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[bookmark: _Toc222252403]1. Introduction 

The global tourism industry has long been characterised by a structural tension between standardisation and personalisation. Large international tour operators operate through economies of scale, packaged products, integrated supply chains and structured itineraries, enabling efficiency, cost control and risk reduction. At the same time, contemporary tourism discourse increasingly emphasises individualised experience, authenticity and personalised value creation.
The COVID-19 pandemic further intensified this debate. As tourism markets recovered, consumer expectations shifted towards safety, reliability and convenience, often favouring established tour operators. Simultaneously, demand for meaningful and differentiated experiences has continued to shape tourism narratives and marketing strategies.
This raises an important conceptual and empirical question:
Can mass tourism models, dominated by large tour operators, genuinely deliver individualised experiences, and how is such individualisation defined and measured within academic research?
While “customer satisfaction” remains one of the most widely used constructs in tourism research, its operationalisation varies significantly across studies. Some research equates satisfaction with service quality metrics, others with expectation–performance gaps, and still others with emotional or experiential outcomes. However, limited systematic examination exists regarding whether satisfaction metrics adequately capture individualised tourism experience, particularly within large-scale tour operator contexts.
This dissertation proposes to address this gap through a systematic literature review (SLR), synthesising peer-reviewed academic research on mass tourism, large tour operators, customer satisfaction and personalisation.








[bookmark: _Toc222252404]2. Research Aim

To critically examine how customer satisfaction and individualised experience are conceptualised and measured within mass tourism contexts dominated by large tour operators, through a systematic literature review.
[bookmark: _Toc222252405]3. Research Objectives

1. To systematically identify peer-reviewed studies examining customer satisfaction and experience in mass tourism contexts.
2. To analyse how individualisation and personalisation are defined and operationalised within large tour operator models.
3. To identify conceptual tensions between standardisation and experiential differentiation.
4. To critically evaluate the adequacy of current satisfaction measurement approaches.
5. To develop a refined conceptual framework for understanding individualised experience in large-scale tourism systems.
[bookmark: _Toc222252406]4. Research Questions

1. How is customer satisfaction conceptualised and operationalised in mass tourism literature?
2. How is individualisation or personalisation defined within large tour operator models?
3. What theoretical and conceptual tensions emerge between operational standardisation and perceived individualised experience?
4. To what extent do existing satisfaction measurement frameworks adequately capture individualised tourism experience in mass tourism contexts?
5. What conceptual framework can be developed to better explain individualised experience within large-scale tourism systems?




[bookmark: _Toc222252407]5. Preliminary Literature Review 

[bookmark: _Toc222252408]5.1 Mass Tourism and Organisational Standardisation

Mass tourism is typically associated with high-volume production, operational efficiency and predictable service delivery (Poon, 1993). Large tour operators coordinate transport, accommodation and ancillary services within standardised packages that reduce cost variability and enhance logistical control. Industrial organisation perspectives suggest that such standardisation is necessary for maintaining profitability and risk management in large-scale markets (Porter, 1980).
However, standardisation may limit flexibility and constrain the degree of experiential adaptation available to individual tourists. The binary distinction between mass tourism and alternative tourism has been criticised as overly simplistic, yet the structural constraints of scale remain central to mass tourism models.

[bookmark: _Toc222252409]5.2 Customer Satisfaction: Dominant Paradigms

Customer satisfaction has traditionally been conceptualised through expectation–disconfirmation theory (Oliver, 1980), where satisfaction results from comparison between expectations and perceived performance. In tourism research, satisfaction is frequently measured using survey-based instruments capturing service quality dimensions (Parasuraman et al., 1988).
Empirical studies link satisfaction to behavioural intentions, loyalty and destination image (Baker & Crompton, 2000). However, such approaches often focus on measurable service attributes rather than subjective or co-created experience.
The predominance of quantitative survey methods may limit the capacity of satisfaction metrics to capture nuanced experiential differentiation.

[bookmark: _Toc222252410]5.3 Experience Economy and Co-Creation

The experience economy framework (Pine & Gilmore, 1999) suggests that economic value increasingly derives from staged, memorable experiences rather than functional services. Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004) introduced co-creation theory, emphasising the active role of consumers in value creation.
Within tourism, experiential value encompasses emotional engagement, authenticity, personal meaning and narrative construction. Scholars argue that large operators increasingly incorporate modular packages, optional excursions and digital customisation platforms to accommodate personalisation.

However, empirical evidence remains fragmented regarding whether such adaptations represent genuine experiential differentiation or merely structured variations within standardised systems.

[bookmark: _Toc222252411]5.4 Conceptual Tensions

The central tension lies between operational efficiency (requiring standardisation) and experiential uniqueness (requiring differentiation). Satisfaction metrics may indicate positive evaluations of service performance without necessarily reflecting individualised experience.
Furthermore, definitional inconsistencies across studies complicate comparison. Personalisation may refer to:
· Product-level customisation
· Emotional resonance
· Service adaptation
· Co-created narrative experience
The absence of consistent conceptualisation suggests a need for systematic synthesis.

[bookmark: _Toc222252412]5.5 Identified Gap

Despite extensive research on satisfaction and experience, limited systematic review has critically examined whether current measurement approaches adequately capture individualisation within mass tourism dominated by large tour operators.
This study addresses this conceptual and methodological gap.





[bookmark: _Toc222252413]6. Research Methodology

[bookmark: _Toc222252414]6.1 Research Design

This study employs a systematic literature review (SLR) methodology following structured and transparent procedures. Unlike narrative reviews, SLR minimises selection bias and enhances replicability (Tranfield et al., 2003).

The objective is to synthesise existing knowledge and identify theoretical gaps rather than collect new empirical data.

[bookmark: _Toc222252415]6.2 Search Strategy

Electronic databases to be searched:
Scopus
Web of Science
ScienceDirect
Emerald Insight
Search terms will include combinations of:

“Mass tourism”,
“Large tour operators”,
“Customer satisfaction”,
“Personalisation”,
“Individualised experience”,
“Tourism experience measurement”.

Boolean operators and keyword refinement will ensure precision.



[bookmark: _Toc222252416]6.3 Inclusion Criteria

Peer-reviewed journal articles
English language
Published between 2000 and 2024
Empirical or conceptual focus on mass tourism and experience/satisfaction
Expected final sample: 40–60 articles.

[bookmark: _Toc222252417]6.4 Data Analysis

The review will employ thematic synthesis involving:
Extraction of definitions of satisfaction and personalisation
Classification of measurement instruments
Identification of conceptual debates
Evaluation of methodological approaches
Thematic coding will allow structured comparison across studies.

[bookmark: _Toc222252418]6.5 Ethical Considerations

The research uses publicly available academic literature only. No human participants are involved. No personal data will be processed.
All sources will be cited using Harvard referencing style.







	[bookmark: _Toc222252419]7. Risk

In systematic literature review studies, research risks primarily relate to methodological rigour, selection processes, and conceptual interpretation rather than participant harm or data access limitations.

Risk 1: Selection Bias
The process of selecting academic articles may unintentionally reflect researcher bias, particularly in the formulation of search terms, database selection, or interpretation of relevance.
Mitigation:
A transparent and structured search protocol will be developed prior to data collection. Inclusion and exclusion criteria will be clearly defined and applied consistently. Multiple academic databases (Scopus, Web of Science, ScienceDirect, Emerald Insight) will be used to ensure comprehensive coverage and reduce selection bias.

Risk 2: Incomplete Literature Coverage
Relevant studies may be excluded due to keyword limitations, database restrictions, or publication language constraints.
Mitigation:
Search terms will be refined iteratively during preliminary searches. Backward and forward citation tracking (snowballing technique) will be employed to identify additional relevant studies. The search strategy will be documented to enhance transparency and replicability.

Risk 3: Conceptual Inconsistency Across Studies
Definitions of “customer satisfaction,” “personalisation,” and “individualised experience” may vary significantly across studies, complicating comparison and synthesis.
Mitigation:
Thematic coding will explicitly map definitional variations rather than assuming conceptual uniformity. The analysis will highlight areas of convergence and divergence, allowing conceptual clarity to emerge from systematic comparison.

Risk 4: Over-Reliance on Dominant Measurement Frameworks
Existing literature may disproportionately rely on established measurement models (e.g., SERVQUAL or expectation–disconfirmation theory), potentially limiting theoretical diversity.
Mitigation:
The review will actively identify alternative perspectives such as experience economy theory, co-creation frameworks, and experiential value approaches to ensure balanced theoretical representation.

Risk 5: Time Management Constraints
Screening, coding, and synthesising 40–60 peer-reviewed articles may require substantial time and organisational discipline.
Mitigation:
A structured project timeline with defined milestones will be followed. Reference management software will be used to organise sources efficiently and ensure systematic tracking of included studies.

Overall Risk Assessment
The overall research risk is low. The exclusive use of peer-reviewed academic literature eliminates ethical risks related to human participants. The primary challenges relate to maintaining methodological transparency and conceptual coherence, both of which will be addressed through structured review procedures.

	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	







[bookmark: _Toc222252420]8. Conceptual Complexity

The study of individualised experience within mass tourism presents significant conceptual complexity. Both “customer satisfaction” and “personalisation” are multidimensional constructs that are interpreted differently across theoretical traditions.
First, customer satisfaction has historically been grounded in expectation–disconfirmation theory (Oliver, 1980), which conceptualises satisfaction as the cognitive comparison between expected and perceived performance. However, in tourism research, satisfaction often extends beyond cognitive evaluation to include emotional, affective, and experiential dimensions. Some studies treat satisfaction as a utilitarian assessment of service efficiency, while others conceptualise it as a hedonic or transformative outcome linked to memory formation and emotional resonance.
This divergence creates analytical challenges. If satisfaction is measured primarily through functional service quality metrics (e.g., reliability, responsiveness, tangibles), then it may fail to capture deeper experiential individualisation. Conversely, experiential models emphasise authenticity, personal meaning and co-creation, which are more difficult to operationalise and quantify.
Second, the concept of personalisation itself lacks definitional consistency. In some studies, personalisation refers to structural product customisation, such as optional excursions or modular package elements. In others, it refers to perceived uniqueness, emotional engagement or subjective interpretation of experience. These variations complicate direct comparison across empirical studies.
Third, mass tourism structures impose inherent operational constraints. Large tour operators depend on standardisation, pre-arranged logistics and risk management procedures to maintain scale efficiency. Theoretical tension arises when attempting to reconcile scale-based efficiency with claims of individualised experiential value. Whether personalisation represents genuine structural flexibility or perceived variation within standardised systems remains contested in the literature.
Furthermore, satisfaction may reflect short-term evaluation of service performance, whereas individualised experience may involve longer-term memory, identity construction and narrative meaning. The absence of clear differentiation between immediate satisfaction and transformative experience contributes to conceptual ambiguity.
This complexity is compounded by methodological diversity. Quantitative survey instruments dominate satisfaction research, while qualitative studies often explore experiential depth. The coexistence of diverse epistemological approaches further complicates theoretical synthesis.
The systematic literature review approach is particularly suited to addressing this conceptual complexity. By mapping definitional variations, identifying measurement approaches, and synthesising areas of convergence and divergence, the study aims to clarify how individualised experience is currently understood within mass tourism contexts.

Rather than assuming incompatibility between standardisation and personalisation, the review critically evaluates how existing research negotiates this tension and whether prevailing frameworks adequately capture individualised experience within large-scale tourism systems.
[bookmark: _Toc222252421]9. Timeline and Project Management Plan

Phase 1: Research Design and Protocol Development (Weeks 1–4)

• Final refinement of research aim, objectives and research questions
• Development of systematic review protocol (search terms, databases, inclusion/exclusion criteria)
• Initial exploratory database searches
• Structuring Chapter 1 (Introduction) and methodological framework

Deliverable:
Finalised research protocol and draft of Chapters 1 and 3 (Methodology framework).

Phase 2: Systematic Literature Search and Screening (Weeks 5–8)

• Comprehensive database search (Scopus, Web of Science, ScienceDirect, Emerald)
• Removal of duplicates
• Screening of titles and abstracts
• Application of inclusion and exclusion criteria
• Final selection of 40–60 peer-reviewed articles

Deliverable:
Finalised dataset of selected academic studies.

Phase 3: Thematic Analysis and Synthesis (Weeks 9–12)

• Full-text review of selected articles
• Thematic coding of key constructs (satisfaction, personalisation, experience)
• Identification of conceptual debates and definitional inconsistencies
• Development of thematic categories
• Integration with theoretical frameworks

Deliverable:
Draft of Literature Review chapter and preliminary analytical framework.

Phase 4: Conceptual Development, Writing and Revision (Weeks 13–16)

• Refinement of conceptual framework
• Writing Discussion and Conclusion chapters
• Theoretical integration and contribution clarification
• Supervisor feedback incorporation
• Editing, proofreading and Harvard referencing verification
Deliverable:
Completed dissertation ready for submission.
[bookmark: _Toc222252422]10. Conceptual Framework

This study integrates three core theoretical streams:
Mass tourism and standardisation theory
Customer satisfaction theory
Experience economy and personalisation theory
Rather than examining structural market concentration, the framework focuses on the conceptual relationship between operational standardisation and perceived individualised experience.
[bookmark: _Toc222252423]Core Conceptual Logic
Mass Tourism Model (Large Tour Operators)
↓
Operational Standardisation (Scale, Packages, Structured Itineraries)
↓
Customer Experience Delivery
↓
Customer Satisfaction Measurement
↓
Perceived Individualised Experience

[bookmark: _Toc222252424]Theoretical Assumption

Large tour operators rely on standardisation to achieve economies of scale and efficiency. However, contemporary tourism discourse suggests that tourists increasingly seek personal meaning, authenticity and individualised value.
The conceptual tension lies in whether standardised service structures can generate genuinely individualised experiences, or whether satisfaction measures merely reflect functional performance rather than experiential differentiation.

[bookmark: _Toc222252425]Analytical Role of the Framework

The framework will guide the systematic review by:
Mapping how studies conceptualise satisfaction within mass tourism
Identifying whether personalisation is treated as structural adaptation or experiential perception
Examining how measurement tools capture (or fail to capture) individualisation
Synthesising patterns across empirical findings
The framework does not assume incompatibility between standardisation and personalisation. Instead, it critically examines how literature negotiates this tension and whether existing theoretical models adequately explain individualised experience within large-scale tourism systems.
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