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Disconnected to Reconnect: How Mindfulness and Digital Minimalism Shape
Travel Experiences, Memories, and Well-being

Abstract

In an era of hyperconnectivity, travelers increasingly seek ways to reduce digital distractions
and rediscover meaningful experiences through present-moment engagement. Drawing on
Attention Restoration Theory, this study examines how digital minimalism and mindfulness
during travel shape enhanced vacation experience memory, satisfaction, and subjective well-
being. Survey data from 362 Chinese leisure travelers (Cerdamo platform) were analyzed
using confirmatory factor analysis and structural equation modeling. Results indicate that
digital minimalism positively predicts mindfulness and enhanced travel memory, and
mindfulness also contributes to stronger memory formation. Vivid and emotionally resonant
travel memories, in turn, significantly predict post-trip satisfaction and subjective well-being,
while satisfaction further enhances well-being. Findings highlight the complementary roles of
intentional technology regulation and mindful attention in producing restorative and
psychologically enriching travel experiences.

Keywords: digital minimalism; mindfulness; travel memory; tourist satisfaction; subjective
well-being; attention restoration theory

Introduction

Digital technology is now integrated into nearly every phase of the travel journey.
Travelers plan itineraries through apps, navigate with maps, and stay socially connected through
messaging and social media. Yet the same devices that make travel efficient can also fragment
attention and pull travelers away from the very environments they came to experience. Habitual
email checking, continuous scrolling, and real-time posting may reduce sensory immersion and
weaken the restorative promise of travel, especially when constant connectivity reproduces the
pace and pressures of everyday life (Dickinson et al., 2016; Neuhofer & Ladkin, 2017).

In response, tourism scholarship has increasingly examined strategies that help travelers
reclaim attention and deepen experience. Mindfulness, commonly defined as nonjudgmental
awareness of the present moment, has been linked to richer sensory perception, stronger
emotional processing, and more meaningful experiences in tourism settings (Chen, 2015;
Moscardo, 2008). At the same time, intentional technology-use approaches have emerged as
alternatives to complete disconnection. Rather than short-term abstinence, digital minimalism
emphasizes selective, value-aligned use of digital tools to protect time and attention for what
matters most (Newport, 2019; Syvertsen & Enli, 2020).

Despite these developments, several gaps remain. First, tourism research has largely
focused on digital detox (temporary full disconnection) as the dominant form of technology
regulation, leaving digital minimalism underexplored as a sustainable and flexible approach.
Second, mindfulness and technology regulation are often studied separately, which limits
understanding of how they work together to shape travel outcomes. Third, research tends to
emphasize immediate outcomes during or right after the trip, while the longer-term pathways to
well-being are less clear. Travel memory is especially important, tourists often evaluate and
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relive trips through what they remember, and those memories can become psychological
resources that influence post-trip satisfaction and well-being (Kim et al., 2012; Tung & Ritchie,
2011).

To address these gaps, this paper asks: How do digital minimalism and mindfulness
during travel shape enhanced vacation experience memory, and how do those memories
influence satisfaction and subjective well-being? Integrating Attention Restoration Theory
(ART) with tourism memory and well-being research, the study proposes and tests a structural
model linking digital minimalism and mindfulness to memory formation, and memory to
satisfaction and well-being.

Literature Review

Attention Restoration Theory

Attention Restoration Theory (ART) explains how people recover from mental fatigue
caused by prolonged directed attention (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989). When attention is repeatedly
forced to focus amid competing demands, individuals experience attentional fatigue that can
undermine cognitive effectiveness and emotional regulation (Kaplan, 1995). ART suggests that
restoration occurs in environments that provide being away (psychological distance from
routine), fascination (effortless attention), extent (a coherent and rich setting), and compatibility
(fit with personal goals). Travel experiences often include these restorative properties through
novelty, sensory stimulation, and distance from everyday roles (Packer & Bond, 2010).

However, pervasive smartphone use may weaken ART mechanisms by reintroducing
work and social demands and by interrupting soft fascination with continuous alerts and habitual
scrolling (Dickinson et al., 2016). From an ART perspective, intentional reduction of
nonessential digital engagement can strengthen the being away experience and protect attention
for the destination context. Digital minimalism can therefore be viewed as a behavioral strategy
that supports restoration by limiting attention fragmentation and enabling deeper immersion
(Newport, 2019; Neuhofer & Ladkin, 2017).

Mindfulness and Enhanced Vacation Experience Memory

Mindfulness refers to present-moment awareness with an accepting, nonjudgmental
stance (Kabat-Zinn, 1990). In tourism settings, mindfulness has been conceptualized as a state or
disposition that heightens attention to sensory details, emotions, and meanings in the travel
environment (Moscardo, 1996). Such attention can enhance encoding processes that support
vivid, emotionally resonant autobiographical memories (Holzel et al., 2011).

Mindful travelers may also regulate emotions more effectively, reducing anxiety and
increasing positive affect, which is known to strengthen the salience and accessibility of travel
memories (Tung & Ritchie, 2011). Further, mindful engagement can foster a sense of
authenticity and personal significance in ordinary interactions, supporting memory vividness and
later recall (Frauman & Norman, 2004; Loureiro et al., 2019).

H1: Mindfulness positively influences enhanced vacation experience memory.

Digital Minimalism and Enhanced Vacation Experience Memory

Digital minimalism emphasizes intentional, value-driven technology use rather than
complete abstinence (Newport, 2019). While digital detox initiatives may be temporary and
context specific, digital minimalism can be applied flexibly, allowing travelers to keep essential
functions (e.g., navigation, safety) while reducing distraction and compulsive checking.
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Excessive device use can fragment attention, interrupt sensory processing, and reduce
depth of experience, which may impair memory encoding (Wilmer et al., 2017). By limiting real-
time posting, multitasking, and nonessential notifications, digitally minimalist travelers can
allocate more cognitive resources to the environment, interactions, and emotions that create
memorable experiences (Dickinson et al., 2016; Neuhofer & Ladkin, 2017).

H2: Digital minimalism positively influences enhanced vacation experience memory.

Digital Minimalism and Mindfulness

Digital minimalism may also foster mindfulness by creating space for sustained attention.
Habitual smartphone behavior is associated with task switching, mind wandering, and reduced
self-regulation (Rosen et al., 2011; Van Deursen et al., 2015). Reducing nonessential digital
engagement can therefore improve attentional control and reflective awareness, both central to
mindfulness.

In travel contexts, practices such as leaving the phone in the hotel during a walk,
refraining from real-time posting, or setting fixed check-in times can reduce external
interruptions and enable greater sensory immersion and intentional engagement (Dickinson et al.,
2016).

H3: Digital minimalism positively influences mindfulness.

Memory, Satisfaction, and Subjective Well-being

Tourism experiences are often evaluated retrospectively, and memory can function as an
interpretive filter shaping satisfaction judgments. Enhanced vacation experience memory
(EVEM) reflects vividness, emotional intensity, and personal significance of recalled travel
episodes (Tung & Ritchie, 2011). When memories are vivid and positive, they may amplify
overall evaluations and support favorable post-trip satisfaction (Chandralal & Valenzuela, 2015).

Beyond satisfaction, travel memories can serve as psychological resources that support
subjective well-being by promoting gratitude, positive affect, and a sense of meaning during
post-trip life (Kim et al., 2012; Nawijn, 2011). Recalling travel memories can improve daily
recovery experiences and strengthen emotional resilience (Kawakubo & Oguchi, 2023).

Finally, satisfaction itself is linked to well-being outcomes, reflecting both hedonic
enjoyment and eudaimonic fulfillment (Filep & Laing, 2019). A satisfying vacation can
contribute to life satisfaction and emotional balance after returning home (Sirgy et al., 2011).

H4: Enhanced vacation experience memory positively influences satisfaction with the
vacation experience.

H5: Enhanced vacation experience memory positively influences travelers’ subjective
well-being.

Hé6: Satisfaction with the vacation experience positively influences travelers’ subjective
well-being.

Conceptual Framework
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Figure 1. Conceptual Framework

Methodology

Data Collection and Sample

A quantitative survey design was used to test the proposed model. Participants were
Chinese leisure travelers who had taken at least one personal leisure trip within the past year.
Data were collected via an online questionnaire distributed on the Cerdamo platform.
Participation was voluntary and anonymous, and respondents provided informed consent prior to
beginning the survey.

After data screening, 362 valid responses were retained for analysis. The sample was
52.2% female and primarily aged 25-34 (41.2%) or 18-24 (29.8%). Most respondents held a
college degree (48.6%) or postgraduate degree (31.2%). Table 1 presents detailed demographic
and travel frequency information.

Measures

All items were measured on 7-point Likert scales (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly
agree). Digital minimalism (15 items) captured intentional technology use, digital decluttering,
and reclaiming time, adapted from Newport’s (2019) conceptualization. Mindfulness (15 items)
was adapted from the Five Facet Mindfulness Questionnaire framework (Baer et al., 20006),
focusing on observing, describing, and acting with awareness. Enhanced vacation experience
memory (5 items) was adapted from Tung and Ritchie (2011) to reflect vividness, emotional
salience, and clarity. Satisfaction with the vacation experience (5 items) assessed overall
satisfaction and recommendation intention. Subjective well-being (5 items) captured perceived
happiness, fulfillment, balance, and rejuvenation associated with the travel experience.

Data Analysis

Structural equation modeling (SEM) with maximum likelihood estimation was conducted
in Mplus. A two-step approach was used. First, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) assessed the
measurement model’s reliability and validity. Second, the structural model tested hypothesized
relationships among the five latent constructs.
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Results

Measurement Model

CFA indicated satisfactory fit for the five-factor measurement model: ¥*(930) = 1310.57,
y¥/df =1.41, p<.001; RMSEA = .035; SRMR = .042; CFI =.970; TLI = .964. Internal
consistency was strong (Cronbach’s alphas ranged from .88 to .91). Convergent validity was
supported as composite reliabilities were high and average variance extracted (AVE) values
ranged from .70 to .78. Discriminant validity was supported because the square roots of AVE
exceeded inter-construct correlations.

Structural Model and Hypothesis Tests

Table 1 presents the structural model results, including standardized path coefficients,
corresponding t-values, and the support status of each hypothesis. All six proposed hypotheses
were supported, with statistically significant path coefficients (p <.001).

Specifically, Mindfulness had a positive and significant effect on Enhanced Vacation
Experience Memory ( = .44, t = 12.20), supporting H1. Similarly, Digital Minimalism
significantly influenced both Enhanced Vacation Experience Memory (B = .51, t=15.47) and
Mindfulness (f = .54, t = 16.38), supporting H2 and H3. These findings highlight the
foundational role of digital behaviors and present-moment awareness in shaping memory
formation during travel.

Moreover, Enhanced Vacation Experience Memory positively predicted both Satisfaction
of Vacation Experience (f = .34, t = 9.08) and Subjective Wellbeing of Travelers (B =.32,t=
7.79), providing support for H4 and HS5. Finally, Satisfaction of Vacation Experience had a
significant positive effect on Subjective Wellbeing of Travelers (f = .37, t =9.21), confirming
He.

These results collectively support the theoretical framework, suggesting that mindful,
digitally minimal travel behaviors enhance travelers’ memories, which in turn foster greater
satisfaction and wellbeing.

Standard t Supported
Hypotheses and Paths Coefficient  values or Not
H1 Mindfulness — Enhanced Vacation Experience

Memory A4k 12.2 Supported

H2 Digital Minimalism — Enhanced Vacation
Experience Memory STk 15.47  Supported
H3 Digital Minimalism — Mindfulness S4HE* 16.38  Supported

H4 Enhanced Vacation Experience Memory —
Satisfaction of Vacation Experience R 9.08 Supported

H5 Enhanced Vacation Experience Memory —
Subjective Wellbeing of Travelers R 7.79 Supported

H6 Satisfaction of Vacation Experience — Subjective

Wellbeing of Travelers 37 9.21 Supported

Table 1. Structural Model Results
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Discussion
Theoretical Implications

This study tested an ART-informed model explaining how digital minimalism and
mindfulness shape travelers’ memories, satisfaction, and subjective well-being. Results
demonstrate that intentional regulation of technology use during travel is strongly associated
with higher mindfulness and more vivid travel memories. Mindfulness further contributes to
memory formation, and enhanced memories predict both satisfaction and well-being.

The findings extend existing tourism technology research by moving beyond the
dominant focus on digital detox as complete disconnection. Digital minimalism emerged as a
robust predictor of both mindfulness and memory formation, suggesting that travelers can retain
essential digital functions while still protecting attention for restorative engagement.
Conceptually, digital minimalism supports ART’s being away by reducing digital intrusions that
reintroduce daily demands.

The study also clarifies the psychological mechanism linking travel behaviors to longer-
term outcomes. Enhanced vacation experience memory served as a bridge between in-trip
processes and post-trip evaluations: travelers who reported more vivid, emotionally meaningful
memories were more satisfied and reported greater well-being. This aligns with prior work
highlighting memory’s role in constructing retrospective judgments and sustaining travel’s
benefits after returning home (Kim et al., 2012; Tung & Ritchie, 2011).

Practical Implications

Tourism organizations can design experiences that help guests protect attention and
reduce distraction without imposing rigid disconnection. For example, accommodations and tour
providers can offer opt-in “tech-light” experiences, provide analog alternatives (paper maps,
printed guides, journals), or encourage set “check-in times” rather than constant connectivity.

Mindfulness-supportive design can further enhance memory formation. Guided sensory
walks, reflection prompts, and brief mindfulness exercises integrated into itineraries can
encourage travelers to notice details, emotions, and meanings in the moment. Destinations can
also use interpretive signage and storytelling that invites mindful observation and cultural
respect.

Because memory is a key pathway to satisfaction and well-being, experience designers
can scaffold memory-making through intentional moments of reflection and meaning-making.
Post-trip follow-ups (e.g., prompts to write a short reflection, curated photo albums, or memory-
sharing platforms) may help travelers revisit and reinforce positive memories.

Limitations and Future Research

This study has limitations that suggest directions for future work. First, the cross-
sectional survey design limits causal inference, longitudinal designs could track how memories,
satisfaction, and well-being evolve over time. Second, all measures were self-reported and may
be affected by social desirability and recall bias. Future studies could incorporate experience
sampling methods, passive smartphone logs, or physiological indicators to capture real-time
attention and emotion during travel.

Third, the sample included only Chinese travelers, cross-cultural comparisons could test
whether relationships differ across digital norms and mindfulness practices. Finally, future
models could examine moderators and additional mechanisms such as authenticity, gratitude,
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flow, trip type (solo vs. group; nature vs. urban), and the role of photo-taking or sharing
behaviors as distinct facets of technology use.
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