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Abstract

This study examines how members of Generation Z and Generation Alpha perceive and use LLMs in tourism
planning. Drawing on six age-specific focus groups with 57 participants (26 Generation Alpha pupils aged 11-14 and
31 Generation Z BSc students aged 20-24) conducted in Budapest, Hungary, the study uses a qualitative, Grounded
Theory—informed approach to explore prior use, anticipated practices, credibility assessments, and the meanings
attached to LL.Ms. Participants in both cohorts were familiar with digital technologies and valued fast, personalized
services, but their accounts differed in decision-making autonomy, social embeddedness, and evaluative practices.
Generation Alpha participants more often positioned LLMs as an exploratory assistant within family-based decision
structures, whereas Generation Z participants more frequently described comparing or verifying Al-generated outputs
through other sources and social input. These patterns are better understood as different modes of credibility
assessment and reliance than as simple differences in trust. The resulting GIFT (Generational Interpretations of
Future-oriented Technologies) framework conceptualizes youth—Al interaction in tourism planning as context-
dependent, with LLMs serving as cognitive support tools and potential co-creators. GIFT is presented as an
exploratory framework grounded in this sample rather than as a universal theory. The study links human-Al
interaction to the social contexts in which young people make travel decisions and offers implications for tourism
professionals, educators, and Al developers.

Introduction

Generative artificial intelligence, including large language models (LLMs) such as ChatGPT, is becoming part of
everyday information seeking and decision support, including travel planning (Ali et al., 2023; Shi et al., 2024; Hu
and Lin, 2026). Tourism is a useful setting in which to examine this shift because travel decisions combine
uncertainty with experiential and social considerations. Empirical work on ChatGPT in tourism has largely examined
general traveler samples or adult respondents, for example, trust in personalized recommendations and technology-
acceptance outcomes (Ali et al., 2023; Solomovich and Abraham, 2026), whereas age-specific research on younger
users remains limited. Youth should also not be treated as a single group of “digital natives” (Kirschner and De
Bruyckere, 2017). Familiarity with digital technology does not necessarily indicate comparable digital or artificial
intelligence (Al) literacy, particularly when users must judge and verify Al-generated information. Comparative
evidence on how Generation Z and Generation Alpha use generative Al in travel decisions remains scarce. The two
sampled groups occupy different developmental and social positions, which can affect both their authority in travel
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planning and the ways they assess information. Tourism planning is especially suitable for examining these differ-
ences because travel choices are information intensive and usually negotiated with family or peers. In this study,
Generation Alpha refers to participants aged 11-14, while Generation Z refers to BSc students aged 20-24. These
labels describe the sampling groups rather than fixed or causal categories. Published cohort boundaries vary, and the
patterns observed here may also reflect age, developmental stage, education, social context, and decision-making
autonomy.

This study therefore focuses on a specific gap: the limited comparative, qualitative evidence on how younger age
groups engage with generative Al during tourism planning. We do not assume that stable generational differences
exist. Instead, the analysis examines how forms of use, evaluation, and meaning-making emerged across the two
sampled groups. The research question (RQ) asks how members of these groups use and interpret ChatGPT in
tourism-related decision-making contexts. Six age-specific focus groups were conducted using a qualitative,
Grounded Theory—informed design. The approach captures participants’ reported practices as well as the inter-
pretations and social dynamics surrounding them. The analysis led to the GIFT framework (Generational Inter-
pretations of Future-oriented Technologies), an empirically grounded and context-specific synthesis. Both cohorts
were familiar with digital environments and expected speed and personalization, yet their accounts differed in
decision-making autonomy, social embeddedness, and evaluative practices. Generation Alpha more often described
ChatGPT as an exploratory assistant situated within family decision structures. Generation Z participants more
frequently described comparing Al-generated suggestions with social media, peer input, or other sources. These
patterns suggest different ways of assessing credibility and exercising decision-making agency. They are interpreted
here as sample-specific tendencies, not as universal characteristics of the two generations. By conceptualizing
ChatGPT as a socially situated and symbolically interpreted actor within decision-making processes, this study
contributes to a more nuanced understanding of human—Al interaction. Specifically, it highlights how decision-
making autonomy, social embeddedness, and evaluative practices shape the perceived role of Al in tourism planning.
It also refines generalized accounts of trust by distinguishing between uncritical reliance, delegated evaluation,
comparison, and active verification of Al-generated content. These insights have both theoretical and practical
implications for Al design, digital literacy education, and youth-oriented tourism services.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. The next chapter reviews the relevant literature, focusing on Al
as a social actor, the role of generative Al in tourism, and generational differences in technology use. The metho-
dology section outlines the qualitative research design and analytical procedures. The findings chapter presents the
results of the focus group analysis, followed by a discussion of theoretical and practical implications, as well as
limitations and directions for future research.

Literature review
Artificial intelligence as a social actor and co-creator

Al is increasingly experienced as more than a functional tool. Systems that communicate in natural language can
encourage users to attribute intention or other human-like qualities to them. This tendency has long been documented
in human—computer interaction (Nass and Moon, 2000; Sundar, 2020), and recent work shows that anthropomorphic
cues remain salient in generative Al and LLM interactions (Jarrahi et al., 2026; Karami et al., 2026). Jarrahi et al.
(2026) examine how users perceive and interpret the humanization of generative Al, while Karami et al. (2026)
identify anthropomorphic behaviors in ChatGPT outputs. These developments matter because conversational reci-
procity can make a system appear more agentic even though its responses remain algorithmically generated. In
hospitality settings, users likewise form social and ethical evaluations of Al agents that go beyond functional
performance (Lin et al., 2024). Co-creation provides a useful lens for understanding this interaction. Prahalad and
Ramaswamy (2004) originally described consumers as active participants in shaping experiences; with generative Al,
the interaction instead involves iterative engagement with machine-generated content whose production is partly
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opaque. Related work on digitally mediated consumer interaction has also considered hybrid forms of
human-machine co-creation (Dwivedi et al., 2023). For younger users, the social meaning of Al may be particularly
important because digital agents are already part of familiar media and learning environments (Rathore, 2023).
ChatGPT can therefore be encountered as more than an information source: it may also become a conversational aid
for exploring travel ideas at a stage when personal autonomy is still developing. In tourism, where choices often carry
symbolic and identity-related meanings, this makes the perceived social role of Al worth examining directly.

The nature of human-Al interactions

Despite the increasing adoption of ChatGPT, user trust remains an issue. Trust has emerged as a central construct in
the evaluation and adoption of Al systems. While early models of technology acceptance primarily emphasized
perceived usefulness and ease of use (e.g., Yilmaz et al., 2023; Kim and Moon, 2025), more recent research has
underscored the importance of trust dynamics, especially when Al agents operate in socially or emotionally relevant
domains such as education, healthcare, or tourism (e.g., Gursoy et al., 2023). Recent tourism-focused studies on
generative Al further emphasize that trust, credibility, and user expectations are closely intertwined in shaping Al-
supported travel experiences (Hu and Lin, 2026). A study involving over 500 participants reported widespread
concerns regarding the credibility of ChatGPT’s responses and the security of its data usage (Shi et al., 2024). While
continuous database updates may partially address these limitations, they do not eliminate the epistemic uncertainty
inherent in machine-generated content. Importantly, recent literature suggests that trust in Al should not be treated as
a singular construct but rather as a multi-dimensional and context-dependent phenomenon, encompassing perceptions
of reliability, transparency, and accountability (Glikson and Woolley, 2020). One key factor influencing trust in Al is
the user’s ability to assess the credibility and originality of machine-generated content. In interactions with LLMs like
ChatGPT, users are often confronted with confident yet unverifiable outputs, which may appear coherent and
convincing despite lacking factual grounding (Kim and Moon, 2025). This has led scholars to emphasize the role of
epistemic vigilance, that is, the cognitive processes through which users monitor, question, and verify information
sources (Sperber et al., 2010). In this sense, behaviors such as cross-checking Al-generated outputs with alternative
sources may reflect not low trust per se, but an active strategy of credibility assessment. Conversely, higher levels of
apparent “trust” in Al, particularly among younger or less experienced users, may stem from habituation or the
delegation of evaluative responsibility (e.g., reliance on parents, teachers, or platforms), rather than from deliberate
confidence in the system’s accuracy. This challenge becomes particularly salient in situations where users rely on Al
for decision support, such as in travel planning. In such contexts, trust is dynamically negotiated and intertwined with
social context, prior experience, and the perceived stakes of the decision, rather than being a stable individual trait.

Generational Al usage

The widespread adoption of digital technologies has also produced enduring generational labels, most notably
Prensky’s (2001) idea of the “digital native.” The concept assumes that people who grew up with digital media
possess an intuitive fluency with technology. This assumption has been widely criticized. Kirschner and De
Bruyckere (2017), for example, argue that familiarity with digital tools should not be confused with deeper com-
petence or critical awareness. Young users can be comfortable with interfaces while still differing substantially in
how they evaluate information or understand the limitations of digital systems. Technology use within youth cohorts
is therefore better treated as heterogeneous and shaped by social context, developmental stage, and the situation in
which a tool is used.

Understanding these nuances is particularly relevant when comparing Generation Z and Generation Alpha in their
interactions with Al. Because the birth-year boundaries assigned to these generations vary across sources and
sometimes overlap, this study uses the labels descriptively rather than treating them as fixed or causal categories. In
the present research, Generation Alpha refers to the sampled participants aged 11-14, while Generation Z refers to the
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sampled BSc students aged 20-24. Observed differences may therefore reflect not only cohort positioning but also
age, developmental stage, educational status, prior experience, social context, and decision-making autonomy.

Both cohorts have grown up in digitally mediated environments, but extensive exposure should not be treated as
evidence of uniform digital or Al literacy. Generation Z developed alongside social media, mobile platforms, and
recommendation algorithms and has been associated with rapid information scanning and movement across platforms
(Elkatmig, 2024). In practice, this can place ChatGPT within a wider information environment rather than make it a
single, self-contained source. Generation Alpha, by contrast, is growing up in an environment in which smart
assistants, generative Al, and gamified interfaces can be present from an early age (Kaplan-Berkley, 2022; Drugas,
2022). Survey-based and industry data point to early exposure to tablets and smartphones (Reschke, 2024), while
other work describes expectations for immediacy, visual engagement, and automation (Gibson, 2024). These patterns
indicate digital familiarity, not a measured level of digital literacy. Early exposure may shape expectations about
feedback and personalization without guaranteeing an equivalent ability to assess the credibility or limitations of Al-
generated content. Generation Alpha is also encountering Al in educational and family settings, which can normalize
these systems as part of everyday routines (Emiroglu, 2023). However, their evaluative capacities are still developing
and should not be characterized as uniformly limited or advanced. Levels of critical engagement are likely to vary
according to individual experience, educational support, family mediation, and the context in which Al is used. This
creates a potential tension: extensive immersion in digital environments can coexist with uneven levels of digital
reflexivity, understood here as the capacity to question the credibility, origins, purposes, and implications of
algorithmically generated content. Digital literacy therefore extends beyond operational familiarity. In the context of
generative Al, it includes judging the credibility of information and deciding when another source or person should
be consulted. Differences in Al use may consequently reflect evaluative strategies and social positioning rather than
straightforward differences in technological competence.

The role of generative Al in tourism

Generative Al has quickly entered tourism as a source of conversational information and recommendations. Systems
such as ChatGPT can produce destination descriptions, suggested itineraries, and other travel-related content in
response to user prompts (Mich and Garigliano, 2023; Larson, 2023; Greene, 2023). Their outputs can be perso-
nalized, but factual accuracy, timeliness, and local relevance are not guaranteed (Zhang and Prebensen, 2024; Shi
et al., 2024). ChatGPT can also combine different elements of a trip into a provisional itinerary, including cultural or
gastronomic suggestions (Altinay et al., 2024). As a result, generative Al can influence both the options users
consider and the way they begin to imagine a trip. Users often value ChatGPT for the speed and breadth of its
suggestions (Solomovich and Abraham, 2026), but perceived credibility remains mixed. Fluency and responsiveness
can create a positive impression even when users remain uncertain about accuracy or contextual fit (Ali et al., 2023).
Trust in this setting is therefore better viewed as something users negotiate through experience and comparison. Ali
et al. (2023), for example, show that perceived intelligence and trustworthiness are related but distinct. A system can
appear capable without being treated as a sufficient basis for a travel decision.

Beyond its role as an information and recommendation tool, generative Al may also support co-creation in tourism
marketing and planning. According to Zhang and Prebensen (2024), generative Al can serve as a co-creator of
promotional materials, producing text that is often indistinguishable from that of human marketers. From the user’s
side, ChatGPT offers convenience, speed, and breadth of information, often creating full itineraries or suggesting
hidden gems based on user-defined criteria (Altinay et al., 2024). Nevertheless, the value of these outputs depends on
how users interpret, verify, modify, and integrate them into their own planning processes. Engagement with Al in
tourism is therefore shaped by expectations of authenticity, contextual relevance, transparency, and social validation.
Generative AI’s role becomes even more nuanced when considering youth engagement in tourism planning. While
younger generations are not always the final decision-makers in travel choices, they increasingly act as influential co-
planners within family units. A cross-national study by Chiang et al. (2022) found that children’s preferences
significantly shape decisions about travel activities, even when budget and timing remain in adult control. This
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participatory trend aligns with broader shifts toward democratized decision-making, where platforms like ChatGPT
may provide additional resources for exploration, empowerment, and family dialog. For younger cohorts, travel can
carry symbolic and identity-related meanings alongside its practical aspects. Generative Al may support this process
by suggesting options that users perceive as age-appropriate or relevant to current interests. Expectations nevertheless
vary with context. Older and more autonomous participants may place more weight on authenticity or uniqueness,
whereas younger participants may evaluate suggestions within family decision structures. These are not assumed to
be universal generational preferences; they can also depend on travel experience and decision authority. Recom-
mendations that appear generic or socially irrelevant may be rejected even when they are technically plausible, while
suggestions that resonate with peer or influencer cues may gain attention.

Overall, the integration of generative Al into youth-centered tourism planning reflects a dual trajectory: one of
cognitive convenience and personalized exploration, and another of symbolic meaning-making and social validation.
At the same time, the literature remains limited in explaining how these dynamics differ across youth cohorts and how
such differences emerge in practice, particularly in socially situated and collaborative decision-making contexts.

Research gap

Although a growing number of studies have addressed the role of generative Al in tourism, these studies have
primarily focused on functional outcomes and general user attitudes, often overlooking how such technologies are
interpreted and used in specific social and developmental contexts. For example, recent work has examined Al-
enabled tourism experiences and user engagement from perspectives such as technology mindfulness and digital
interaction (Lin et al., 2025). Existing research tends to treat younger users as a relatively homogeneous group or
focuses predominantly on adult populations. As a result, there is limited understanding of how different youth
cohorts, such as Generation Z and Generation Alpha, engage with generative Al in ways that reflect their potentially
different social positioning, developmental stage, and decision-making environments. Furthermore, while prior
studies have provided valuable insights into Al adoption through survey-based approaches, they often capture static
attitudes, such as perceived usefulness or trust, rather than the dynamic processes through which users interact with,
evaluate, and make sense of Al-generated content in situated decision-making contexts. This limits our ability to
understand how Al becomes embedded in exploratory and collaborative decision-making practices, such as tourism
planning. Another limitation concerns the conceptualization of Al primarily as a tool or recommender system. Less
attention has been paid to the symbolic and relational dimensions of Al use, particularly how systems like ChatGPT
may function as conversational partners, co-creators, or socially embedded actors within family and peer interactions.
This is especially relevant in tourism contexts, where decision-making is not only functional but also experiential and
identity-related. Finally, although trust is frequently identified as a key factor in Al adoption, it is often treated as a
generalized construct. As discussed earlier, emerging research suggests that user engagement with Al involves more
nuanced processes, including credibility assessment, epistemic vigilance, and context-dependent reliance. However,
little is known about how such evaluative practices vary across youth cohorts and how they shape the use of Al in
domain-specific contexts such as tourism. Taken together, these gaps point to the need for a comparative, process-
oriented, and context-sensitive investigation of youth—Al interaction. In response, this study adopts a qualitative,
Grounded Theory—informed approach to explore how Generation Z and Generation Alpha engage with ChatGPT in
tourism planning. Rather than assuming predefined differences, the study seeks to uncover how patterns of use,
evaluation, and meaning-making emerge across generational contexts. The comparison is used as an analytical lens
for examining patterns within the two sampled age groups, rather than as a research design capable of isolating
generation as an independent causal factor.

By developing a context-specific conceptual framework, this research offers an empirically grounded con-
ceptualization of youth engagement with generative Al, highlighting how social context, developmental stage, and
evaluative practices shape the perceived role of Al in decision-making processes. More specifically, the study seeks to
contribute by: (1) conceptualizing Al-supported tourism planning as a socially embedded process; (2) distinguishing
generalized trust from practices of credibility assessment, verification, and delegated reliance; (3) examining how
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Fig. 1 Research process. Source: Authors’ own editing.

ChatGPT may function as a cognitive support tool and co-creative partner; and (4) linking Al literacy to decision-
making autonomy and the social contexts in which Al-generated information is interpreted. This perspective aims to
provide both theoretical refinement and actionable insights for tourism professionals, educators, and Al developers
seeking to better understand and serve younger audiences.

Methodology

Figure 1 represents how we conducted the research.

Data collection

The study began with the formulation of the following research question: RQ: How do members of Generation Z and
Generation Alpha experience, interpret, and use ChatGPT in tourism-related decision-making contexts? A literature
review was subsequently conducted to map the existing literature, refine the research focus, and support the
development of theoretical sensitivity in line with qualitative research practices. After identifying the research gaps
and refining the research question, a qualitative, Grounded Theory—informed research design (Corbin and Strauss,
1990) was adopted to explore emergent patterns of interaction and meaning-making. Data were collected in March
2024 through six face-to-face focus-group discussions conducted in quiet rooms at the participating schools and
university. Purposive sampling was used to recruit participants from two age-based groups. The generational labels
served as descriptive sampling categories: the Generation Alpha sample comprised participants aged 11-14, whereas
the Generation Z sample comprised BSc students aged 20-24.

The Generation Alpha sample included 26 pupils recruited from several classes in Budapest primary schools with
the assistance of homeroom teachers. The three Alpha focus groups consisted of 8, 8, and 10 participants. A teacher
was present during these discussions for safeguarding and logistical purposes, while each discussion was led by one
moderator. Before participation, written parental consent and the children’s verbal assent were obtained. The
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Table. 1 Composition of the

Cohort and group n Gender composition Mean age Duration
focus groups.
Generation Alpha FG1 8 2 girls, 6 boys 12 years 95 min
Generation Alpha FG2 8 5 girls, 3 boys 12 years 72 min
Generation Alpha FG3 10 5 girls, 5 boys 14 years 82 min
Generation Z FG1 12 6 women, 6 men 22 years 105 min
Generation Z FG2 11 6 women, 5 men 22 years 102 min
Generation Z FG3 8 3 women, 5 men 23 years 92 min

Generation Z sample included 31 BSc students recruited through university social-media platforms. The three focus
groups consisted of 12, 11, and 8 participants and were each led by one moderator. Members of this cohort reported
frequent general use of ChatGPT, although their prior use of the system specifically for travel planning varied. In the
Alpha sample, only three participants reported previous travel-related use of ChatGPT.

The interview guide included questions about participants’ previous experiences with ChatGPT as well as
scenario-based questions concerning how they might use it for travel planning. In the Generation Alpha groups,
participants were also shown the same ChatGPT-generated 5-day itinerary for a family trip to Siéfok (Lake Balaton,
Hungary) and were invited to evaluate and modify it. This common stimulus enabled participants with little or no
previous Al-assisted travel-planning experience to discuss the perceived usefulness and limitations of the generated
recommendations. Statements describing actual prior use were distinguished from hypothetical expectations during
the subsequent analysis. The six focus groups contained between 8 and 12 participants and included 57 participants in
total: 26 from Generation Alpha and 31 from Generation Z. The overall sample comprised 27 female and 30 male
participants. Table 1 presents the composition and duration of the individual groups. No financial or other incentives
were provided.

All discussions were conducted in Hungarian and audio-recorded. The recordings were transcribed verbatim by the
second author. The Hungarian-language transcripts formed the basis of the analysis, and the quotations selected for
inclusion in the manuscript were translated into English by the first author. Data collection and analysis were
conducted iteratively, allowing emerging insights from earlier focus groups to inform subsequent discussions, in line
with the constant comparative logic of Grounded Theory. A unified data structure was created to support theme
clustering and coding.

Data analysis

While classical GT discourages prior literature review (Glaser and Strauss, 1967), we followed Corbin and Strauss’
(1990) enhanced framework that promotes the development of theoretical sensitivity through engagement with the
relevant literature. Accordingly, literature insights were used as sensitizing concepts rather than as predefined
categories imposed on the data. The analysis process consisted of memo writing and multi-level coding. During the
research process, we used memo writing as a tool to record findings, compare theoretical reflections and support
coding decisions. These memos also served to document analytical decisions and reflect on potential researcher
assumptions, thereby enhancing transparency and reflexivity. The transcripts from the six groups were manually
analyzed and organized in Microsoft Excel, allowing for continuous comparison of statements. The two cohorts were
initially analyzed separately so that categories could be developed within each social and age-based context. Cross-
group comparison was then used to identify convergent, divergent, and overlapping patterns. During the analysis,
accounts of participants’ previous use of ChatGPT were distinguished from responses to hypothetical scenarios or to
the common itinerary stimulus. Hypothetical statements were interpreted as expectations, preferences, or anticipated
practices and were not treated as evidence of established travel-planning behavior. The analysis also considered the
interactional nature of focus-group data, including agreement, disagreement, and the ways in which participants
elaborated on or challenged one another’s statements.
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LEGENDS

Coding
The coding process was informed by the three-step GT procedure established by Corbin and Strauss (1990):

e Open coding: initial categories were established based on recurring narratives.

e Axial coding: these clusters were further explored by examining relationships between categories. While the
paradigm model (e.g., causal conditions, context, strategies, consequences) provided an analytical lens, categories
were not mechanically imposed but iteratively refined based on patterns emerging from the data.

Causal conditions: deciding factors on the central phenomenon.

Central phenomenon: the core concept around which the data is structured. In this case: the use of ChatGPT in
tourism by the two generations.

Strategies: actions or responses related to the central phenomenon.

Context: factors that shape the execution of strategies.

Intervening conditions: broader social or personal dynamics that impact strategies.

Consequences: short- or long-term results of the strategy execution.

Selective coding: the elements and findings of the axial coding were reorganized into a conceptual framework.
The model should be understood as an interpretive, empirically grounded framework that synthesizes key
patterns identified across the data.

Throughout the coding process, constant comparison was applied both within and across the two sampled groups
to ensure that similarities, differences, and alternative interpretations were systematically considered, thereby redu-
cing the risk of premature categorization or confirmation bias. Statements that contradicted or qualified the dominant
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patterns were retained as divergent cases and used to refine the developing categories. This procedure was particularly
important because participants within the same cohort did not necessarily share identical attitudes, levels of auton-
omy, or previous experience with ChatGPT. This study is based on a limited and context-specific sample; therefore,
the findings are not intended to be statistically generalizable but to provide analytical insights. While the analysis
followed an iterative process, full theoretical saturation is not claimed. Additionally, prior literature was used as
sensitizing input, which may have influenced interpretation, although constant comparison was applied to mitigate
bias. Finally, the focus-group setting may have introduced group dynamic effects, which should be considered when
interpreting the results.

Results

The findings are presented in two stages. The axial coding models for Generation Alpha and Generation Z are
discussed first (Figs. 2 and 3), followed by the GIFT framework developed through selective coding. GIFT is a
conceptual synthesis of recurring and contrasting patterns in the data rather than a strictly linear outcome of coding.
Because experiences varied within both groups, the analysis includes divergent and qualifying cases alongside the
more common patterns.

Humanities and Social Sciences Communications &\ Springer



Article in Press https://doi.org/10.1057/541599-026-09155-y

Perspectives of Gen Alpha

Central phenomenon

Generation Alpha participants approached ChatGPT primarily as an exploratory assistant that could help generate and
refine ideas for family travel. Their engagement was frequently playful, curiosity-driven, and connected to their
broader educational and entertainment uses of the system. However, only three participants reported having pre-
viously used ChatGPT specifically for travel-related purposes. Consequently, many statements concerning tourism
represented anticipated uses or responses to the common Sidfok itinerary rather than accounts of established travel-
planning behavior. Participants’ evaluations combined enthusiasm with considerable variation in perceived authority.
One participant expressed a highly optimistic view: “I think it is smarter than we are, and the whole world has been
fed into it, so it can surely be a great help” (Alpha-FG2, girl, age 12). Such statements indicate perceived tech-
nological competence, but they should not be interpreted as evidence of uniformly uncritical trust across the cohort.

Causal conditions

Early digital socialization contributed to participants’ familiarity with conversational technologies and to their
willingness to experiment with Al-generated suggestions. ChatGPT’s speed, user-friendly interface, and ability to
provide personalized responses were frequently perceived as attractive features. Familiarity through school, peers,
family members, and online communities also appeared to normalize the platform and reinforce its legitimacy.
Nevertheless, routine exposure to digital interfaces did not necessarily imply that participants accepted the generated
information without evaluation. The children’s growing participation in family decision-making also shaped their
imagined use of ChatGPT. In many cases, the system was viewed as a means of proposing activities or expressing
preferences within a planning process still controlled by adults. The degree of participation varied considerably. One
boy described his preferred role as simply having to “just pack and be happy about i’ (Alpha-FGI1, boy, age 12),
whereas another explained that he and his sister were responsible for searching for accommodation and flights before
their parents checked the available options (Alpha participant, boy, age 12). These contrasting accounts show that
decision-making autonomy differed even among participants of a similar age.

Contextual conditions

Participants’ engagement with ChatGPT was shaped by age, educational experience, family travel habits, parental
attitudes, and prior exposure to Al. Younger age generally limited their authority over budgets, bookings, and final
destination choices, while leaving space for imaginative exploration and suggestions concerning activities. Children
from families in which travel planning was discussed collaboratively appeared more able to position themselves as
active contributors. Differences in digital reflexivity were also evident. Familiarity with digital technologies did not
automatically translate into systematic credibility assessment. Some participants initially treated the system’s fluency
as an indication of knowledge, whereas others immediately questioned whether the itinerary was realistic or current.
Family mediation was particularly important: parental or older-sibling evaluation often functioned as an additional
layer of verification, meaning that reliance on ChatGPT was embedded in a broader family decision structure rather
than based solely on the child’s individual judgment.

Intervening conditions

Parental approval acted as a gatekeeping condition affecting whether and how freely children could experiment with
ChatGPT. Participants also identified response quality as a central determinant of usefulness. Detailed and clearly
structured recommendations encouraged further engagement, whereas generic, unrealistic, or potentially outdated
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information reduced confidence in the output. Language competence was mentioned as a further condition that could
affect the formulation of prompts and the relevance of responses.

The common Siéfok itinerary made these evaluative processes observable. Although participants generally con-
sidered the itinerary useful, they criticized the number and sequence of activities and stated that they would not follow
it without modifications. They also proposed checking details through tourism websites, Google Maps, Booking.com,
social media, airline websites, destination websites, and travel guides. These reactions demonstrate emerging cred-
ibility assessment rather than either unconditional acceptance or complete rejection of the system.

Strategies

Participants described using ChatGPT generally for education, entertainment, and curiosity, while travel-specific use
remained limited. In evaluating the common itinerary, they compared ChatGPT’s output with other online sources
and proposed additional prompts concerning activity sequencing, weather alternatives, cost, routes, and more creative
programmes. This iterative prompting was perceived as improving both the relevance and the distinctiveness of the
itinerary. The process also allowed participants to incorporate their own preferences into the Al-generated plan. As
one participant explained, “I am especially happy that the holiday now includes not only the machine’s ideas but ours
as well. I think that is really good” (Alpha-FGI, girl, age 11). This illustrates a form of co-creation in which the
initial Al-generated output serves as a provisional draft that is questioned and modified rather than accepted as a
finished travel plan. A minority position further qualified the dominant pattern. Some participants in the third focus
group stated that they would not want to use ChatGPT for travel planning because their families enjoyed planning
holidays together and they did not wish to delegate even part of this activity to an Al system. Thus, efficiency was not
universally valued when it was perceived as replacing a meaningful family practice.

Consequences

Three broad orientations emerged among the Generation Alpha participants: optimistic, pragmatic, and cautious
engagement. These orientations are heuristic descriptions rather than fixed user types, as individual participants
sometimes moved between enthusiasm, functional evaluation, and skepticism during the discussions. ChatGPT was
generally positioned as a potential co-creator or exploratory assistant rather than as the final decision-maker. It could
provide an initial itinerary, suggest activities, and help participants express preferences, but final validation remained
with children, parents, or other information sources. The perceived value of the system therefore resulted from the
interaction between technological output, user modification, and family negotiation. Curiosity also coexisted with
anxiety about accuracy, dependence, and the broader effects of automation. This ambivalence was captured by one
participant’s observation that “the smarter our machines become, the less smart we become” (Alpha-FG1, girl, age
12). Rather than representing a simple contradiction, the combination of enthusiasm and concern suggests that
participants were beginning to negotiate both the opportunities and the perceived risks of Al-assisted decision-
making.

Perspectives of Gen Z

Figure 3 represents the results of the axial coding process, focusing on Gen Z perspectives.

Central phenomenon

Generation Z participants generally described ChatGPT as a multi-purpose resource for information seeking, idea
generation, and the initial organization of travel options. General use of ChatGPT was frequent within this sample,

although prior use specifically for travel planning varied. Its perceived role therefore ranged from an already
integrated planning resource to a tool participants anticipated using in future situations. Compared with the younger

Humanities and Social Sciences Communications &\ Springer



Article in Press https://doi.org/10.1057/541599-026-09155-y

participants, the Generation Z students generally described greater authority over destination choice, budgeting,
accommodation, and travel with friends or partners. Nevertheless, their engagement with ChatGPT remained context-
dependent. Participants were more willing to use it for early-stage exploration or low-stakes brainstorming than to
treat it as the sole basis for bookings or final decisions. As one participant summarized, “ChatGPT is a starting point
or a source of ideas, not the sole decision-maker” (Z-FG3, man, age 24).

Causal conditions

Early and sustained exposure to digital platforms supported participants’ operational familiarity with Al interfaces.
However, such familiarity frequently coexisted with reflective comparison across platforms. Participants positioned
ChatGPT within a broader information environment that included search engines, social media, review platforms,
mapping applications, and booking websites. Speed and personalization were important service expectations.
ChatGPT was valued when it reduced the time required to generate an initial set of alternatives or adapted suggestions
to specific interests. Conversely, outputs perceived as generic, repetitive, or insufficiently tailored were considered to
offer little advantage over conventional search tools. Peer use and wider online discussion also legitimized experi-
mentation with ChatGPT, although social familiarity did not remove concerns about reliability. Participants’ multiple
roles as students, family members, friends, partners, and sometimes independent travelers further shaped how they
evaluated the system. The usefulness of Al-generated information depended on whether it supported the requirements
of the particular travel situation, group composition, and distribution of planning responsibilities.

Contextual conditions

Social-media content influenced both destination inspiration and participants’ standards for novelty, visual appeal,
and authenticity. Viral content, influencers, and short-form videos provided experiential and socially validated
information that text-based Al recommendations did not always reproduce. ChatGPT was therefore rarely evaluated
in isolation; participants assessed whether its suggestions aligned with or added value to information obtained from
other platforms. Group dynamics also influenced usage. In collaborative travel planning, participants described
different roles, including initiating ideas, comparing options, managing budgets, and challenging suggestions. In this
setting, ChatGPT could function as a relatively neutral starting point for discussion, but its recommendations still had
to be negotiated within the group. Budget and income constraints constituted further contextual conditions, parti-
cularly when suggestions were financially unrealistic or lacked sufficient cost information. Although the students had
greater independence than the Alpha participants, family expectations and responsibilities remained relevant in some
travel contexts. Their autonomy was therefore neither complete nor uniform, and it varied depending on whether they
were traveling independently, with friends or partners, or with family members.

Intervening conditions

Response quality strongly influenced continued use. Participants valued precise, actionable, and contextually specific
information, whereas vague or repetitive answers reduced perceived usefulness. A lack of uniqueness emerged as a
particularly important concern: recommendations that reproduced widely available or highly generic suggestions
were considered less valuable than content offering novel, lesser-known, or creatively combined options. Negative
experiences did not necessarily lead to the rejection of ChatGPT. Instead, they often prompted participants to
reformulate prompts or verify the output through other platforms. This indicates that perceived shortcomings could
generate additional evaluative activity rather than simple non-use. Social-media aesthetics and peer endorsement also
affected the appeal of recommendations but did not automatically establish their factual credibility.
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Fig. 4 Selective coding—GIFT—Generational Interpretations of Future-oriented Technologies. Note: Cohort patterns are
tendencies observed in the present sample and are not intended as fixed generational traits. Source: Authors’ own editing.

Strategies

Generation Z participants integrated ChatGPT into a broader repertoire of digital resources, including Google, Google
Maps, Booking.com, social media, and review-based platforms. Their general use of the system was often regular, but
travel-planning practices varied according to prior experience and the perceived importance of the decision. Parti-
cipants described switching between platforms according to whether they required inspiration, logistical information,
prices, reviews, maps, or confirmation of current details. Al-generated recommendations were commonly described
as requiring comparison with peer reviews, social-media content, booking platforms, or official sources. Such cross-
checking should not be interpreted simply as low trust. Rather, it represents a pragmatic form of epistemic vigilance
in which users assess the relevance, credibility, and feasibility of information before incorporating it into a decision.
As one participant explained, “I check ChatGPT’s answers against Google, Facebook, or official sources” (Z-FGI,
woman, age 22). Travel context also influenced strategy. Participants could use ChatGPT independently when
exploring options, but they could also introduce its suggestions into discussions with friends, partners, or family
members. Its role therefore shifted between individual cognitive support and collaborative planning assistance.

Consequences

ChatGPT was primarily perceived as an idea-sparring partner or co-creative assistant rather than as a final authority. It
could generate a preliminary itinerary, organize options, or offer an initial direction, after which users refined,
compared, and selectively incorporated the recommendations. Its co-creative role was therefore linked to iterative
interaction and user modification rather than to one-off automated decision-making. The preferred service was fast,
reliable, personalized, and capable of producing distinctive ideas. Speed alone was insufficient when the output
appeared generic or failed to reflect budget, group composition, or specific travel interests. Participants’ evaluations
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therefore involved a tension between convenience and the desire for authenticity and uniqueness. As one participant
explained, “Sometimes it bothers me that the system provides overly generic answers. There is also a considerable
risk of unreliable outputs, which is particularly concerning in travel planning” (Z-FG2, woman, age 23). Overall,
curiosity and skepticism coexisted within the Generation Z discussions. Participants remained willing to experiment
with ChatGPT, particularly during early and low-risk planning stages, while questioning the accuracy, originality, and
timeliness of its recommendations. This pattern is better characterized as conditional and evaluative reliance than as
either trust or distrust in a general sense.

Selective coding

The final selective coding stage integrates both generational axial models into a framework of how LLMs, specifically
ChatGPT, are perceived and used in tourism-related contexts by Generation Alpha and Generation Z. While both
cohorts share common ground in digital nativity and demand for fast, personalized services, the analysis points to
recurring patterns of variation related to autonomy, social context, and evaluative practices, rather than clearly
bounded or universally applicable generational differences (Fig. 4).

Shared foundations across generations

At the core of the model is the use of ChatGPT in tourism. Participants in both cohorts reported substantial familiarity
with digital technologies, shaped by early exposure, education, family, and everyday media use. This familiarity
should not be interpreted as a measured level of digital literacy. The popularity of LLMs and the ready availability of
online information create a shared environment in which Al-assisted planning can appear normal. Both groups also
valued speed and personalization. ChatGPT was often treated as a convenient starting point for ideas, although
reliance and depth of engagement varied. These shared foundations matter because the GIFT framework is intended
to explain patterns within a common digital environment rather than to portray the cohorts as wholly distinct.

Generational distinctions

The distinctions shown in Fig. 4 are tendencies in this sample and often overlap. The GIFT framework organizes
them around three dimensions. Decision-making autonomy concerns who has authority to propose, evaluate, and
finalize travel choices. Generation Alpha participants were more often situated within family-controlled planning,
whereas Generation Z participants described greater direct responsibility for budgets, destinations, and arrangements,
though this was not uniform. Social embeddedness captures the people and platforms involved in planning. Alpha
accounts were more strongly family-based; Z accounts more often included friends, partners, peers, and social-media
input. Evaluative practices concern how Al-generated suggestions are judged. Generation Z participants more fre-
quently described active comparison and cross-checking, while Alpha participants more often described emerging
verification supported by parents or other sources. These patterns are better understood as differences in how
credibility is assessed, and responsibility is distributed than as simple differences in trust.

Ambivalence and dual contributions

The same affordance could be interpreted differently depending on the planning context. Speed and automation, for
instance, could make ChatGPT convenient while also raising concerns about generic or unoriginal suggestions.
Family or peer involvement could expand a participant’s role in planning but could also introduce further negotiation.
GIFT therefore treats ambivalence as a feature of situated use rather than as a cohort trait. Across both groups,
ChatGPT was described as useful for exploration, while reliance remained conditional on who held decision
authority, who else participated in planning, and how the output was checked. These observations place decision-
making autonomy, social embeddedness, and evaluative practices at the center of the framework. Together, they help
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explain why the same system can be experienced as convenient or questionable in different situations. GIFT is an
empirically grounded synthesis of this sample and should not be read as a typology that fixes individuals into
generational categories.

Discussion and conclusion
Main findings and theoretical insights

This study contributes to a deeper understanding of how young generations interpret and utilize LLMs in tourism-
related contexts. Using a comparative, Grounded Theory—informed approach, we explored the meanings and social
functions that ChatGPT assumes for Generation Alpha and Generation Z. The findings point to patterns of variation
in how Al is integrated into decision-making processes, shaped by social context, developmental stage, and eva-
luative practices. The resulting GIFT framework (Generational Interpretations of Future-oriented Technologies)
highlights that differences in Al usage are closely related to social positioning and decision-making environments.
Although participants in both cohorts were familiar with digital environments and had prior exposure to LLMs, their
interaction patterns and expectations differed in context-dependent ways shaped by decision-making autonomy,
social setting, and also prior experience. Generation Alpha, typically embedded in family-based decision structures,
uses ChatGPT as a shortcut and a source of cognitive support. Their engagement is often shaped by delegated
authority and familiarity with digital systems. In contrast, Generation Z more frequently demonstrates a reflexive and
comparative approach, evaluating Al outputs against multiple sources and integrating them into broader decision-
making processes. Importantly, these differences are better understood as variations in evaluative strategies, such as
reliance, comparison, and verification, rather than as simple differences in “trust” or competence. A key contribution
of this study lies in conceptualizing LLMs as socially situated actors whose perceived value and role are dynamically
negotiated. In this sense, co-creation with Al differs from traditional human co-creation by involving iterative
interaction with algorithmically generated content, where users simultaneously explore and evaluate outputs. This
highlights the fluid and context-dependent roles Al can play in experiential domains such as tourism planning.
Moreover, our findings extend existing technology acceptance perspectives by identifying ambivalence as a central
feature of youth—Al interaction. Both Alpha and Z users simultaneously exhibit curiosity and caution, suggesting that
engagement with Al involves an ongoing balancing between exploration and evaluation. This ambivalence reflects an
adaptive response to the epistemic uncertainty and perceived limitations of Al-generated content. The identified user
personas (e.g., optimistic, pragmatic, cautious, and critical) further indicate that Al engagement is not uniform even
within generational cohorts. These personas should be interpreted as situational orientations rather than stable user
types. Finally, this study contributes to the conceptualization of digital literacy by linking it to decision-making
agency and social embeddedness. The findings suggest that meaningful engagement with LLMs involves the ability
to navigate multiple sources, interpret outputs contextually, and negotiate their role within social settings (e.g., family
or peer groups). Overall, the GIFT framework should be understood as an exploratory, context-sensitive model that
captures patterns of interaction rather than offering a universal theory, thereby providing a foundation for further
empirical refinement.

Practical contributions

The insights derived from this study carry important implications for tourism professionals, platform designers,
educators, and policymakers seeking to harness Al-based tools such as ChatGPT in a socially responsive and
generation-sensitive manner.

Context-sensitive Al design for youth users: rather than assuming uniform generational preferences, the findings
suggest that Al-based tourism services should be adaptable to different usage contexts. For younger users (e.g.,
Generation Alpha), interfaces that support guided exploration, visual interaction, and parental involvement may
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enhance usability. For older users (e.g., Generation Z), features that enable comparison, customization, and trans-
parency—such as linking Al-generated itineraries to peer reviews or real-time booking data—can better align with
their evaluative practices.

Enhancing credibility and transparency in tourism applications: across both cohorts, engagement with Al is
shaped by ongoing credibility assessment. Tourism platforms integrating generative Al may therefore benefit from
features that make information sources more visible, allow users to verify recommendations, or provide alternative
perspectives (e.g., user-generated reviews vs. Al-generated suggestions).

Supporting youth participation in travel planning: the findings highlight the increasing role of young users as co-
decision-makers in tourism contexts. Al-enabled tools can support this by facilitating collaborative planning within
families or peer groups, for example through shared itinerary builders or interactive recommendation systems.

Developing Al-critical digital literacy: the study underscores the importance of technical familiarity together with
critical engagement with Al-generated content. Educational initiatives may therefore address credibility assessment,
algorithmic bias, and responsible Al use in ways that connect these issues to everyday decision-making.

Ethical considerations in youth-Al interaction: as generative Al becomes embedded in decision-making processes,
particularly among younger users, issues related to data protection, age-appropriate design, and transparency become
increasingly important. Tourism platforms should consider implementing age-sensitive design features and clear
communication practices to support safe and informed use.

Limitations and future research directions

This study draws on a limited, context-specific sample recruited from schools and university communities in
Budapest, Hungary. It may therefore not capture the socio-economic, geographic, educational, or cultural diversity of
young users. The findings are qualitative and are not statistically generalizable. Focus-group dynamics may also have
shaped the discussion, and the presence of a teacher in the Generation Alpha groups could have affected how freely
some younger participants expressed disagreement or criticism. The comparison between the sampled cohorts is
another important limitation. Generation Alpha participants were 11-14-year-old school pupils, whereas Generation
Z participants were 20-24-year-old BSc students. Cohort membership was therefore intertwined with age, devel-
opmental stage, education, travel experience, family dependence, and decision-making autonomy. The observed
differences cannot be attributed uniquely to generation. Travel-specific use of ChatGPT was also limited among the
Alpha participants and varied within the Generation Z sample, so part of the analysis concerns reactions to a common
itinerary or hypothetical future use rather than established planning practices. Formal institutional ethics approval was
obtained retrospectively rather than before data collection. Although informed consent, assent, anonymization, and
low-risk procedures were used, the absence of prospective committee review remains a limitation. Future research
could test the broader applicability of GIFT through quantitative or mixed-method designs and follow perceptions of
Al over time. Observational work would be valuable for capturing real-life LLM use. Studies that compare parti-
cipants of similar ages, educational backgrounds, or levels of decision-making autonomy could also help separate
cohort effects from developmental and social factors. Future work should distinguish more systematically between
actual and hypothetical Al-assisted travel planning and examine whether the framework transfers to domains beyond
tourism.
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