaboration, several distinct 

characteristics of stakeholder collaboration emerge on digital platforms.  

Stakeholders unanimously agreed that digital collaboration on a DMO’s digital platform is 

expected to fulfil a marketing purpose, consistent with previous research (Abou-Shouk, 2018; 

Mariani & Kylänen, 2014). Interestingly, contrary to past research, our findings indicate that 

stakeholders expect to collaborate on product development and marketing directly on a DMO’s 

digital platform itself rather than establishing collaboration non-digitally. No study has yet to 

validate such findings through empirical data. This is because past research studying on DMO 

digital channels has predominantly focused on the visitor side with the exclusion of business 
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stakeholders (Choi et al., 2007; Song & Wen, 2021). Where business stakeholders were 

considered, studies were theoretical propositions in nature without empirical validation (Fyall & 

Garrod, 2019; Gretzel, 2022). In addition, current DMO websites merely illustrate tourism 

stakeholders (i.e., attractions) individually on the website with minimal linkages between the 

attractions (Luna-Nevarez & Hyman, 2012). Our study illustrates how digital collaboration could 

help link tourism attractions cohesively through product development and pricing which could 

ultimately enhance visitor’s online planning (Önder & Berbekova, 2021). Additionally, our 

findings prove that tourism business stakeholders feel the need to be actively involved on a 

DMO’s digital platform to better serve the visitors. The following quotes are a few examples 

supporting these findings: 

“other than making you [business] visible to people that haven't yet seen you, 

which is the marketing role, they [DMOs] could look at joining things up in the 

area. I think it all comes down to marketing really in one way or another.” 

(Phase1_25) 

“according to this, we can decide who will do different events... I think it’s 

really interesting because you can create promotions…based on obviously the 

timing, the time of year and the length of stay” (Phase3_09) 

Additionally, the majority of stakeholders highlighted knowledge exchange as another key 

motivation for collaborating on a DMO’s digital platform. Two types of information exchanges 

are identified: visitor-related and tourism business-related information. First, businesses seek to 

gain tourist insights from the DMO’s digital platform. As identified from the sequential 

interviews, “I would love to have [tourist] data trends” (Phase1_13) and “to know who our 

customers are, what are their interests, why they're coming, how many people, how often, and so 

on. I think this is really useful for the business side” (Phase3_09). As highlighted by Fesenmaier 

and Xiang (2017), data derived from web analytics is crucial in providing deeper understanding 

on the constantly changing tourist behaviours and preferences. Despite that, our findings suggest 

that business stakeholders, particularly within micro-DMO settings have yet to have the 

opportunity to exploit the full potential of web analytics information (Önder & Berbekova, 2021). 

This is most likely due to micro-DMO’s having websites that are unable to share such insights 

(Song & Wen, 2021). 
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Second, our findings demonstrate that the majority of businesses seek to collaborate digitally to 

exchange knowledge between each other: “If other places have insights that maybe you don't 

have…It's an opportunity in sharing best practice.” (Phase1_13) and triangulated in Phase 3 with, 

“the idea is good, that you're encouraging people to share best practice and get involved in where 

businesses in the community have got needs or wants” (Phase3_13). Consistent with coopetition 

theory, businesses that may be in competition with each other collaborate to gain a competitive 

advantage (Bahar et al., 2022; Chim-Miki & Batista-Canino, 2017). The high willingness to 

collaborate and share knowledge here suggests that collaboration on a DMO’s digital platform 

occurs more freely with less fixed governance, rules, and structures from a central party (i.e., 

DMO). As such, differs from the findings of Thomson et al. (2009) and Ma (2008), who argue 

that collaboration is more hierarchical and administrative, with a central position overviewing the 

collaboration. Furthermore businesses collaborating can diversify their knowledge and support in 

new product development through innovation (Brandão et al., 2019). The findings of both types 

of knowledge exchange further validates the need for DMOs to transform their websites into 

B2B2C digital platforms that incorporate the tourism business users into a platform, and not just 

visitor users (Choi et al., 2007; Muzellec et al., 2015; Önder & Berbekova, 2021). 

Finally, businesses are motivated to collaborate digitally on a DMO’s digital platform to gain 

networks that they otherwise would not have. As participants highlight, “...they [DMOs] have 

networks, and they can reach out to their networks that we can possibly hope to engage with” 

(Phase1_19) and “through the network itself. Potential collaboration with other businesses to 

make new ideas or making contacts are very important.” (Phase3_09). Most tourism businesses 

interviewed were SMEs and have limited human and financial resources. Therefore, enhancing 

networks is crucial as highly diversified network can help in knowledge diffusion, create wider 

access to resources and increases destination competitiveness (Brandão et al., 2019). 

Overall, the research provides empirical evidence for the need to transform DMO websites into 

digital platforms which integrates business stakeholders as suggested by  Llewellyn (2021) i.e., 

stakeholders expect to be more actively involved in digital destination management. Additionally, 

environmental and organisational characteristics of a micro-DMO and its business stakeholders 

influences digital collaboration. Similar to Visit Surrey, most micro-DMOs are positioned in the 

‘autonomous’ or ‘cooperation’ stage of destination configuration whereby destination 

stakeholders are relatively fragmented with organisations owning limited information systems 
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(Estêvão et al., 2014). As such, the findings support that SMEs under micro-DMOs can be seen 

to have a high propensity to collaborate as suggested by Czernek and Czakon, (2016) to leverage 

on each other’s skills and resources (Fyall & Garrod, 2019). Noteworthy, the fact that Visit Surrey 

was re-established from the initiative of stakeholder collaboration further suggests that micro-

DMOs are accustomed to building collaborative relationships. This fact supports the conclusion 

that small DMOs are more optimistic in exploring new approaches such as digital collaboration 

in managing destinations.  

4.2 The antecedents for successful digital collaboration  

Based on the previous discussion, the data demonstrates a clear desire for organisations to 

collaborate digitally. Nonetheless, current literature offers limited insights regarding the 

antecedents for successful digital collaboration (Czernek-Marszałek, 2018). The following 

sections will dissect the four key dimensions that emerged from the sequential interviews: 

mutuality, leadership, trust, and control. Although these dimensions are present in non-digital 

collaboration, they manifest slightly differently in the context of digital collaboration.  

4.3 Mutuality and the need for collaborative leadership  

The strongest antecedent for digital collaboration is mutuality, as mentioned by the majority of 

interviewees. Digital collaboration involves the “coalition of the willing” (Phase1_08) by 

“working together to achieve mutually beneficial goals” (Phase1_17). As such, while past 

research indicates that collaboration requires formal institutionalised collaboration to be 

established (i.e. ‘top-down’ approach) (D’Angella & Go, 2009), the current findings suggest that 

mutuality within micro-organisation digital collaboration needs to come from a ‘bottom-up’ 

approach. As a participant mentions, “you've got to build up from the ground up to demonstrate 

why it's beneficial” (Phase1_10). Due to less structures in digital collaboration, collaborative 

initiatives need to come from the organisations themselves.  

Mutuality is further emphasised in Phase 3 findings with participants indicating how mutuality 

through collective benefit is a prime factor in collaborating digitally. Further emphasising that the 

opportunity in accessing large data and networks is one of the key advantages of using a digital 

platform for collaboration (Bahar et al., 2022; Czernek-Marszałek, 2018). This advantage 

provides mutual benefit through collaborative product development and marketing which would 

ultimately lead to community building. “I like the idea actually of the collaboration… Through 

the network itself. So potential collaboration with other businesses to make new ideas or making 
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contacts are very important” (Phase3_09) and “if other people are talking about things or 

somebody else puts up an idea and I think, wow, I can get involved in that…you've got to be part 

of this community to make it work. There's no point in being a passive bystander” (Phase3_11). 

The findings provide a deeper understanding on collaboration (Qiu et al., 2022) by indicating that 

most organisations interviewed were more willing to initiate collaboration with others rather than 

passively waiting to be invited for collaboration. The size of an organisation may allow more 

autonomous leadership and decision-making as suggested by Zach, (2016). Therefore, suggesting 

that there is a lower barrier to entry to be involved in digital collaboration amongst micro-DMOs.  

Additionally, the findings demonstrate that initiatives for digital collaboration is driven by an 

effective destination leadership as previously suggested by Benson & Blackman (2011). 

Recently, Sorokina et al. (2022) also identified the fundamental role of smart leadership in 

technologically driven DMOs. Despite this, little is known about what such leadership entails. 

The theme leadership emerges within Phase 3, as organisations trial the digital platform and 

reflect on digital collaboration. Within the application of digital platforms, our findings identify 

the characteristics of micro-organisational smart leadership. An interviewee explains, “you've got 

to get some people who are going to champion it, be kind of culture carriers…getting some of 

those people to champion their existing culture, their existing practices to other people to 

encourage them.” (Phase3_13). Smart leadership should entail the idea of a “culture 

champion,” i.e., trustworthy leaders who understand the impact of a collaborative and innovative 

organisational culture and acts on it. The research findings demonstrate how leaders should 

“bring together businesses and organizations in the local area to be a community” (Phase3_07) 

and that a digital platform is seen as another mechanism to lead “collaborative ideas and have 

people supporting each other” (Phase3_13). Current literature identifies that DMOs serve as 

leadership networks concerned with collective orchestration of the destination (Hristov & Zehrer, 

2015; Sorokina et al., 2022). The research demonstrates that successful digital collaboration 

requires not only a collaborative leader, but one who is capable of drawing other organizations to 

form collaborative communities. Additionally, a digital platform is found to facilitate 

organizational leaders to leverage on the network effects and form such communities (Bahar et 

al., 2022). Based on these findings, we contribute to further understanding on smart leadership by 

micro-DMOs and micro-organizations (Sorokina et al., 2022; Zach, 2016).  

4.4 Trust in establishing digital collaboration.  
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The trust element is the most distinct aspect of digital collaboration compared to non-digital 

collaboration. While trust is generally considered a crucial element in non-digital collaboration 

(Czernek & Czakon, 2016), this research highlights the multilayer aspect of trust in digital 

collaboration. Rarely is interorganisational trust on digital platforms explored within the tourism 

literature (Falk, 2017; Wondirad et al., 2020). This research identified three different types of 

trust; trust towards the DMO, trust towards other organisations, and trust towards the technology 

i.e., digital platform. 

The first type of trust is explained by a manager who regards the regional DMO as a trustworthy 

organisation to be associated with, “because you’re all part of [DMO name], they should have a 

certain level of trustworthiness… it just makes that first hurdle a bit easier to get over if you want 

to approach somebody about something” (Phase3_03). As previous research has shown, an 

increased level of trust is associated with organisational reputation (Canavari et al., 2010), which 

a DMO generally possesses.  

Second, the findings also indicate that there is a need for trust in the business stakeholders that 

are collaborating. Trust in the DMO and between stakeholders can be linked to the understanding 

of shared responsibility within the collaboration and, ultimately, gaining mutual benefits (Farsari, 

2018). The following excerpt demonstrates how the perceived mutual benefits between 

collaborating stakeholders enhances trust: 

“There has to be trust, there has to be perceived mutual benefit that you're actually, by 

collaborating, you're increasing the opportunity for both of you to prosper. Trust will be 

a key thing.” (Phase1_25). 

Another participant explains, “there’s lots of different things going on, and I think it's easier to 

have a conversation about things with people that you know that you are already in partnership 

with” (Phase1_04). Trust is crucial for successful collaboration, as organisations make 

themselves vulnerable and, therefore, must have confidence in another business’s character. 

Therefore, repeat collaboration demonstrates greater trust between organisations involved 

(Goerzen, 2007).  

Nonetheless, there are challenges in fostering trust online. Participants have highlighted instances 

where the lack of trust in the digital platform becomes a challenge to fostering collaboration. As 

explained by a participant, “there's been so many scandals with people using your data, and so 



Zainal-Abidin, H., Scarles, C., & Lundberg, C. (2023). The antecedents of digital collaboration through an enhanced 
digital platform for destination management: A micro-DMO perspective. Tourism Management, 96, 104691. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2022.104691 

 

people are reluctant to give you the data” (Phase1_11). Extant literature report that the greater 

the extent of digitalisation of ordinary services, the lower the degree of trust and acceptance 

towards the digital technology (Trang et al., 2015). Thus, suggesting that developing a digital 

collaborative platform that is too advanced compared to current collaborative processes may be 

perceived as riskier and increases distrust towards the digital platform, resulting in the reluctance 

of business stakeholders in adopting digital collaborative behaviours (Trang et al., 2015). Micro-

DMOs seeking to advance towards having a digital collaboration platform should consider a 

staged transformation, while incorporating the business stakeholders throughout the process. 

Communication here, becomes key in strengthening trust (Farsari, 2018).  

Overall, The three different aspects of trust identified provide empirical evidence that supports 

how trust may transpire differently in online settings, specifically within a tourism context (Brown 

et al., 2014). In particular, it supports the notion that trust needs to be communicated through three 

main elements. First, having shared business understanding (organisational identity, willingness 

to collaborate, willingness to set goals, awareness of mutual needs and roles, etc.). Second, having 

a strong sense of organisational ethics between online collaborators. Last, having a standardised 

and reliable ICT that facilitates communication of trustworthiness (technology user-friendliness 

and network security etc.).  As such, contributing to the discussions on digitally supported DMOs 

(Fyall & Garrod, 2019; Gretzel, 2022). 

4.5 Control over shared information  

Participants identify control as a crucial aspect of digital collaboration. Two forms of control 

emerge from the data: ‘security control’ and ‘functionality control’. Digital collaboration brings 

both concerns and opportunities. Security control relates to the concerns organisational database 

as “people like to have control. I have found companies are always quite protective of their 

information and their websites” (Phase1_26) but “often times organisations they don't totally 

have control” (Phase1_11). Stakeholders often compete on who has control over shared resources 

(Fyall et al., 2012). With more digitalised forms of collaboration, controlling resources, 

particularly organisational data, becomes a greater concern as control is often powered by the 

DMO managing the digital platform (Gawer, 2021). Future considerations for digital 

collaboration need to address the privacy concerns and allow business stakeholders to have 

control over what information are being shared directly or indirectly with others.  
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Despite the concerns, digital collaboration can also provide an opportunity for greater control. 

The research also identified ‘functionality control’ in Phase 3. Functionality control refers to the 

digital platform’s technical capabilities as experienced by platform users. For example, a 

participant mentions, “being able to edit my own information live on the site gives me control. I 

can change things as and when they happen” (Phase3_11). Businesses also desire “the ability to 

look at the data” (Phase3_13) and mentioned having access and control on the shared data as the 

“most powerful tool... Because it tells you what kind of demand is coming in.” (Phase3_12). 

Current micro-DMO websites do not allow business stakeholders to edit and update their 

organisation information. Changes are made through the DMOs who then type in the changes. 

This process is time consuming and limits the control of what information is presentenced on the 

DMO’s website. Having a level of control on the digital platform allows business stakeholders to 

access data for decision making when developing their business strategies (Önder & Berbekova, 

2021). Nonetheless, forms of control in digital collaboration must maintain the delicate balance 

between the concerns of security control and the opportunities of functionality control. Providing 

access to more data may give rise to greater security issues. Nonetheless, having some degree of 

control over shared resources is crucial for organisations to pursue coopetitive strategies and 

ultimately, achieve competitive advantage in the long-term (Bahar et al.,2022).  



Zainal-Abidin, H., Scarles, C., & Lundberg, C. (2023). The antecedents of digital collaboration through an enhanced digital platform for destination management: A micro-DMO 
perspective. Tourism Management, 96, 104691. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2022.104691 

 

Table 1  1 
Summary and contributions of prominent studies related to micro-DMOs and digital collaboration in comparison to this paper. 2 

Reference Purpose 

Context 

Findings 

C
ollaboration 

C
ollaboration 
antecedents 

Technology 
M

icro-D
M

O
 

Em
pirically 

validated 

Fyall et al. (2012) Conceptualise the types of DMO 
collaboration strategies.      

 Destination collaboration strategies: 
1. “Organic” (without a DMO-led strategy) 
2. “mediated intra-destination” (facilitated by a DMO in the destination) 
3. “mediated intra- and inter-destination” (facilitated by a DMO between destinations) 

Estêvão et al. 
(2020) 

Examine the factors of DMOs' 
digital platform adoption.      

 Motivations for adoption: competitive advantage, “one-stop-only” platform for visitors.  
 Challenges of adoption: Lack of skills, resources, collaboration and e-readiness.  
 Perceived benefits of adoption: Enhanced communication, marketing, and profits.  
 Future perspectives: Greater DMO collaboration and technology adoption. 

Gretzel (2022) 
Conceptualise the roles of a smart 
DMO (i.e. the integration of 
technology in DMO governance) 

      Smart DMO roles: mobiliser, match-maker, manager, sensor, shapeshifter and steward.  
 Proposes DMOs to facilitate collaboration. 

Ma (2008) Conceptualise digital collaboration 
in tourism literature.      

 Advantages of digital collaboration: access to wider market, added value, reduced stock, and 
enhanced communication.  

 Disadvantages of digital collaboration: unequal resource commitments, unbalanced management, 
different quality standards and loss of creative solution. 

Qiu et al. (2022) 
Conceptualise a collaboration 
evaluation framework based on 
tourism literature. 

     

 Collaboration evaluation framework based on collaboration context, process, outcome and impact. 
Collaboration process requires relational norms and joint actions.  

 Future research direction includes collaboration innovation and the integration of multiple 
collaboration frameworks.   

Sigala (2014) 
Identify the metrics of performance 
evaluation in DMO e-marketing 
collaboration 

      Performance evaluation should include both financial and non-financial metrics.  
 e-collaboration strategy should be business-specific. 
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Sorokina et al. 
(2022) 

Explore the role of DMOs in the 
development of smart destinations.       

 DMOs need to fulfil a new role i.e. smart leadership. 
 DMOs can control how their stakeholders are integrated and represented through smart functions 

on their digital platform.  
 Smart destination pillars: technology, sustainability, e-governance, liveability. Does highlight the 

importance of establishing collaboration.  

Zach (2016) Identify the factors affecting micro-
DMO collaboration.       Leadership as antecedent for micro-DMO non-digital interorganisational collaboration. 

Research gap       
 Lack of research with empirical findings exploring digital collaboration for a DMO. 
 Past research briefly mentions the need for digital collaboration as a DMO role. Without 

examining how to. 
 Far less research exploring the context of micro-DMOs which make up most of the DMOs. 

This paper 
Identify the antecedents of digital 
collaboration on a DMO’s digital 
platform 

     

This research adds on to existing literature by identifying:  

 Business stakeholders need to be integrated on a DMO’s digital platform. 
 Digital collaboration should go beyond e-marketing. Destination stakeholders are motivated to 

digitally collaborate on a DMO’s enhanced digital platform for the ease of access for marketing, 
knowledge sharing and networking.  

The antecedents of digital collaboration on a DMO’s enhanced digital platform: mutuality, 
leadership, trust, and control. Additional levels of trust and control towards the digital platform are 
observed.   

3 
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5 Conclusions  4 

This study addresses the gaps in the tourism management and marketing literature by gaining a 5 

greater understanding on the antecedents of digital collaboration on a micro-DMO’s digital 6 

platform (Estêvão et al., 2020; Gretzel, 2022; Llewellyn, 2021; Wondirad et al., 2020). The study 7 

is methodologically unique as it adopted a sequential qualitative research approach guided by 8 

design thinking principles, and developed and trialled a digital platform to facilitate understanding 9 

of the factors necessary for successful digital collaboration (Griffin et al., 2015; Tussyadiah, 10 

2014). In line with that of an action design research. The research is novel and timely as it provides 11 

a deeper understanding on the pressing issue of technology integration for DMO collaboration, 12 

as affirmed by Llewellyn (2021). Furthermore, by pursuing this research, the relevance of DMOs 13 

can be maintained while promoting tourism management practices that are aligned with the 14 

17th United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, which focuses on the need to pursue inter-15 

organisational collaboration for sustainable development.   16 

Theoretically, the study contributes to the scarce literature on technology facilitated collaboration 17 

in the tourism context by building on past research by Estêvão et al. (2020) and (Qiu et al., 2022). 18 

By integrating digital platform theories from outside the tourism literature (Hein et al., 2020; 19 

Muzellec et al., 2015) and focusing on micro-DMOs, this paper provides empirical evidence on 20 

the need for DMO’s to transform their B2C website into a B2B2C digital platform (Llewellyn, 21 

2021). In fact, prior research has neglected to examine the active role of business stakeholders on 22 

a DMO’s digital platform as demonstrated in Table 1 (Molinillo et al., 2018; Qiu et al., 2022). A 23 

framework for digital collaboration is developed (Figure 2) based on the research findings. This 24 

research identified that the current state of DMO websites should be transformed into an enhanced 25 

multi-sided digital platform. The study demonstrated that multi-sided platforms are more 26 

effective, thus contributing to a greater understanding of the interacting interdependent 27 

elements—human and technology—that can impact a digital collaborative culture. Furthermore, 28 

the findings prove that business stakeholders seek to collaborate directly on the digital platform 29 

and are motivated to collaborate digitally for knowledge sharing, networking and marketing as 30 

shown in Figure 2. Therefore, business stakeholders are necessary when considering the 31 

development of DMOs’ digital channels. 32 
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 33 

Figure 2: Framework for an enhanced DMO digital platform for digital collaboration. 34 
*Tourist users are beyond the scope of the study 35 
 36 

Additionally, we found that while digital collaboration is underpinned by similar elements to non-37 

digital collaboration (e.g., mutuality, trust, control and leadership) (Önder & Berbekova, 2021; 38 

Peroff et al., 2017; Zach, 2016), addition layers to these elements are found specific to digital 39 

collaboration (Figure 2). In particular, the element of trust is seen to be more complex and multi-40 
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layered in digital collaboration. Besides trust towards the DMO and trust towards other 41 

organisations (Czernek & Czakon, 2016; Farsari, 2018), an additional layer of trust, i.e. trust 42 

towards the digital platform has rarely been presented in past tourism research. Furthermore, past 43 

research on non-digital collaboration commonly identify mutuality from a “top-down” 44 

perspective (D’Angella & Go, 2009; Wong et al., 2011). In contrast, digital collaboration is seen 45 

to be more successful with a “bottom-up” approach, with smart leadership playing a greater role 46 

than an organisation’s characteristics (Sorokina et al., 2022; Zach, 2016). Suggesting that digital 47 

collaborations under micro-DMOs are established within more flexible relationship structures, 48 

driven by effective leadership. This research also identifies how control is key for digital 49 

collaboration (i.e. security control and functionality control), a neglected area of study (Thomson 50 

et al., 2009; Tritto & Fun, 2019). Particularly for businesses seeking control over shared data and 51 

the strategic use of data in developing new product developments. These antecedents present the 52 

major aspects that micro-DMOs need to consider. Further contributing to a better understanding 53 

of DMOs’ digital platform characteristics for platform designers, developers, and DMOs who 54 

want to reap the benefits of collaboration and technology. 55 

Nonetheless, some limitations in the study include the single regional case of Surrey’s tourism 56 

stakeholders. Future research could explore digital collaboration framework in different tourism 57 

contexts and explore the individual elements (trust, control, and leadership etc) on digital 58 

platforms with greater depth. Addition factors may emerge due to the differing environmental 59 

conditions. Future research could also investigate the degree of digitalization (i.e. reduced human 60 

interaction) and the degree of digital collaboration, a concern highlighted from the information 61 

systems literature (Trang et al., 2015). Additionally, recognising the multisided aspect of the 62 

digital platform, a deeper understanding of the relationship between visitor and business users on 63 

a DMO’s digital platform could be explored. With recent global developments, such as the 64 

COVID-19 pandemic, the tourism sector is seeing a transformational shift from physical or hybrid 65 

forms of communication to a complete digitalisation of daily communications (OECD, 2020). 66 

Hence, there is a crucial need to understand and adopt digital and collaborative approaches for 67 

destination management (OECD, 2020).  68 

Impact statement 69 

This study provides tourism practitioners with guiding principles on how best to integrate 70 

technology in destination management. This research focuses on micro-DMOs which make up 71 
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79% of the total DMOs. We suggest DMOs to include business stakeholders in their digital 72 

strategy development. In particular, by transforming a micro-DMO’s website into a multi-sided 73 

platform which allows business stakeholders to collaborate digitally for knowledge sharing, 74 

networking and marketing. Transformation however, should be in phases with micro-DMOs to 75 

first consider having a tourism business only section. This research helps UX designers and micro-76 

DMOs in identifying critical elements for a digital collaboration platform, i.e., mutuality, trust, 77 

control and leadership. In fact, these guiding principles have proven to be successful as our case 78 

study micro-DMO, Visit Surrey has permanently transformed their visitor-only website into a 79 

more inclusive platform which now caters to business stakeholders’ needs. 80 
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Appendices 331 

Appendix A 332 

Sample characteristics 333 

Table 2: Sample characteristics 334 
Participant Participant Job title  Type of stakeholder Gender 
Phase1_01  Marketing officer Local authority F 
Phase1_02 Manager Arts and Heritage F 
Phase1_03 Director Arts and Heritage F 
Phase1_04 Marketing officer Arts and Heritage F 
Phase1_05 Manager Parks and Gardens F 
Phase1_06 Marketing officer Parks and Gardens F 
Phase1_07 Director Parks and Gardens F 
Phase1_08 Director Arts and Heritage M 
Phase1_09 Marketing officer Parks and Gardens F 
Phase1_10 Marketing officer Tourism consultant F 
Phase1_11 Manager DMO F 
Phase1_12 Marketing officer Arts and Heritage F 
Phase1_13 Marketing officer Parks and Gardens F 
Phase1_14 Manager Parks and Gardens F 
Phase1_15 Deputy manager Local authority M 
Phase1_16 Director Arts and Heritage M 
Phase1_17 Director Arts and Heritage F 
Phase1_18 Director Festivals M 
Phase1_19 Director Platform developer/tourism consultant M 
Phase1_20 Marketing officer Arts and Heritage M 
Phase1_21 Web administrator DMO F 
Phase1_22 Deputy Manager DMO F 
Phase1_23 Editor Publications F 
Phase1_24 Director Parks and Gardens M 
Phase1_25 Manager Festivals M 
Phase1_26 Development officer Local authority F 
Phase1_27 Sales officer Arts and Heritage F 
Phase3_01 Director Festivals M 
Phase3_02 Manager DMO F 
Phase3_03 Marketing officer Arts and Heritage F 
Phase3_04 Marketing officer Arts and Heritage F 
Phase3_05 Marketing officer Local authority F 
Phase3_06 Marketing officer Local authority F 
Phase3_07 Director Tour Operator F 
Phase3_08 Manager Restaurant M 
Phase3_09 Department Manager Hotel M 
Phase3_10 Officer Tour operator M 
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Phase3_11 Curator Local attraction M 
Phase3_12 Department Manager Hotel F 
Phase3_13 Department Manager Hotel M 

Appendix B 335 

Interview guide for businesses stakeholders 336 

There are two main sections to the interview structure. Firstly, the introduction section for 337 

interviewee and interviewer to better understand each other. Secondly, the researcher will ask 338 

open ended questions to the participants to inquire questions based on the research aims. There 339 

are four research aims as shown in the numbered list in section two.  340 

First section:  341 

• Researcher and research introduction. A participant consent form should be given and 342 
signed.  343 

• Interviewee introduce himself/herself and the organisation 344 

Second section:  345 

• Critique the role in which DMOs become points of consolidation and collaboration 346 
for local businesses and organisations.  347 
o Can you explain what collaboration means to you and your organisation? 348 
o Do you think it has been a successful collaboration? Why? What are the criteria that 349 

you feel makes it successful? Can you describe what a successful collaboration looks 350 
like and what is a non-successful collaboration looks like? 351 

o Who do you often deal with in collaborating? 352 
o What do you think it takes to collaborate? 353 
o What do you think about the current collaboration of your organisation and the 354 

DMO? (opportunities, challenges) follow up, do you have other examples from 355 
previous jobs? 356 

• Analyse and consolidate information on current existing digital communication 357 
platforms available to DMOs. 358 
o Tell me about your experience in using digital platforms for your organisation. 359 
o What are the available platforms that you are using as a DMO. Are there any 360 

platforms that they would like to use and why would they want to use that? 361 
o What do you think is the best platform to have? what facilities would make you feel 362 

satisfied? 363 
o What is the role of your DMO? 364 
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o What do you envision the role of a DMO to be in the future? To undertake the role, 365 
what kind of platform do you need 366 

• Critique the role of digital platforms as mechanisms for realising cultures of sharing 367 
and collaboration between local businesses. 368 
o In terms of collaborating, how effective is the current platform? 369 
o What are the benefits of a digital platform for collaboration/? 370 
o What are the challenges to collaboration that you are facing while using the current 371 

platform? Can you give an example? (of how that challenge happens. Because 372 
usually with examples are when you can use the quote as evidence) 373 

• Identify the characteristics and operational capabilities of next generation digital 374 
platforms that DMOs need to have as part of their functions. 375 
o What do you envision, as an ideal platform that can help you with a successful 376 

collaboration? Can you give an example of a platform that you think could benefit 377 
collaboration between businesses? 378 

 379 

Appendix C 380 

Business personas 381 
382 

 383 
Image 1:Deborah as a key business stakeholder persona 384 
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385 

 386 
Image 2:Stephen as a key business stakeholder persona 387 388 

 389 
Image 3: Chanelle as a key business stakeholder persona  390 

  391 
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Appendix D 392 

Examples of the digital platform webpages for business stakeholders 393 

 394 

Image 4: Business-only landing page design on a DMO's trial digital platform 395 

 396 

 397 
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 399 

 400 

Image 5: Dashboard webpage design on a DMO's trial digital platform 401 
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Appendix E 402 

Examples of findings from Phase 1 and Phase 3 interviews 403 

Table 3 404 
Examples of quotes from research findings 405 

Findings Phase 1  Phase 3  

Motivations for 
collaboration 

Marketing “other than making you [business] visible to people that 
haven't yet seen you, which is the marketing role, they 
[DMOs] could look at joining things up in the area. I think it 
all comes down to marketing really in one way or another.” 
(Phase1_25) 

“I think you know ways in which either members or those 
organisations those businesses can engage with the site so 
that could be advertising promotion etc.” (Phase1_08) 

“according to this, we can decide who will do different 
events... I think it’s really interesting because you can create 
promotions…based on obviously the timing, the time of year 
and the length of stay” (Phase3_09) 

“A small vineyard just starting out, they could set up an 
arrangement with a local hotel group to market and promote 
their wines, that sort of thing. So, it is those partnership 
ideas, which I think are brilliant.” (Phase3_11) 

Knowledge sharing “If other places have insights that maybe you don't have…It's 
an opportunity in sharing best practice.” (Phase1_13) 

“it's a brilliant way to knowledge share. And so yes, I think 
you would need to open up the remit to as many relevant 
organizations as you as you possibly can get them to sign 
into it.” (Phase1_06) 

“to know who our customers are, what are their interests, 
why they're coming, how many people, how often, and so on. 
I think this is really useful for the business side” 
(Phase3_09). 

“the idea is good, that you're encouraging people to share 
best practice and get involved in where businesses in the 
community have got needs or wants” (Phase3_13) 

Networking “...they [DMOs] have networks, and they can reach out to 
their networks that we can possibly hope to engage with” 
(Phase1_19) 

“Really useful I mean so many networks that I belong to are 
virtual networks and they are just so valuable because you 
can just you have a problem and you can just put it out and 
you get immediately.” (Phase1_03) 

“through the network itself. Potential collaboration with 
other businesses to make new ideas or making contacts are 
very important.” (Phase3_09) 

“it's exactly this, opportunity for a business collaboration. So 
yeah, it's a way for people to connect that wouldn't 
necessarily otherwise be able to, and because they're all part 
of this online community, they've already got a common 
ground” (Phase3_11) 
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Antecedents for 
digital 
collaboration 

Mutuality “coalition of the willing…I'm not a fan of people feeling the 
obligation to attend. I think you know you get best value 
when people are there because they want to be there.” 
(Phase1_08) 

“working together to achieve mutually beneficial goals” 
(Phase1_17) 

“when you find it mutually exclusive and beneficial in what 
you're trying to achieve, and a message. Then it's incredibly 
powerful.” (Phase1_10) 

“I like the idea actually of the collaboration… Through the 
network itself. So potential collaboration with other 
businesses to make new ideas or making contacts are very 
important” (Phase3_09) 

“if other people are talking about things or somebody else 
puts up an idea and I think, wow, I can get involved in 
that…you've got to be part of this community to make it 
work. There's no point in being a passive bystander” 
(Phase3_11) 

Leadership “I would say it's having some kind of a leader that can really 
demonstrate and sell it adds to everyone. That’s much better 
as a whole. So, I really believe much better as a group rather 
than individuals, you're much stronger.” (Phase1_21) 

“I think you've got to have a good leader, you've got to have 
someone who is organized and he's checking up” 
(Phase1_11) 

“you've got to get some people who are going to champion it, 
be kind of culture carriers…getting some of those people to 
champion their existing culture, their existing practices to 
other people to encourage them.” (Phase3_13) 

“bring together businesses and organizations in the local 
area to be a community” (Phase3_07) 

Trust/ 
distrust 

DMO “I think that's probably one of the key words actually, trust. 
And you've got to be able to trust the DMO to deliver what 
you want for your own business.” (Phase1_10)  

“The DMO has a certain a respect and it has a position that 
other people don't have. It's seen as an authority so as long 
as it has a strong presence online, I think it would be 
somewhere people would choose to go to find their 
information out.” (Phase1_14) 

“because you’re all part of [DMO name], they should have a 
certain level of trustworthiness… it just makes that first 
hurdle a bit easier to get over if you want to approach 
somebody about something” (Phase3_03) 

“it's an organization who is in charge of managing the 
tourism in the area and connecting different businesses 
within the tourism sector and making tourism better basically 
in the destination. Promoting the destination outside and so 
on. So yeah, I think this is the role for the DMO.” 
(Phase3_09) 

Technology  “there's been so many scandals with people using your data, 
and so people are reluctant to give you the data... you need 
great technology, great platform to be working on.” 
(Phase1_11) 

“Disruptive technology. People want as few hurdles as 
possible.” (Phase1_20) 

“I could see this being a really good platform for them to 
share what they're doing and encourage others to… And 
some of the resources that were there, I'm guessing for small 
businesses particularly might be useful for them.” 
(Phase3_13). 
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Well I love the whole lot. I think the way, you've just got it, 
you've done a fantastic job. 

Businesses “There has to be trust, there has to be perceived mutual 
benefit that you're actually, by collaborating, you're 
increasing the opportunity for both of you to prosper. Trust 
will be a key thing.” (Phase1_25). 

“there’s lots of different things going on, and I think it's 
easier to have a conversation about things with people that 
you know that you are already in partnership with” 
(Phase1_04) 

“to some extent, because you're all part of [the DMO digital 
platform], you think they should have a certain level of 
trustworthiness…you sort of feel that almost automatically a 
part of your relationship has been brokered. So, it's easier to 
say to somebody, "Hello, I know that you're on the digital 
platform as well." You just instantly feel that there's kind of a 
relationship there. So, it just makes that first hurdle a bit 
easier to get over if you want to approach somebody about 
something, I suppose. Kind of feel a bit like you're on the 
same gang, so it's a good place to start.” (Phase3_03)  

Control Security “people like to have control. I have found companies are 
always quite protective of their information and their 
websites” (Phase1_26) 

“everyone's concerned about data, sharing data and 
obviously we've got the GDPR. So, it's hard to share data, 
but everyone wants their own statistics and their own 
analysis they want. So, it's harder. It's harder, but it depends 
in what capacity really.” (Phase1_21) 

“the idea is just great. The idea of having this data…if it's 
about general data, yeah of course yes. I think we should do 
this. I'm working with data as well so I know the importance 
of businesses being able to share data.” (Phase3_09) 

“I would regard this like an official website, and is safe, 
secure… I can manage the event” (Phase3_07) 

Functionality “there's much more flexibility in the technology now, for 
people to feel they've got more control, I think it's helping in 
terms of business collaboration... I think the other thing 
that's really important which is a good breakthrough is 
having the ability for people to join in with you and have a 
microsite. so, goes back to what I was saying about 
businesses and local authorities, people want to have control 
over their information.” (Phase1_11) 

“It would be fantastic to have a digital platform for 
collaboration. As long as we can get access. We are sort of 
disabled here as the council provide our IT and so often we 
get access violations because they don't like to, So I don’t get 
access…I want complete access.” (Phase1_06) 

“being able to edit my own information live on the site gives 
me control. I can change things as and when they happen” 
(Phase3_11) 

“the ability to look at the data” (Phase3_13) 

“This is very convenient, I think it's very convenient. There 
are some times, even when we update information on 
website, we need to ask who are responsible for this website 
update. It's not efficient. So, this is very convenient and 
efficient way to manage and to keep it updated.” 
(Phase3_07) 
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	ABSTRACT: 
	While the tourism sector shifts towards digital transformation, Destination Management Organisations (DMOs) often struggle to adapt to their changing technological environment. This study explores the antecedents of digital collaboration and develops a framework for micro-DMOs to enhance effective destination management through digital technologies. An integrated sequential qualitative approach was adopted by conducting multi-phase interviews, in addition to designing and trialling a real-world trial digital platform. The research provides empirical evidence that digital collaboration is essential for micro-DMOs, necessitating them to transform their current “websites” into digital platforms which act as a hub for business stakeholders to actively be involved in. Antecedents of successful digital collaboration include mutuality, trust, control, and leadership which may be manifested differently from non-digital collaboration. Additionally, the study identifies three aspects for digital collaboration; marketing, networking and knowledge sharing that demands specific attention. Our results have theoretical, methodological, and practical implications for academia, industry and policymakers.
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	1 Introduction
	While technology has been advancing significantly and becoming increasingly widely adopted amongst visitors over the decades, the application of digital technologies by Destination Management Organisations (DMOs) to fulfil their management role has been generally limited (de Bois, 2021; Estêvão et al., 2020). Without adapting to the technological environment, DMOs may outlive their purpose of developing and managing their destination effectively (Fyall & Garrod, 2019; Gretzel, 2022; Sigala, 2014). An integral aspect for successful destination management is effective collaboration between tourism stakeholders (Estêvão et al., 2020). In fact, a recent independent report commissioned by the UK Government surveying over 280 tourism stakeholders, demonstrated the need for “increased investment in digital technologies as a way of collaborating and working more effectively” (Llewellyn, 2021, p. 5). Benefits of using digital technologies include enabling stakeholders to match, connect and communicate with each other with minimal friction while making it possible to collect, store and share large amounts of information seamlessly (Gawer, 2021; Gretzel, 2022; Wang & Zhao, 2019). Although there is academic consensus on the importance of technology in enhancing collaboration in tourism, the process of how DMOs can adapt and use technology for collaboration has been relatively unexplored (Estêvão et al., 2020).
	When exploring digital technologies and DMOs, recent studies have predominantly focused on other aspects of smart tourism such as its conceptualisation (Li et al., 2017), governance (Gretzel, 2022), DMO roles (Sorokina et al., 2022) and visitors’ technology readiness (Shin et al., 2021) within the planning and development of smart tourism. Although collaboration between stakeholders is considered to be the foundation for successful smart destinations (Sorokina et al., 2022), research on tourism collaboration has mainly emphasised the more traditional, non-digital forms of collaboration; primarily to understand its complexities, benefits and challenges (Bramwell & Lane, 2000; Falk, 2017; Qiu et al., 2022; Wondirad et al., 2020). Thus, despite the growing breadth and depth of studies on non-digital collaboration, academic literature concerning digital collaboration in tourism remains almost entirely unmapped (Qiu et al., 2022; Zainal-Abidin et al., 2019). As such, a more holistic understanding of technology integration towards digital collaboration for destination management is needed to ensure destination competitiveness is realised (Fyall & Garrod, 2019; Sorokina et al., 2022).
	Compounding the challenge in establishing digital collaboration for destination competitiveness is the fact that different DMOs tend to vary in their characteristics such as roles, governance and size. While the impact of DMO roles (Abou-Shouk, 2018; Gretzel, 2022) and governance (Estêvão et al., 2020; Sorokina et al., 2022) have been extensively researched over the past few decades, the influence of organisational size and decision making appear to be neglected in the literature. The European Commission (2020) categorises small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) as medium-sized (<250 staff), small (<50 staff) and micro (<10 staff). Most research concerning SMEs in tourism have primarily focused from a non-DMO, tourism business perspective, while a small-medium-sized DMO perspective is fairly limited (Zach, 2016). A better understanding on micro-DMOs and digital technologies is crucial due to two main reasons: First, micro organisations are found to behave differently compared to larger organisations (Estêvão et al., 2020; European Commission, 2020). This characteristic may influence their decision to adopt technological approaches to collaboration. Second, the majority (79%) of DMOs in the UK are considered as micro-DMOs (i.e. employing less than 10 staff) while only 10% of DMOs employ more than 20 staff members (de Bois, 2021). As such, necessitates greater research on micro-DMOs in relation to its readiness and capability for supporting digital collaboration between stakeholders.
	Therefore, the aim of this study was to explore the antecedents of digital collaboration and develop a framework for micro-DMOs to enhance effective destination management through digital platforms. Ultimately, repositioning micro-DMOs to be more relevant in the digital world. To fill the gaps aforementioned and achieve the research aim, this research has three objectives: first, to explore the motivations for tourism business stakeholders to collaborate on a DMO’s digital platform; second, to explore the antecedents of digital collaboration; and third, to develop a framework for an enhanced digital platform for DMOs that can facilitate digital collaboration. 
	This paper responds to the research gap as highlighted by Estêvão et al. (2020), Llewellyn (2021) and Zach (2016). From a theoretical standpoint, this research is unique, as it integrates the current understanding of inter-organisational collaboration and digital platforms from the tourism, business management, and information systems literature (Estêvão et al., 2020; Hein et al., 2020; Muzellec et al., 2015; Qiu et al., 2022; Thomson et al., 2009). By doing so, it contributes to the extant literature on digital stakeholder management and digital collaboration in tourism (Fyall & Garrod, 2019; Gretzel, 2022; Qiu et al., 2022; Zainal-Abidin et al., 2019). Furthermore, by using the case study of Visit Surrey, the regional DMO of Surrey, the research contributes to current understanding on micro-DMO structures and digitally facilitated roles (Fyall et al., 2012; Zach, 2016). Methodologically, the research goes beyond traditional qualitative methods and adopts an action research design approach (Asadullah et al., 2018). A trial digital platform was developed to better understand the antecedents of digital collaboration and serve as a guideline for Visit Surrey, our case study DMO, to transform their website if they wish to do so in the future. Few studies in the wider research of digital platforms, let alone in tourism, have taken such an approach (Asadullah et al., 2018). Furthermore, the paper offers practical implications by providing deeper understandings and guiding principles that DMOs, particularly smaller, micro-DMOs can adopt to transform their current websites into effective digital platforms for digital collaboration and remain relevant in the digital age of a post-COVID-19 world (Estêvão et al., 2020; Gretzel, 2022; Llewellyn, 2021; Zach, 2016). 
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	Traditionally, DMOs have been considered solely as a marketing organisation which seeks to promote their destination in order to reap economic benefits (Llewellyn, 2021). Nonetheless, a DMO’s marketing effort often transpires into the management of destination stakeholders and resources (Fyall & Garrod, 2019). This paper accepts the DMO as a Destination Management Organisation due to its multifaceted roles beyond marketing. For instance, Qiu et. al (2022) and Wondirad (2020) emphasises the importance of DMOs as facilitators of collaboration for destination development while Hristov and Zehrer (2015) highlight their leadership role in establishing governance structures. Furthermore, Gretzel (2022) calls for a shift in the destination management paradigm by conceptualizing a smart tourism ecosystem, a system in which technology is integrated into the management role of DMOs. Within this system, the DMO is firmly placed at the centre of destination development and with core fundamental roles such as a mobilizer, match-maker, manager, and steward (Gretzel, 2022). While the integration of technology and destination management has been widely promulgated within academic literature (Gretzel, 2022; Li et al., 2017; Sorokina et al., 2022), studies have been primarily conceptual in nature and lack empirical research findings that demonstrate how the process of digital transformation can be applied by real-world DMOs.   
	Furthermore, the integration of digital channels in tourism is fairly restricted to the demand side, i.e., a one-way communication between the DMO and visitors (Estêvão et al., 2014). Current literature predominantly highlights the use of DMO websites and social media as digital marketing and communication channels. For instance, Molinillo et al. (2018) demonstrates the importance of destination image derived from DMOs’ various digital channels on visitors’ intention to visit, and provides a basis for comparison between the main social media channels engagement levels (i.e., Instagram, Facebook, Youtube and Twitter). In addition to destination image, the quality of destination website design (i.e., information quality, service quality and system quality) is also reported to increase tourist satisfaction and intention to visit (Song & Wen, 2021). Estêvão et al. (2020) suggests the transformation of DMO websites into a "one-stop shop” platform for visitors to plan, book and purchase their holiday (e.g. dynamic packaging). This is because DMO website analytics is a powerful tool which can empower DMOs to enhance the tourist pre-planning process and gain additional data to evaluate tourists’ experience (Önder & Berbekova, 2021). Despite this, only a handful of DMOs have incorporated the “one-stop shop” platform (e.g., Lake Constance DMO and Fyord Norway DMO) (Estêvão et al., 2014; Perelygina et al., 2022). Therefore, traditional DMO websites need to be re-evaluated and reconstructed into a more integrative digital platform (Perelygina et al., 2022). As suggested by Estêvão et al. (2014), the distinction between an enhanced DMO digital platform and a tradition DMO website is in its transactional and tourism business support dimension.
	On the supply side of destination management (i.e., between DMO and tourism business stakeholders), research remains limited to conceptual propositions for collaborative digital marketing and frameworks for smart tourism (Abou-Shouk, 2018; Gretzel, 2022; Sorokina et al., 2022). For example, Sorokina et al. (2022) presents four pillars for a smart destination (i.e., technology, e-governance, liveability and sustainability). Despite the common agreement on the technological benefits of digital channels towards effective destination management, DMOs have yet to effectively use their digital data holistically (Önder & Berbekova, 2021; Uşaklı et al., 2017). Current research suggests that DMOs predominantly use digital channels merely for marketing purposes which are focused on the demand side, i.e., visitors (Molinillo et al., 2018; Önder & Berbekova, 2021; Song & Wen, 2021). The issues highlight the gap in understanding of how DMOs can better transform their one-way communication website into a comprehensive digital platform that can support effective destination management. In particular, the understanding of how the tourism supply side i.e., tourism business stakeholders can be better integrated on a DMO’s digital platform (Estêvão et al., 2020). 
	Additionally, DMOs are diverse in their organisational characteristics which may lead them to formulate different strategies in developing their destination’s growth (i.e., influencing the different digital channels they adopt). Factors such as environmental context (Fyall & Garrod, 2019; Qiu et al., 2022), destination governance (Gajdošíková et al., 2016; Sorokina et al., 2022), business model (Estêvão et al., 2020; Perelygina et al., 2022), and destination eReadiness (Estêvão et al., 2014) may influence a DMO’s decision to adopt and integrate technology for collaboration. Past research have explored the impact of the DMO’s network size and collaboration (Hristov & Zehrer, 2015; Zach & Racherla, 2011) but rarely explored influence of DMO size based on employee number (Zach, 2016). The range of resources that a DMO has will influence the decisions taken by a DMO. 
	The majority of DMOs consists of small-medium sized organisations, particularly for the case of regional and local DMOs (de Bois, 2021; Gajdošíková et al., 2016). They tend  to have greater financial and organisational limitations (de Bois, 2021; Zach, 2016). Limitations in their resources and staffing are further exacerbated during the COVID-19 pandemic, as DMOs suffer extended financial exhaustion and continued staff redundancy (Llewellyn, 2021). Despite the greater limitations of small regional DMOs, government funding tends to be disseminated to larger, national DMOs, which creates greater regional disparities (Gajdošíková et al., 2016; Jørgensen, 2017). Disparities in financial capabilities thus influence how smaller DMOs behave in comparison to larger DMOs when managing their destination and adopting digital technologies. A research by Jørgensen (2017) indicate how smaller DMOs, (due to facing greater financial difficulties) focus on collaboration to combine their various resources in creating new products which they later market together. Thus, demonstrating the importance of collaboration for smaller DMOs. According to Zach (2016), leadership plays a far greater role towards successful collaboration than a DMO’s organisational structure. Strategic leadership within a DMO allows tourism stakeholders to better achieve their shared goals and choose to adopt technologically driven strategies (Volgger & Pechlaner, 2014). Particularly for smaller DMOs, they need to leverage maximum benefit from both their technological resources and human capital (i.e. through effective digital collaboration) in order to not only remain as a competitive place to visit but also to live and work in (Fyall & Garrod, 2019). As such, DMO transformation is necessary as there is increasing complexity in destination management (Beritelli & Laesser, 2019).
	Inter-organisational collaboration is key for successful destination management. One of the greatest challenges for DMOs is that they do not have direct control over the products and services that they market and represent (Estêvão et al., 2014). Tourism products are produced by multiple stakeholders (i.e., accommodation, food and beverage, transport, and attractions) without a central control, with profits accrued to a large number of stakeholders throughout the destination, providing economic and social benefits (Peroff et al., 2017; UNWTO, 2007). Tourism stakeholders are interdependent and form complex relationships which requires DMOs to have the skills and capabilities to support and facilitate collaboration in order to achieve shared destination prosperity (Bahar et al., 2022; Hristov & Zehrer, 2015). Organisations form ‘coopetitive’ relationships when they concurrently cooperate and compete with each other to enhance destination competitiveness (Bahar et al., 2022; Chim-Miki & Batista-Canino, 2017). 
	Past research has explored the topic of destination collaboration extensively. Covering aspects such as collaboration characteristics (Bramwell & Lane, 2000; Qiu et al., 2022; Saito & Ruhanen, 2017; Wong et al., 2011), processes (Farsari, 2018; Peroff et al., 2017; Saito & Ruhanen, 2017; Zach, 2016), failures (Brandão et al., 2019) and success (Falk, 2017; Foris et al., 2020; Wong et al., 2011). Two common motivations of collaboration emerge within the literature; to create value through collaborative product development (Estêvão et al., 2014; Falk, 2017; Zach & Racherla, 2011) and to enhance destination brand image through collaborative marketing (Abou-Shouk, 2018; Farsari, 2018; Mariani & Kylänen, 2014; Sorokina et al., 2022). Collaboration allows tourism business stakeholders to leverage on the skills and resources of each other and share complementary resources to create mutual value and gain a competitive advantage (Abou-Shouk, 2018; Goerzen, 2007; Weber et al., 2017; Wondirad et al., 2020). Additionally, by leveraging on each other’s capabilities, collaboration is also reported to reduce the risk of business failure during challenging times (Martinez et al., 2019). 
	Despite the extensive research on collaboration in tourism, current research predominantly focuses on non-digital collaboration, without specifying the use of technology in destination management (Qiu et al., 2022). For example, Fyall et al. (2012) identifies three general strategies of destination collaboration: “organic” (tourism stakeholders collaborating without a DMO-led strategy), “mediated intra-destination” (collaboration facilitated by a DMO within the destination), and “mediated intra- and inter-destination” (collaboration facilitated by a DMO between destinations) to be effective and maximize their ‘collaborative’ advantage. Brandão et al. (2019) further adds to the process of collaborative innovation, highlighting how geographical proximity improves collective trust, knowledge sharing and learning. Additionally, the role of DMO leadership is emphasised as key, for successful collaboration for innovation (Zach, 2016). While these studies are important in providing guiding strategies for effective collaboration, they overlook the role of DMOs in facilitating collaboration using technology. As previously mentioned, the majority of DMOs have merely developed websites with varying levels of interactivity, and have not managed to effectively support meaningful collaborations digitally (Abou-Shouk, 2018; Estêvão et al., 2020). Nonetheless, integrating digital technology in collaboration may add further elements influencing the success of collaboration such as digital tensions (Bahar et al., 2022), data privacy (Gretzel, 2022; Sorokina et al., 2022), functionality (Estêvão et al., 2014; Wang & Zhao, 2019) and digital business model (Perelygina et al., 2022). Thus, the current understanding of collaboration provides limited insight into the antecedents of successful digital collaboration.
	As previously mentioned, prior research in tourism has been largely focussed on non-digital collaboration of DMOs with some integration of technology for online collaborative marketing (Abou-Shouk, 2018; Fyall et al., 2012), with less attention on the process of digital collaboration itself for destination management (Llewellyn, 2021). Digital collaboration is important as it is considered as a strategic tool that could fundamentally change traditional business relationships (Wang & Zhao, 2019). Nonetheless, empirical work and explorations on the topic of digital collaboration, where available, has been largely outside the tourism context (Madlberger & Roztocki, 2010; Wang & Zhao, 2019). 
	Initial understanding on organisational collaboration in tourism predominantly emerged within the management literature (Bramwell & Lane, 2000; B. Gray, 1989; Wood & Gray, 1991). The present research is aimed at contributing to the body of knowledge regarding strategic digital collaboration within the tourism industry. To achieve this goal, the term digital collaboration in this study is defined as “the process whereby a group of autonomous stakeholders work toward achieving a common objective, using shared rules, norms and structures, facilitated by digital technologies” (adapted from Gray, 1989; Gretzel, 2022). We identify four dimensions of successful collaboration based on an interdisciplinary understanding of interorganisational collaboration (Crick & Crick, 2020; Falk, 2017; Fyall et al., 2012; Qiu et al., 2022; Thomson et al., 2009). As argued by Fyall et al., (2012), there is no standardised theory of collaboration in tourism and therefore, theories from various disciplines should be merged. The dimensions of digital collaboration are not mutually exclusive from non-digital collaboration and may overlap. There are however, additional layers to collaboration on digital platforms and such differences and similarities will be briefly discussed below.  
	Mutuality - Mutuality forms the basis of any collaboration, as organisations need to have mutually beneficial interdependencies of collaborating (Crick & Crick, 2020; Thomson et al., 2009). Organisations collaborate to achieve mutually agreed upon goals and benefits (Fyall et al., 2012; Sigala, 2014). Such goals are aimed to create competitive advantage through coopetition (Chim-Miki & Batista-Canino, 2017). Tradition non-digital collaboration may be imposed through a ‘top-down’ approach with formal “institutionalised relationships” (D’Angella & Go, 2009; Wong et al., 2011), while digital collaboration is seen to be more flexible with less structure (Wang & Zhao, 2019). Peroff et al.’s (2017) research identifies that mutual commitment is strongest at the pre-collaboration phase and significantly decreases over time; suggesting that mutuality may fizzle out after the “prime” years of collaboration, particularly for more institutionalised, formal non-digital collaboration (D’Angella & Go, 2009; Peroff et al., 2017).
	Governance - In ensuring that all collaborating organisations derive benefits, Thomson et al. (2009) reported that successful collaboration is underpinned by a strong, clear governance that establishes the rules and regulations associated with the partnerships within the collaboration. These rules provide the expectations for responsibilities between collaborating partners (Volgger & Pechlaner, 2014). As such, governance and mutuality exist interdependently: agreed-upon rules ensure mutual benefits for collaborating organisations. That governance in inter-organisational collaboration is said to require a central position to administer, coordinate, organise, and disseminate information regarding collaboration, where collaboration is suggested to be more hierarchical and structured (Thomson et al., 2009). Nonetheless, as argued by Faraj et al. (2011) and Wu (2019), digital platforms are uniquely characterised as having less centralisation. Therefore, organisational structure within a digital context can be seen to be more fluid (Gawer, 2021). Research highlights the capacity of digital platforms to transform over time due to technological advancements (Madlberger & Roztocki, 2010), indicating the dynamic and ever-changing nature of digital inter-organisational collaboration. Such dynamic capabilities of digital platforms, therefore, highlight the need to have a standard and reliable technological structure that facilitates collaboration (Asadullah et al., 2018). The technological aspect of digital collaboration therefore influences the administrative structure of digital collaboration, as it allows collaboration to be more adaptable due to less hierarchical structures (Wu, 2019).
	Trust – Trust is a central requirement for successful collaboration irrespective of mode i.e. digital and non-digital collaboration (Czernek & Czakon, 2016; Qiu et al., 2022). For many, organisations may need to develop relationships with trustworthy rivals for mutually-beneficial outcomes, such as to develop complementary products (Crick & Crick, 2020). Effective communication could promote mutual trust and confidence in the partnership (Zach, 2016), while lack of trust could undermine the willingness of organisations to collaborate. Thus, trust-building is a significant concern in online collaboration (Trang et al., 2015), as it involves more limited channels of interaction than is the case when people interact face-to-face. Kasper-Fuehrer and Ashkanasy (2001) proposed the theory of trust development, which postulated trust development strategies through communication in virtual contexts. Although their theory provided a good understanding of the required elements for trust in online contexts, the theory was not empirically validated and was developed outside the tourism context. As a consequence, there is a need for greater understanding of the concept of trust, and of how trust can be established and sustained on digital platforms in tourism. 
	Communication – Effective communication of organisational goals and expectations is important to engage other organisations in initiating a collaboration (Brown et al., 2014; Ma, 2008; Wang & Zhao, 2019). Prior research suggests that without effective communication, displeasing behaviours can transpire between partners and hinder successful collaboration. Nonetheless, communication can be distinctly different when conducted non-digitally versus digitally. While non-digital communication is synchronous, digital communication can occur synchronously or asynchronously (Spagnoletti et al., 2015), with an addition of a return communication i.e. a message that returns from a synchronous communication (Wang & Zhao, 2019). That is, in physical collaboration, communication is bounded by physical space and time, whereas digital collaboration allows communication to occur at any moment and place. Thus, virtual collaboration through virtual spaces provides greater communication flexibility between parties. Extensive use of technology allows organisations to share information more dynamically and quickly (Abou-Shouk, 2018), supporting effective communication leading to further collaboration agreements as organisations develop better mutual understanding (Ness, 2009). As a result, there is a need for digital collaboration platforms to provide synchronous and asynchronous communication to allow collaborating stakeholders to convey and converge their ideas (Wang & Zhao, 2019). 
	Some DMOs are already taking steps in engaging with digital technologies but mainly focus on creating more meaningful and sustainable connections between visitors and destinations (Li et al., 2017), without considering the aspects of stakeholder management. However, meaningful connections with visitors can be fulfilled through a stronger collaborative approach with business stakeholders (McCabe et al., 2012; Muzellec et al., 2015). Therefore, to reiterate, there are differences in how collaboration can be conducted non-digitally and digitally. Nonetheless, research on this topic has often been neglected as illustrated in Table 1. Hence, a better understanding of the digital platform characteristics is necessary to understand digital collaboration within a tourism context.   
	Traditional DMO websites tend to be a one-sided communication channel which differs from a digital platform that allows it to take into account the needs of multi-layered social network of different actors (i.e., business stakeholders and visitors) (Asadullah et al., 2018; de Bois, 2021; Estêvão et al., 2020). In general, current DMO websites serve to  promote marketing information (Song & Wen, 2021). Thus, a DMO website is mainly beneficial for tourists to retrieve information while tourism businesses are excluded from gaining direct value from the website (Önder & Berbekova, 2021). Therefore, a DMO’s website could serve better if transformed into a digital platform that acts as a hub which enables tourism organisations to interact with one another (Bahar et al., 2022). A digital platform provides value mechanisms to the DMO, tourism business stakeholders and visitors (Hein et al., 2020). In the present paper, we integrated Muzellec et al.'s (2015) B2B&C understanding on a two-sided digital platform which combines two distinct but interdependent user perspectives on digital platforms: business-to-business (B2B) and business-to-consumer (B2C). Business stakeholders contribute to the value proposition of the digital platform by providing further products and services through collaborative initiatives which would ultimately benefit the visitors (Hein et al., 2020). Additionally, business stakeholders are autonomously in control of their own decision-making and collaboration (Hein et al., 2020; Wood & Gray, 1991). Past research have widely investigated on the demand-side i.e., B2C requirements for DMOs (Önder & Berbekova, 2021; Song & Wen, 2021) and less emphasis have been made on the supply side i.e., B2B processes and experiences. Therefore, this paper will focus on business stakeholders and DMOs (B2B) to explore the antecedents of digital collaboration for tourism.  
	The context of the study was Visit Surrey, the regional DMO in Surrey, United Kingdom. Visit Surrey overlooks and markets the tourism attractions within 11 boroughs. After being closed due to political restructuring, in 2011, Visit Surrey was re-established by local tourism stakeholders themselves, proving the necessity and continued relevancy of a regional DMO. Consisting of only two employees during the time of data collection, Visit Surrey was amongst United Kingdom’s 79% micro-DMOs (Llewellyn, 2021). With limited resources and capacity, Visit Surrey sought collaboration with local stakeholders and universities to improve its destination management, particularly through online means. Therefore, Visit Surrey was selected as a case study because it constitutes an ideal example for exploring how micro-DMOs can reposition themselves in the digital world. Additionally, the research partnered with FDK Design Consultants, a digital platform designer on a pro-bono basis to assist in the development of a DMO’s trial digital platform for collaboration.  
	3 Research design, data collection and analysis
	3.1 Data analysis

	Data gathering methods were underpinned by a constructivist philosophical view and an interpretivist epistemology (Gray, 2013; Saunders et al., 2012). The interpretation of the researcher creates the reality. The research paradigm positions itself through the understanding that interpersonal relationships of stakeholders in digital collaboration are derived from the interactions between stakeholders and the meanings they create from these interactions (Neutzling et al., 2011; Stenbacka, 2001).   
	Prior research on inter-organisational collaboration commonly deployed a single methodological approach involving interviews and document analysis (Saito & Ruhanen, 2017; Wondirad et al., 2020). As digital collaboration is a new research area that requires an additional layer of understanding of the collaboration context (i.e., the use of technology) (Estêvão et al., 2020; Hein et al., 2020), in the present research, we adopted methods beyond traditional interviews and, instead, adopted action design research by conducting an exploratory qualitative study (Stenbacka, 2001; Veal, 2011) and developed a real-world digital collaboration platform for participants to test and discuss their experiences when collaborating digitally. A user-centred, design thinking approach was adopted to further consolidate understanding (Griffin et al., 2015; Leifer & Meinel, 2019; Tussyadiah, 2014). Design thinking is a research design that requires a “…systematic and collaborative approach for identifying and creatively solving problems…” (Griffin et al., 2015, p. 23). Such an approach helps facilitate better understanding of the needs of organisations collaborating online by applying the following four steps: identifying the problem, elicitation of new user insights, developing a test product and, later, evaluating the product (Griffin et al., 2015; Leifer & Meinel, 2019).  Employing a basic design thinking framework, a three-phase research design for data collection process was planned (Figure 1), allowing rigorous and thorough data collection and analysis to enable the development of the theoretical framework (Tussyadiah, 2014). Furthermore, the method aligns with McCabe et al.’s (2012) scenario-based design approach in examining stakeholder involvement and overcoming knowledge barriers associated with digital technology. 
	Phase 1 was aimed at exploring the existing understanding of digital collaboration and the evaluation of DMO roles on a digital platform as perceived by business stakeholders. Twenty-seven interviews with business stakeholders were conducted using purposely sampled participants (Appendix A). In order to provide a representative sample of tourism business stakeholders in Surrey, interview participants were selected based on the following criteria: 1) experienced in their role as a decision-maker, 2) aware of issues concerning inter-organisational collaboration, and 3) having an understanding of digital platforms and being willing to discuss these issues in depth. Interviews ran for six months. Following the interviews, user personas were developed based on the interviewees’ characteristics, motivations and behaviours (Appendix C). The user personas were later presented and consolidated with Visit Surrey DMO. As such, user personas developed from the interviews in Phase 1 helped informed the platform designers to develop the digital platform in Phase 2. 
	Phase 2 was aimed to develop a trial digital platform based on the interviews and user personas from Phase 1. Visit Surrey provided user insights while FdK Design Consultants assisted in developing the trial digital platform over a span of two months. The purpose of developing the trial digital platform was to give a visual representation that participants could engage with in Phase 3 and reveal the nature of human-computer interaction when business users engage in digital collaboration. With the additional data generated, the digital collaboration framework could be validated through data triangulation (Griffin et al., 2015), and thus the trustworthiness of the overall findings could be evaluated (Lincoln & Guba, 1995). FdK Design Consultants developed the trial DMO digital platform by designing various webpages to serve different functionalities. These functionalities were primarily to fulfil the three main motivations for tourism stakeholders to collaborate digitally as identified in Phase 1 (i.e. marketing, knowledge sharing, networking). Further discussion on the nuances of these motivations will be presented in the results section. A few examples of the webpages were the tourism business landing page (the login page leading to the tourism business-only side of the digital platform), dashboard (to gain insights on current tourist trends), and community forum (to seek and gain knowledge between business stakeholders). The interface of these webpages can be seen in Appendix D. Nonetheless, it is important to note that the focus of this research was to understand the perceptions and thoughts of business stakeholders towards digital collaboration, rather than to examine the user experience on how a stakeholder would use an existing digital platform for collaboration. As such, the development of a trial digital platform was primarily to enlighten business stakeholders on the possibilities that an enhanced DMO digital platform could function as a space for developing partnerships for marketing purposes, gaining knowledge to new tourism trends and information, in addition to gaining access to new businesses in town who they could possibly engage and collaborate with. Therefore, there was one standard design of the digital platform that participants later trialled in Phase 3.
	Phase 3 was designed to consolidate the initial data collected in Phase 1. Visual elicitation was conducted by having participants trial the digital platform and describe their experiences through feedback interviews. Thirteen business stakeholders were purposely sampled (Appendix A) with criteria similar to those for Phase 1. Phase 3 ran for four months. Having multiple sources of evidence obtained through the three-phase design allowed for data triangulation and consolidation of findings (Figure 1).   
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	Figure 1: Research Design 
	Qualitative data collection and analysis used were in line with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) research criteria. Interviews were qualitatively analysed and interpreted through thematic analysis in accordance with Braun and Clarke (2006) and Saunders et al. (2012). The process involved familiarisation, generation of initial codes, the search for themes, revision of themes, and refinement of themes (Attride-Stirling, 2001; Braun & Clarke, 2006). Interviews were transcribed verbatim and analysed using QSR NVivo to identify common themes that emerged. In the first cycle of coding, similar terms and phrases were grouped together and then regrouped to incorporate all the identified concepts into categories of similar themes (Attride-Stirling, 2001). The data analysis was based on a continuous process of comparing data and theory to construct emergent groups of themes from the interview transcripts (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Stenbacka, 2001). The coding cycle was repeated to review the initially identified themes. Interviews continued until data saturation was achieved (Newman & Larkin, 2004) i.e., when no new themes emerged in the thematic analysis (Saunders et al., 2012). This research reached data saturation with twenty-seven interviews in Phase 1 and thirteen interviews in Phase 3. Lastly, the themes were refined by evaluating the linkages between them, and propositions were generated concerning the understanding of digital collaboration. The research analysis was iterative and reflexive in nature. The process of thematic analysis enables researchers to reaffirm propositions while exploring new relationships within the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  
	To assess the trustworthiness of our methods and findings, Lincoln and Guba’s (1995) evaluation criteria were used. These criteria are credibility, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1995). Three researchers worked on the project throughout the twelve months to ensure findings were accurately represented (credibility). Findings were rendered consistent by ensuring participants described their past and current experiences in great detail (dependability). Findings were based on participants’ explanations rather than researcher biases. Data were obtained from a substantial number of participants, and follow up questions were asked to attain clarity, and field notes were written based on participants’ explanations (conformability). Additionally, the sequential qualitative approach strengthened the trustworthiness of the data through data triangulation (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Lincoln & Guba, 1995). 
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	When trying to understand collaboration on a DMO’s digital platform, it is important to first understand the motivations for collaborating digitally. In other words, it is important to understand what role(s) DMOs are expected to fulfil on a digital platform. Therefore, the interviews began with questions exploring the expectations of digital collaboration by stakeholders. Three key expectation were identified: marketing, knowledge sharing and networking. While the motivations to collaborate are similar to past research on non-digital collaboration, several distinct characteristics of stakeholder collaboration emerge on digital platforms. 
	Stakeholders unanimously agreed that digital collaboration on a DMO’s digital platform is expected to fulfil a marketing purpose, consistent with previous research (Abou-Shouk, 2018; Mariani & Kylänen, 2014). Interestingly, contrary to past research, our findings indicate that stakeholders expect to collaborate on product development and marketing directly on a DMO’s digital platform itself rather than establishing collaboration non-digitally. No study has yet to validate such findings through empirical data. This is because past research studying on DMO digital channels has predominantly focused on the visitor side with the exclusion of business stakeholders (Choi et al., 2007; Song & Wen, 2021). Where business stakeholders were considered, studies were theoretical propositions in nature without empirical validation (Fyall & Garrod, 2019; Gretzel, 2022). In addition, current DMO websites merely illustrate tourism stakeholders (i.e., attractions) individually on the website with minimal linkages between the attractions (Luna-Nevarez & Hyman, 2012). Our study illustrates how digital collaboration could help link tourism attractions cohesively through product development and pricing which could ultimately enhance visitor’s online planning (Önder & Berbekova, 2021). Additionally, our findings prove that tourism business stakeholders feel the need to be actively involved on a DMO’s digital platform to better serve the visitors. The following quotes are a few examples supporting these findings:
	“other than making you [business] visible to people that haven't yet seen you, which is the marketing role, they [DMOs] could look at joining things up in the area. I think it all comes down to marketing really in one way or another.” (Phase1_25)
	“according to this, we can decide who will do different events... I think it’s really interesting because you can create promotions…based on obviously the timing, the time of year and the length of stay” (Phase3_09)
	Additionally, the majority of stakeholders highlighted knowledge exchange as another key motivation for collaborating on a DMO’s digital platform. Two types of information exchanges are identified: visitor-related and tourism business-related information. First, businesses seek to gain tourist insights from the DMO’s digital platform. As identified from the sequential interviews, “I would love to have [tourist] data trends” (Phase1_13) and “to know who our customers are, what are their interests, why they're coming, how many people, how often, and so on. I think this is really useful for the business side” (Phase3_09). As highlighted by Fesenmaier and Xiang (2017), data derived from web analytics is crucial in providing deeper understanding on the constantly changing tourist behaviours and preferences. Despite that, our findings suggest that business stakeholders, particularly within micro-DMO settings have yet to have the opportunity to exploit the full potential of web analytics information (Önder & Berbekova, 2021). This is most likely due to micro-DMO’s having websites that are unable to share such insights (Song & Wen, 2021).
	Second, our findings demonstrate that the majority of businesses seek to collaborate digitally to exchange knowledge between each other: “If other places have insights that maybe you don't have…It's an opportunity in sharing best practice.” (Phase1_13) and triangulated in Phase 3 with, “the idea is good, that you're encouraging people to share best practice and get involved in where businesses in the community have got needs or wants” (Phase3_13). Consistent with coopetition theory, businesses that may be in competition with each other collaborate to gain a competitive advantage (Bahar et al., 2022; Chim-Miki & Batista-Canino, 2017). The high willingness to collaborate and share knowledge here suggests that collaboration on a DMO’s digital platform occurs more freely with less fixed governance, rules, and structures from a central party (i.e., DMO). As such, differs from the findings of Thomson et al. (2009) and Ma (2008), who argue that collaboration is more hierarchical and administrative, with a central position overviewing the collaboration. Furthermore businesses collaborating can diversify their knowledge and support in new product development through innovation (Brandão et al., 2019). The findings of both types of knowledge exchange further validates the need for DMOs to transform their websites into B2B2C digital platforms that incorporate the tourism business users into a platform, and not just visitor users (Choi et al., 2007; Muzellec et al., 2015; Önder & Berbekova, 2021).
	Finally, businesses are motivated to collaborate digitally on a DMO’s digital platform to gain networks that they otherwise would not have. As participants highlight, “...they [DMOs] have networks, and they can reach out to their networks that we can possibly hope to engage with” (Phase1_19) and “through the network itself. Potential collaboration with other businesses to make new ideas or making contacts are very important.” (Phase3_09). Most tourism businesses interviewed were SMEs and have limited human and financial resources. Therefore, enhancing networks is crucial as highly diversified network can help in knowledge diffusion, create wider access to resources and increases destination competitiveness (Brandão et al., 2019).
	Overall, the research provides empirical evidence for the need to transform DMO websites into digital platforms which integrates business stakeholders as suggested by  Llewellyn (2021) i.e., stakeholders expect to be more actively involved in digital destination management. Additionally, environmental and organisational characteristics of a micro-DMO and its business stakeholders influences digital collaboration. Similar to Visit Surrey, most micro-DMOs are positioned in the ‘autonomous’ or ‘cooperation’ stage of destination configuration whereby destination stakeholders are relatively fragmented with organisations owning limited information systems (Estêvão et al., 2014). As such, the findings support that SMEs under micro-DMOs can be seen to have a high propensity to collaborate as suggested by Czernek and Czakon, (2016) to leverage on each other’s skills and resources (Fyall & Garrod, 2019). Noteworthy, the fact that Visit Surrey was re-established from the initiative of stakeholder collaboration further suggests that micro-DMOs are accustomed to building collaborative relationships. This fact supports the conclusion that small DMOs are more optimistic in exploring new approaches such as digital collaboration in managing destinations. 
	Based on the previous discussion, the data demonstrates a clear desire for organisations to collaborate digitally. Nonetheless, current literature offers limited insights regarding the antecedents for successful digital collaboration (Czernek-Marszałek, 2018). The following sections will dissect the four key dimensions that emerged from the sequential interviews: mutuality, leadership, trust, and control. Although these dimensions are present in non-digital collaboration, they manifest slightly differently in the context of digital collaboration. 
	The strongest antecedent for digital collaboration is mutuality, as mentioned by the majority of interviewees. Digital collaboration involves the “coalition of the willing” (Phase1_08) by “working together to achieve mutually beneficial goals” (Phase1_17). As such, while past research indicates that collaboration requires formal institutionalised collaboration to be established (i.e. ‘top-down’ approach) (D’Angella & Go, 2009), the current findings suggest that mutuality within micro-organisation digital collaboration needs to come from a ‘bottom-up’ approach. As a participant mentions, “you've got to build up from the ground up to demonstrate why it's beneficial” (Phase1_10). Due to less structures in digital collaboration, collaborative initiatives need to come from the organisations themselves. 
	Mutuality is further emphasised in Phase 3 findings with participants indicating how mutuality through collective benefit is a prime factor in collaborating digitally. Further emphasising that the opportunity in accessing large data and networks is one of the key advantages of using a digital platform for collaboration (Bahar et al., 2022; Czernek-Marszałek, 2018). This advantage provides mutual benefit through collaborative product development and marketing which would ultimately lead to community building. “I like the idea actually of the collaboration… Through the network itself. So potential collaboration with other businesses to make new ideas or making contacts are very important” (Phase3_09) and “if other people are talking about things or somebody else puts up an idea and I think, wow, I can get involved in that…you've got to be part of this community to make it work. There's no point in being a passive bystander” (Phase3_11). The findings provide a deeper understanding on collaboration (Qiu et al., 2022) by indicating that most organisations interviewed were more willing to initiate collaboration with others rather than passively waiting to be invited for collaboration. The size of an organisation may allow more autonomous leadership and decision-making as suggested by Zach, (2016). Therefore, suggesting that there is a lower barrier to entry to be involved in digital collaboration amongst micro-DMOs. 
	Additionally, the findings demonstrate that initiatives for digital collaboration is driven by an effective destination leadership as previously suggested by Benson & Blackman (2011). Recently, Sorokina et al. (2022) also identified the fundamental role of smart leadership in technologically driven DMOs. Despite this, little is known about what such leadership entails. The theme leadership emerges within Phase 3, as organisations trial the digital platform and reflect on digital collaboration. Within the application of digital platforms, our findings identify the characteristics of micro-organisational smart leadership. An interviewee explains, “you've got to get some people who are going to champion it, be kind of culture carriers…getting some of those people to champion their existing culture, their existing practices to other people to encourage them.” (Phase3_13). Smart leadership should entail the idea of a “culture champion,” i.e., trustworthy leaders who understand the impact of a collaborative and innovative organisational culture and acts on it. The research findings demonstrate how leaders should “bring together businesses and organizations in the local area to be a community” (Phase3_07) and that a digital platform is seen as another mechanism to lead “collaborative ideas and have people supporting each other” (Phase3_13). Current literature identifies that DMOs serve as leadership networks concerned with collective orchestration of the destination (Hristov & Zehrer, 2015; Sorokina et al., 2022). The research demonstrates that successful digital collaboration requires not only a collaborative leader, but one who is capable of drawing other organizations to form collaborative communities. Additionally, a digital platform is found to facilitate organizational leaders to leverage on the network effects and form such communities (Bahar et al., 2022). Based on these findings, we contribute to further understanding on smart leadership by micro-DMOs and micro-organizations (Sorokina et al., 2022; Zach, 2016). 
	The trust element is the most distinct aspect of digital collaboration compared to non-digital collaboration. While trust is generally considered a crucial element in non-digital collaboration (Czernek & Czakon, 2016), this research highlights the multilayer aspect of trust in digital collaboration. Rarely is interorganisational trust on digital platforms explored within the tourism literature (Falk, 2017; Wondirad et al., 2020). This research identified three different types of trust; trust towards the DMO, trust towards other organisations, and trust towards the technology i.e., digital platform.
	The first type of trust is explained by a manager who regards the regional DMO as a trustworthy organisation to be associated with, “because you’re all part of [DMO name], they should have a certain level of trustworthiness… it just makes that first hurdle a bit easier to get over if you want to approach somebody about something” (Phase3_03). As previous research has shown, an increased level of trust is associated with organisational reputation (Canavari et al., 2010), which a DMO generally possesses. 
	Second, the findings also indicate that there is a need for trust in the business stakeholders that are collaborating. Trust in the DMO and between stakeholders can be linked to the understanding of shared responsibility within the collaboration and, ultimately, gaining mutual benefits (Farsari, 2018). The following excerpt demonstrates how the perceived mutual benefits between collaborating stakeholders enhances trust:
	“There has to be trust, there has to be perceived mutual benefit that you're actually, by collaborating, you're increasing the opportunity for both of you to prosper. Trust will be a key thing.” (Phase1_25).
	Another participant explains, “there’s lots of different things going on, and I think it's easier to have a conversation about things with people that you know that you are already in partnership with” (Phase1_04). Trust is crucial for successful collaboration, as organisations make themselves vulnerable and, therefore, must have confidence in another business’s character. Therefore, repeat collaboration demonstrates greater trust between organisations involved (Goerzen, 2007). 
	Nonetheless, there are challenges in fostering trust online. Participants have highlighted instances where the lack of trust in the digital platform becomes a challenge to fostering collaboration. As explained by a participant, “there's been so many scandals with people using your data, and so people are reluctant to give you the data” (Phase1_11). Extant literature report that the greater the extent of digitalisation of ordinary services, the lower the degree of trust and acceptance towards the digital technology (Trang et al., 2015). Thus, suggesting that developing a digital collaborative platform that is too advanced compared to current collaborative processes may be perceived as riskier and increases distrust towards the digital platform, resulting in the reluctance of business stakeholders in adopting digital collaborative behaviours (Trang et al., 2015). Micro-DMOs seeking to advance towards having a digital collaboration platform should consider a staged transformation, while incorporating the business stakeholders throughout the process. Communication here, becomes key in strengthening trust (Farsari, 2018). 
	Overall, The three different aspects of trust identified provide empirical evidence that supports how trust may transpire differently in online settings, specifically within a tourism context (Brown et al., 2014). In particular, it supports the notion that trust needs to be communicated through three main elements. First, having shared business understanding (organisational identity, willingness to collaborate, willingness to set goals, awareness of mutual needs and roles, etc.). Second, having a strong sense of organisational ethics between online collaborators. Last, having a standardised and reliable ICT that facilitates communication of trustworthiness (technology user-friendliness and network security etc.).  As such, contributing to the discussions on digitally supported DMOs (Fyall & Garrod, 2019; Gretzel, 2022).
	Participants identify control as a crucial aspect of digital collaboration. Two forms of control emerge from the data: ‘security control’ and ‘functionality control’. Digital collaboration brings both concerns and opportunities. Security control relates to the concerns organisational database as “people like to have control. I have found companies are always quite protective of their information and their websites” (Phase1_26) but “often times organisations they don't totally have control” (Phase1_11). Stakeholders often compete on who has control over shared resources (Fyall et al., 2012). With more digitalised forms of collaboration, controlling resources, particularly organisational data, becomes a greater concern as control is often powered by the DMO managing the digital platform (Gawer, 2021). Future considerations for digital collaboration need to address the privacy concerns and allow business stakeholders to have control over what information are being shared directly or indirectly with others. 
	Despite the concerns, digital collaboration can also provide an opportunity for greater control. The research also identified ‘functionality control’ in Phase 3. Functionality control refers to the digital platform’s technical capabilities as experienced by platform users. For example, a participant mentions, “being able to edit my own information live on the site gives me control. I can change things as and when they happen” (Phase3_11). Businesses also desire “the ability to look at the data” (Phase3_13) and mentioned having access and control on the shared data as the “most powerful tool... Because it tells you what kind of demand is coming in.” (Phase3_12). Current micro-DMO websites do not allow business stakeholders to edit and update their organisation information. Changes are made through the DMOs who then type in the changes. This process is time consuming and limits the control of what information is presentenced on the DMO’s website. Having a level of control on the digital platform allows business stakeholders to access data for decision making when developing their business strategies (Önder & Berbekova, 2021). Nonetheless, forms of control in digital collaboration must maintain the delicate balance between the concerns of security control and the opportunities of functionality control. Providing access to more data may give rise to greater security issues. Nonetheless, having some degree of control over shared resources is crucial for organisations to pursue coopetitive strategies and ultimately, achieve competitive advantage in the long-term (Bahar et al.,2022). 
	Table 1 
	Summary and contributions of prominent studies related to micro-DMOs and digital collaboration in comparison to this paper.
	 Destination collaboration strategies:
	1. “Organic” (without a DMO-led strategy)
	2. “mediated intra-destination” (facilitated by a DMO in the destination)
	3. “mediated intra- and inter-destination” (facilitated by a DMO between destinations)
	 Motivations for adoption: competitive advantage, “one-stop-only” platform for visitors. 
	 Challenges of adoption: Lack of skills, resources, collaboration and e-readiness. 
	 Perceived benefits of adoption: Enhanced communication, marketing, and profits. 
	 Future perspectives: Greater DMO collaboration and technology adoption.
	 Smart DMO roles: mobiliser, match-maker, manager, sensor, shapeshifter and steward. 
	 Proposes DMOs to facilitate collaboration.
	 Advantages of digital collaboration: access to wider market, added value, reduced stock, and enhanced communication. 
	 Disadvantages of digital collaboration: unequal resource commitments, unbalanced management, different quality standards and loss of creative solution.
	 Collaboration evaluation framework based on collaboration context, process, outcome and impact. Collaboration process requires relational norms and joint actions. 
	 Future research direction includes collaboration innovation and the integration of multiple collaboration frameworks.  
	 Performance evaluation should include both financial and non-financial metrics. 
	 e-collaboration strategy should be business-specific.
	 DMOs need to fulfil a new role i.e. smart leadership.
	 DMOs can control how their stakeholders are integrated and represented through smart functions on their digital platform. 
	 Smart destination pillars: technology, sustainability, e-governance, liveability. Does highlight the importance of establishing collaboration. 
	 Leadership as antecedent for micro-DMO non-digital interorganisational collaboration.
	 Lack of research with empirical findings exploring digital collaboration for a DMO.
	 Past research briefly mentions the need for digital collaboration as a DMO role. Without examining how to.
	 Far less research exploring the context of micro-DMOs which make up most of the DMOs.
	 Business stakeholders need to be integrated on a DMO’s digital platform.
	 Digital collaboration should go beyond e-marketing. Destination stakeholders are motivated to digitally collaborate on a DMO’s enhanced digital platform for the ease of access for marketing, knowledge sharing and networking. 
	5 Conclusions
	This study addresses the gaps in the tourism management and marketing literature by gaining a greater understanding on the antecedents of digital collaboration on a micro-DMO’s digital platform (Estêvão et al., 2020; Gretzel, 2022; Llewellyn, 2021; Wondirad et al., 2020). The study is methodologically unique as it adopted a sequential qualitative research approach guided by design thinking principles, and developed and trialled a digital platform to facilitate understanding of the factors necessary for successful digital collaboration (Griffin et al., 2015; Tussyadiah, 2014). In line with that of an action design research. The research is novel and timely as it provides a deeper understanding on the pressing issue of technology integration for DMO collaboration, as affirmed by Llewellyn (2021). Furthermore, by pursuing this research, the relevance of DMOs can be maintained while promoting tourism management practices that are aligned with the 17th United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, which focuses on the need to pursue inter-organisational collaboration for sustainable development.  
	Theoretically, the study contributes to the scarce literature on technology facilitated collaboration in the tourism context by building on past research by Estêvão et al. (2020) and (Qiu et al., 2022). By integrating digital platform theories from outside the tourism literature (Hein et al., 2020; Muzellec et al., 2015) and focusing on micro-DMOs, this paper provides empirical evidence on the need for DMO’s to transform their B2C website into a B2B2C digital platform (Llewellyn, 2021). In fact, prior research has neglected to examine the active role of business stakeholders on a DMO’s digital platform as demonstrated in Table 1 (Molinillo et al., 2018; Qiu et al., 2022). A framework for digital collaboration is developed (Figure 2) based on the research findings. This research identified that the current state of DMO websites should be transformed into an enhanced multi-sided digital platform. The study demonstrated that multi-sided platforms are more effective, thus contributing to a greater understanding of the interacting interdependent elements—human and technology—that can impact a digital collaborative culture. Furthermore, the findings prove that business stakeholders seek to collaborate directly on the digital platform and are motivated to collaborate digitally for knowledge sharing, networking and marketing as shown in Figure 2. Therefore, business stakeholders are necessary when considering the development of DMOs’ digital channels.
	/
	Figure 2: Framework for an enhanced DMO digital platform for digital collaboration.*Tourist users are beyond the scope of the study
	Additionally, we found that while digital collaboration is underpinned by similar elements to non-digital collaboration (e.g., mutuality, trust, control and leadership) (Önder & Berbekova, 2021; Peroff et al., 2017; Zach, 2016), addition layers to these elements are found specific to digital collaboration (Figure 2). In particular, the element of trust is seen to be more complex and multi-layered in digital collaboration. Besides trust towards the DMO and trust towards other organisations (Czernek & Czakon, 2016; Farsari, 2018), an additional layer of trust, i.e. trust towards the digital platform has rarely been presented in past tourism research. Furthermore, past research on non-digital collaboration commonly identify mutuality from a “top-down” perspective (D’Angella & Go, 2009; Wong et al., 2011). In contrast, digital collaboration is seen to be more successful with a “bottom-up” approach, with smart leadership playing a greater role than an organisation’s characteristics (Sorokina et al., 2022; Zach, 2016). Suggesting that digital collaborations under micro-DMOs are established within more flexible relationship structures, driven by effective leadership. This research also identifies how control is key for digital collaboration (i.e. security control and functionality control), a neglected area of study (Thomson et al., 2009; Tritto & Fun, 2019). Particularly for businesses seeking control over shared data and the strategic use of data in developing new product developments. These antecedents present the major aspects that micro-DMOs need to consider. Further contributing to a better understanding of DMOs’ digital platform characteristics for platform designers, developers, and DMOs who want to reap the benefits of collaboration and technology.
	Nonetheless, some limitations in the study include the single regional case of Surrey’s tourism stakeholders. Future research could explore digital collaboration framework in different tourism contexts and explore the individual elements (trust, control, and leadership etc) on digital platforms with greater depth. Addition factors may emerge due to the differing environmental conditions. Future research could also investigate the degree of digitalization (i.e. reduced human interaction) and the degree of digital collaboration, a concern highlighted from the information systems literature (Trang et al., 2015). Additionally, recognising the multisided aspect of the digital platform, a deeper understanding of the relationship between visitor and business users on a DMO’s digital platform could be explored. With recent global developments, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, the tourism sector is seeing a transformational shift from physical or hybrid forms of communication to a complete digitalisation of daily communications (OECD, 2020). Hence, there is a crucial need to understand and adopt digital and collaborative approaches for destination management (OECD, 2020). 
	Impact statement
	This study provides tourism practitioners with guiding principles on how best to integrate technology in destination management. This research focuses on micro-DMOs which make up 79% of the total DMOs. We suggest DMOs to include business stakeholders in their digital strategy development. In particular, by transforming a micro-DMO’s website into a multi-sided platform which allows business stakeholders to collaborate digitally for knowledge sharing, networking and marketing. Transformation however, should be in phases with micro-DMOs to first consider having a tourism business only section. This research helps UX designers and micro-DMOs in identifying critical elements for a digital collaboration platform, i.e., mutuality, trust, control and leadership. In fact, these guiding principles have proven to be successful as our case study micro-DMO, Visit Surrey has permanently transformed their visitor-only website into a more inclusive platform which now caters to business stakeholders’ needs.
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