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Abstract 

Cultural festivals have long been anchored in co-located, resource-intensive events, which 
increasingly raises questions about who can participate, at what environmental cost and 
with what consequences for cultural integrity in destinations facing overtourism. This pa-
per examines how metaverse-based, metaverse-adjacent and hybrid festival configura-
tions may reconfigure festival tourism by reshaping accessibility, cultural engagement 
and environmental performance, and considers the implications for governance and pol-
icy. Drawing on a narrative literature review of academic and institutional sources pub-
lished mainly between 2010 and 2025, it synthesises work on digital transformation, vir-
tual and hybrid events, accessible tourism, digital inequality, overtourism and sustainable 
festival management. The paper offers a structured, critically informed synthesis and a set 
of propositions intended to guide future empirical and theoretical research on metaverse 
applications in tourism and hospitality. The review suggests that “metaverse-based” fes-
tivals can ease geographical, financial and some physical constraints for some groups, 
widen participation for underserved groups and support new forms of cultural preserva-
tion and co-creation, while also risking deeper digital inequalities and renewed concerns 
about cultural commodification, data governance and authenticity. Environmentally, vir-
tual participation may reduce travel-related emissions and local crowding when it substi-
tutes for physical attendance, while shifting impacts towards energy-intensive digital in-
frastructures and device lifecycles. 

Keywords: tourism; strategic innovation; virtual festivals; sustainability; virtual worlds; 
destination management; immersive technologies; virtual reality; digital inequality;  
digital futures 
 

1. Introduction 
Cultural festivals have long served as platforms for the collective celebration of cul-

ture, arts and values. They range from music festivals such as Glastonbury, to carnivals 
like Rio Carnival, and cultural biennales such as the Venice Biennale, which combine per-
formance, spectacle and collective cultural celebration. Traditionally, such festivals were 
very much associated with the geographical region and people both local and interna-
tional would have to attend the festival physically. However, with the increase in global-
isation, these events have grown in size and complexity, drawing ever-larger audiences 
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and placing increasing demands on infrastructure, environmental resources, and access 
(Laing & Frost, 2010). 

A growing body of work on overtourism underscores why this reconfiguration of 
festivals matters for destinations already under pressure. Overtourism is increasingly 
used to describe situations where tourism intensity undermines environmental quality, 
resident well-being and visitor experience, often in urban and heritage settings that host 
major events and recurring festivals (Gössling et al., 2020; Mihalič, 2020; Nilsson, 2020; 
Mananda et al., 2025). Policy reports similarly frame crowding, congestion and tourism-
related protest as symptoms of deeper structural imbalances between tourism growth, 
carrying capacity and governance arrangements (World Tourism Organization et al., 
2018). Recent studies show that festivals can act both as catalysts of overtourism and as 
focal points for community resistance to tourism saturation, highlighting tensions around 
public space, housing and cultural authenticity (de Quadros et al., 2024; Duignan et al., 
2022). By examining “metaverse-based” and hybrid cultural festivals, this paper therefore 
speaks not only to questions of digital innovation, but also to ongoing debates on how 
destinations might relieve pressure on overstretched sites, redistribute forms of participa-
tion and experiment with alternative models of access in contexts where overtourism has 
become a critical concern. 

Over the past few decades, the advent of the digital era has redefined many ways 
through which people engage in cultural practices. With the help of social networks, 
streaming services, and applications, users have been able to consume cultural content 
from a distance, and social media and digital platforms have become new channels for 
cultural engagement (Boyle et al., 2024). Even as digital platforms have expanded how 
cultural content is produced and consumed, most festivals have remained anchored in co-
located settings. The COVID-19 disruption (from early 2020) accelerated experimentation 
with remote and hybrid formats, as organisers sought to maintain cultural programming 
under restrictions on travel and mass gatherings (Kouroupi & Metaxas, 2023). As a result, 
many festivals expanded online delivery (e.g., streaming, platform-mediated interaction, 
XR showcases), prompting renewed debate about whether digital participation can widen 
access while also reshaping cultural engagement and environmental burdens (Boyle et al., 
2024; Massi et al., 2021). This shift brought into focus the vision of a new blended (or even 
a completely online) model that can loosen some geographic constraints for some groups 
and could still provide cultural interaction. 

Research Question and Paper Objectives 

In light of this context, the key question directing this paper is “In what ways can the 
metaverse reconfigure global festivals to enhance accessibility, cultural engagement, and 
sustainability?”. This question goes beyond the technical feasibility of hosting festivals in 
immersive environments to examine how such formats may reconfigure participation, 
cultural meaning-making, and sustainability claims within festival tourism. 

To operationalise this question, the review addresses five linked sub-questions. First, 
which barriers to participation can “metaverse-adjacent” festival formats realistically 
lower, and which barriers are likely to remain or be reshaped into digital forms (Darcy, 
2010; Darcy et al., 2020; UNWTO, 2016). Second, how do these formats change cultural 
engagement, including questions of authenticity, co-creation, and cultural integrity across 
contexts (Appadurai, 1996; Buhalis & Sinarta, 2019; Zhang et al., 2019). Third, what sus-
tainability pathways are plausible, and how should claims about local footprint reduction 
be separated from broader footprint shifts into digital infrastructures and associated en-
ergy demand (Gössling et al., 2020; UNWTO, 2018; Zhao & You, 2023). Fourth, what gov-
ernance and policy arrangements influence accessibility outcomes, value capture, and eth-
ical risks in platform-mediated cultural participation (Dwivedi et al., 2022; European 
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Parliament, 2018; OECD, 2020). Fifth, under what conditions can virtual and hybrid par-
ticipation substitute for physical travel in ways that could relieve crowding pressures, ra-
ther than stimulate additional demand (Guttentag, 2010; Koens et al., 2018; Tussyadiah et 
al., 2018). 

The review pursues three objectives. First, it examines how metaverse-adjacent and 
hybrid configurations may lower some participation barriers linked to cost, distance, and 
on-site mobility, while also generating new digital exclusions. Second, it synthesises how 
immersive and platform-mediated formats may reshape cultural engagement, including 
authenticity, co-creation, and cultural integrity. Third, it evaluates sustainability claims 
by distinguishing between potential local footprint reductions (where substitution occurs) 
and broader lifecycle impacts and rebound effects. 

Conceptually, this article brings metaverse and extended reality debates in tourism 
and hospitality (Buhalis et al., 2023; Dwivedi et al., 2022; Yung & Khoo-Lattimore, 2019) 
into dialogue with accessible tourism and digital inequality research (Darcy, 2010; Darcy 
et al., 2020; Gonzales, 2016; Helsper, 2021; van Deursen & van Dijk, 2018) and long-stand-
ing work on sustainable festivals and destination decarbonisation (Laing & Frost, 2010; 
Mair & Laing, 2012; OECD, 2020; UNWTO, 2018). 

Methodologically, the article employs a narrative literature review of peer-reviewed 
and high-quality institutional sources published mainly between 2010 and 2025, following 
established guidance for integrative narrative synthesis in emerging and interdisciplinary 
fields (Baumeister & Leary, 1997; Ferrari, 2015). The article is structured as follows: the 
next section clarifies how “metaverse-based” cultural festivals are conceptualised in rela-
tion to tourism, events and digital transformation. This is followed by a brief account of 
the narrative review design. The core analytical sections examine, in turn, accessibility 
and inclusion, cultural engagement and environmental performance in metaverse and hy-
brid festival configurations. The conclusion outlines theoretical and practical implications 
and advances a cautious agenda for future research and policy. 

To ground this conceptual analysis, the article draws on three high-profile examples 
that experimented with “metaverse-adjacent” formats during the COVID-19 pandemic: 
SXSW Online, Tomorrowland Around the World and Venice Film Festival�s VR section, 
Venice VR Expanded. Cases were selected for global visibility, genre diversity, distinctive 
metaverse-adjacent configurations, and the availability of sufficiently detailed public doc-
umentation to support cross-case comparison. 

These cases are not treated as comprehensive empirical evaluations, but as illustra-
tive instances that reveal how different segments of the festival sector have begun to trans-
late co-located experiences into virtual and extended reality environments. In line with 
emerging research on virtual music festivals and XR-based exhibitions, they highlight 
both the potential of digital infrastructures to widen participation and diversify cultural 
engagement, and the persistent challenges associated with liveness, authenticity, digital 
inequality and environmental performance (Bossey, 2022; Ceuterick, 2021; Gallarza et al., 
2023; Green, 2025; Martínez-Cano, 2023). The cases are revisited in the analysis to exem-
plify how the broader themes of accessibility, cultural engagement and sustainability 
manifest in concrete festival settings. 

For tourism and hospitality policy agendas, these questions are not only technologi-
cal but also institutional. International organisations and national governments increas-
ingly frame digital transformation, accessible tourism and decarbonisation as intertwined 
priorities, yet policy guidance on how to integrate immersive and metaverse infrastruc-
tures into destination strategies remains limited (OECD, 2020; UNWTO, 2016, 2018). By 
focusing on cultural festivals as a highly visible and policy-relevant segment of event tour-
ism, this paper offers a lens through which destination authorities, cultural ministries and 
festival funders can consider whether, and under what conditions, “metaverse-based” 
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formats contribute to objectives such as accessibility, overtourism mitigation and emis-
sions reduction, and where new regulation, coordination or public investment may be 
required. 

2. Theoretical Framework 
2.1. The Role of the Metaverse in Reconfiguring Festivals 

Virtual and augmented reality, 3D worlds and digital environments are increasingly 
converging in what is termed the metaverse, which is emerging as a significant platform 
for cultural festivals. The metaverse is often referred to as a continuous, virtual, and syn-
chronous environment in which users can directly engage with avatars, objects and places. 
Unlike typical Web 2.0 platforms that provide content in a more or less static manner, the 
metaverse provides an active, realistic experience of many aspects of participation. 

In this digital space, cultural festivals can be conducted in substantially different 
ways. The metaverse can transform such occasions into more flexible and open formats 
that allow people to attend beyond the physical space limitations of a venue (Mele & 
Russo-Spena, 2025). The use of the metaverse may reduce, particularly where substitution 
occurs, the barriers of travel and physical attendance to such events, making it easier for 
people from distant, less privileged or economically challenged areas to be part of global 
cultural events. Furthermore, the virtual environment is an opportunity for artists, per-
formers, and cultural organisers to try out new formats of performance, using VR, AR, 
and real-time interactive content to enhance the audience�s experience. 

This shift is sometimes presented as a sustainability opportunity, mainly because re-
mote participation may avoid some travel emissions and reduce certain on-site materials. 
In festival settings, however, net environmental outcomes remain contingent: benefits de-
pend on whether virtual attendance substitutes for a trip that would otherwise occur, and 
on the lifecycle burdens of streaming, data centres and end-user devices, including energy 
use and e-waste (Masanet et al., 2020; Cucchiella et al., 2015). For that reason, this paper 
treats sustainability impacts as conditional rather than automatic, and returns in Section 
2.3 to the mechanisms and governance choices that shape when hybrid and metaverse-
adjacent formats reduce, shift or amplify environmental pressures. 

However, the metaverse is not only concerned with enhancing accessibility and sus-
tainability, but also constitutes a broader socio-technical development with potentially 
far-reaching implications. This interactivity provides new opportunities for cultural par-
ticipation in this digital environment (Huggett, 2020). Users can engage with artificial rep-
licas of artists, engage in virtual art classes, tours of 3D art pieces, or even contribute to 
aspects of the festival, enhancing the interactivity and open dialogue. Such level of en-
gagement enhances the cultural interaction (Zhang et al., 2019; Wu et al., 2022) and pro-
motes the sustainable management of the intangible cultural assets in a creative manner. 
Virtual representations of traditional performances or interactive displays facilitate the 
preservation and transmission of cultural practices that might otherwise be inaccessible 
to a worldwide audience (Huggett, 2020; Wu et al., 2022). 

2.2. Digital Transformation Theory 

Digital Transformation theory (Agarwal et al., 2010; Matt et al., 2015; Rogers, 2016) 
can also be used to explain the implementation of a new technology, such as the 
metaverse, into cultural festivals. This theory when applied into festivals, posits that the 
amalgamation of digital and physical realms transforms experiences, transitioning festi-
vals from conventional, in-person formats to immersive virtual versions (Massi et al., 
2021; Boyle et al., 2024). 
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Metaverse discourse can be read as one expression of wider digital transformation in 
events, in the sense that it imagines persistent, shared environments through which festi-
vals can extend participation beyond a single place and time. In this framing, virtual or 
hybrid festival formats may broaden cultural reach and reshape audience participation, 
although the scale and distribution of these benefits depend on platform design, govern-
ance choices, and uneven access to devices and connectivity (Dwivedi et al., 2022; Mele & 
Russo-Spena, 2025). Rather than assuming a uniform democratisation of access, it is more 
defensible to argue that some barriers linked to distance, cost, or on-site mobility may be 
reduced for some groups, while other barriers are reconfigured into digital forms of ex-
clusion (de Reuver et al., 2018). 

The metaverse also fosters co-creation, where people who attend the festival are also 
creators of what happens. According to Grappi and Montanari (2011), the festival partici-
pants� emotional reactions and perceived pleasure affect their loyalty to festivals. Whereas 
in virtual context of the interactions these are even heightened because the attendees can 
not only interact with the content, but with each other, thus building memories that con-
nect them to the festival and its location (Zhang et al., 2019). 

However, in the contemporary digital context, such transitions question the authen-
ticity. While spatial authenticity is usually associated with real-world physical spaces, vir-
tual environments create “phygital” experiences that engage both spaces, physical and 
digital (Kouroupi, 2025). This merge can respect and preserve culture, while accepts and 
promotes innovation (Mele & Russo-Spena, 2025). This balance is key in retaining the 
proven and tried traditions whilst also being able to tap into the new world, global audi-
ences and international markets. 

The economic impact of this transformation is notable. Festivals are key drivers of 
tourism in local economies, and virtual expansion can attract new sponsors and partner-
ships, offering additional funding and resources (Hager & Sung, 2011; Kouroupi & Meta-
xas, 2024). This increased revenue allows festivals to improve their offerings while boost-
ing visitor experiences. 

Another important factor that can be mentioned in relation to digital transformation 
is sustainability. Virtual festivals may at a level reduce travel-related emissions and on-
site resource use, compared with large, fully co-located events, although they also depend 
on energy-intensive digital infrastructures whose impacts need to be considered (Laing & 
Frost, 2010). Hybrid models may contribute to sustainability goals by reducing some 
forms of travel demand and onsite material throughput, but the net effect is likely to be 
context-dependent and should be treated as an empirical question rather than an intrinsic 
outcome of digitalisation (Collins & Cooper, 2017; Mair & Laing, 2012). 

2.3. Sustainability and the Virtual Shift 

Sustainability is commonly framed as the interdependent pursuit of environmental 
integrity, social equity, and economic viability. In festival contexts, this lens highlights 
both the impacts generated by event production and travel, and the governance choices 
that determine who benefits and who bears the costs. “Metaverse-adjacent” and hybrid 
festival formats may widen the design space for sustainability because they can reduce 
certain forms of material intensity, but the direction and scale of any net benefit is condi-
tional. 

A first potential pathway concerns local footprint reductions. Where remote partici-
pation substitutes for, rather than supplements, physical attendance, virtual or hybrid for-
mats may reduce, particularly where substitution occurs, some travel-related emissions 
and destination-side pressures associated with crowding, accommodation, and on-site 
service provision. This is plausible in principle, particularly for long-haul visitors, but it 
depends on how organisers structure access and pricing, how audiences respond, and 
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whether digital participation is positioned as a distinct experience rather than a teaser for 
future travel. Claims about environmental improvement should therefore be framed as 
contingent and context-specific, rather than as automatic outcomes of digitalisation (Go & 
Kang, 2022; Kouroupi & Metaxas, 2023; Laing & Frost, 2010). 

A second pathway concerns footprint shifting rather than footprint elimination. The 
environmental burdens associated with physical travel and on-site consumption may be 
partially displaced to the digital infrastructures that enable “metaverse-adjacent” partici-
pation, including data transmission, device production and charging, and platform oper-
ations. These trade-offs become more salient as immersive formats rely on higher-resolu-
tion media, persistent 3D environments, and longer engagement times. For this reason, 
sustainability assessment in “metaverse-adjacent” festivals should separate claims about 
reduced travel and on-site waste from the energy and material demands embedded in 
devices and digital services, and it should treat “virtual” impacts as distributed rather 
than negligible (Boyle et al., 2024; Nleya & Velempini, 2024). 

A third pathway relates to rebound and induced demand. Even where digital for-
mats reduce the intensity of a single event instance, lower access barriers can expand the 
total market, stimulate additional consumption, or increase future intention to travel, 
which may offset local savings. This possibility is particularly relevant for globally visible 
cultural events, where virtual reach can function as marketing and community building 
as well as access provision. The policy-relevant question is therefore not whether 
metaverse formats are sustainable by default, but under what design and governance con-
ditions substitution is more likely than complementarity or induced demand. 

In this context, Zhao and You (2023) provide a useful, but necessarily indirect, refer-
ence point. Their argument about potential emissions reductions from metaverse use is 
based on economy-wide modelling rather than festival-specific evidence, so it should be 
interpreted as indicative of possible system-level effects under particular assumptions, 
not as a direct estimate of festival impacts. Translating such projections to festivals re-
quires additional, context-specific evidence on travel substitution rates, audience behav-
ioural responses, and the lifecycle impacts of the relevant devices and digital services 
(Zhao & You, 2023). 

Beyond footprint questions, the metaverse may support sustainability-oriented gov-
ernance and practice in more qualitative ways. Digital platforms can enable alternative 
forms of programming, experimentation with lower-waste marketing and ticketing pro-
cesses, and new modes of stakeholder coordination, which may support sustainability 
goals if they are embedded into organisational routines rather than treated as peripheral. 
For example, virtual ticketing and digital merchandise can reduce some material through-
put, and platform-enabled value co-creation may support more adaptive business models, 
although the sustainability relevance of co-creation depends on how benefits and respon-
sibilities are distributed among stakeholders (Buhalis et al., 2023; Boyle et al., 2024; Kou-
roupi, 2025). 

Virtual environments may also be used for experiential sustainability communica-
tion. Immersive storytelling and simulation can make environmental issues more tangi-
ble, and some evidence suggests that immersive experiences can shape attitudes and in-
tentions. Even so, behavioural spillover from virtual learning to sustained real-world 
practice remains context-dependent and should be framed cautiously, particularly in fes-
tival settings where entertainment and consumption logics may compete with educational 
aims (Asad et al., 2021). 

Taken together, sustainability theory helps organise the claim that “metaverse-adja-
cent” festivals may contribute to sustainability, but primarily as a conditional set of path-
ways. Potential local reductions in travel and destination pressure need to be assessed 
alongside shifted impacts to digital infrastructures and the risk of rebound effects. This 
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implies that credible sustainability claims in this area require careful boundary setting, 
transparent assumptions, and, where possible, lifecycle-aware evaluation rather than 
blanket assertions of environmental benefit (Nleya & Velempini, 2024; Zhao & You, 2023). 

2.4. Conceptual Positioning: “Metaverse-Based” Cultural Festivals 

The term “metaverse” is used loosely in both technology and tourism debates. In 
practice, it can refer to anything from livestreamed festival broadcasts to XR exhibitions 
and fully immersive virtual worlds (Dwivedi et al., 2022; Lee et al., 2021). To avoid con-
ceptual drift, this paper reserves the term “metaverse festival” for persistent, multi-user 
3D environments with ongoing social interaction and revisitable cultural content. Formats 
that include immersive or platform-mediated elements but do not meet this threshold are 
treated as “metaverse-adjacent”. They are analysed here as transition pathways, with at-
tention to what they enable, what they constrain, and what they imply for governance, 
rather than being presented as fully realised metaverse festivals (Dwivedi et al., 2022; 
Kouroupi & Metaxas, 2023). 

Within this boundary, “metaverse-based” cultural festivals are understood as cu-
rated, time-bounded cultural events whose core programme is staged in persistent, three-
dimensional, multi-user virtual environments, often alongside physical venues or parallel 
on-site activities. This aligns with interdisciplinary accounts that frame the metaverse as 
an evolving socio-technical assemblage of immersive, networked and potentially interop-
erable virtual spaces, rather than a single platform or product (Buhalis et al., 2023; 
Dwivedi et al., 2022; Hollensen et al., 2023). It also builds on tourism and event research 
that distinguishes between on-site, hybrid and fully virtual formats while foregrounding 
experience quality, co-presence and value co-creation as central to how events generate 
meaning and value (Guttentag, 2010; Tussyadiah et al., 2018; Yung et al., 2022; Yung & 
Khoo-Lattimore, 2019). 

This framing treats metaverse-based cultural festivals not as technological novelties, 
but as cultural infrastructures shaped by wider agendas around digital transformation, 
inclusion and sustainability in tourism and culture (Bekele & Raj, 2025; OECD, 2020; UN-
WTO, 2016, 2018). Three research branches are particularly relevant. First, accessible tour-
ism research shows that equitable participation depends on information access, mobility, 
infrastructure and service culture across the visitor journey, not simply on the availability 
of a digital alternative (Darcy, 2010; Darcy et al., 2020; Suárez Henríquez et al., 2022; UN-
WTO, 2016). Second, digital inequality studies demonstrate that device quality, connec-
tivity, ongoing costs and digital skills condition who can meaningfully use online services 
and who is left at the margins (Gonzales, 2016; Helsper, 2021; van Deursen & van Dijk, 
2018). Third, festival sustainability research indicates that impacts are often concentrated 
in audience travel, energy use, materials and waste, but that outcomes can be improved 
through careful design choices and governance arrangements (Laing & Frost, 2010; Mair 
& Laing, 2012; Niñerola et al., 2019). Taken together, these strands position metaverse-
based and metaverse-adjacent festivals as useful “stress tests” for how cultural tourism 
may evolve under accelerating digitalisation and tightening climate and capacity con-
straints. 

To prevent conceptual drift in the sections that follow, Table 1 provides a boundary 
typology that distinguishes livestreamed online festivals, XR exhibitions, platform-based 
3D event worlds, hybrid festival configurations and fully metaverse-based festivals. This 
typology also clarifies why some formats are treated here as metaverse-adjacent and 
therefore analysed as transition pathways rather than as realised metaverse festivals 
(Dwivedi et al., 2022; Hollensen et al., 2023). 
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Table 1. Boundary typology for “metaverse-based” and “metaverse-adjacent” festival formats. 

Format Label 
Defining Features 
(Indicative) 

Analytical Treatment 
in This Review 

Livestreamed online 
festival 

Primarily 2D broadcast or streaming; limited inter-
action; time-bound programming; minimal avatar 
embodiment. 

Not treated as metaverse; used only where it 
informs access and engagement mechanisms 
in remote participation. 

XR exhibition/Im-
mersive showcase 

Curated immersive works accessed via VR or AR, 
typically delivered as time-bounded, programme-
led experiences. Interaction is centred on engaging 
with the content rather than on persistent world-
building, and social features are usually limited 
compared with multi-user 3D event worlds. 

Treated as “metaverse-adjacent” where plat-
form-mediated immersion and audience em-
bodiment shape cultural engagement and ac-
cess conditions. 

Platform-based 3D 
event world 

3D environment with navigable space; avatar-me-
diated presence; synchronous social features; typi-
cally event-bounded rather than persistent. 

Treated as “metaverse-adjacent”: exhibits key 
affordances (avatars, spatial sociality) but 
does not necessarily meet persistence thresh-
old. 

Hybrid festival con-
figuration 

Coupled physical and virtual layers (on-site plus 
remote participation); partial substitution and re-
distribution effects possible; governance spans 
venues and platforms. 

Treated as hybrid “metaverse-adjacent”: ana-
lysed for governance, value capture and ac-
cessibility trade-offs across physical and digi-
tal layers. 

Metaverse-based 
festival (threshold 
definition) 

Persistent multi-user 3D environment; embodied 
avatars; social interaction and co-creation; event 
world remains available beyond a single broadcast 
window. 

Baseline ideal-type for conceptual clarity; 
used to specify analytical limits and to frame 
transition pathways from adjacent formats. 

Note. Table 1 distinguishes between (i) livestreamed online festivals, (ii) platform-based multi-user 
3D social worlds, (iii) XR exhibitions/immersive showcases, and (iv) hybrid configurations that com-
bine onsite and digitally mediated participation. Throughout the article, “metaverse-adjacent” is 
used as a boundary term for festival formats that selectively approximate metaverse characteristics 
(e.g., avatar-mediated co-presence, 3D spatiality, and some degree of persistence), without fully 
meeting all criteria simultaneously (Dwivedi et al., 2022; Flavián et al., 2019). This boundary framing 
is important analytically because governance, accessibility, and environmental claims vary materi-
ally by configuration (i.e., livestream versus XR showcase versus persistent social world). 

3. Methodology 
3.1. Narrative Literature Review (NLR) Approach 

This paper adopts a narrative literature review (NLR) as its principal methodological 
approach. Narrative reviews are particularly well suited to emerging, conceptually com-
plex topics because they prioritise interpretation, theoretical integration, and critical ques-
tioning over exhaustive coverage or quantitative aggregation of effects (Baumeister & 
Leary, 1997; Sukhera, 2022). 

In line with arguments that narrative and systematic reviews should be regarded as 
methodologically distinct but complementary forms of knowledge synthesis, the NLR 
here is used to deepen understanding rather than to adjudicate narrowly defined causal 
questions (Greenhalgh et al., 2018). 

The choice of NLR reflects both the interdisciplinary nature of the research question 
and the current state of the evidence. The metaverse-festival nexus cuts across technology 
studies, cultural and media studies, tourism, events management, and sustainability re-
search. For such cross-cutting topics, rigid, highly standardised protocols may exclude 
relevant conceptual and practice-oriented work, including studies that are theoretically 
rich but methodologically diverse (Cronin et al., 2008; Jesson et al., 2011). 
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A narrative design also allows for the inclusion of carefully selected non-academic 
sources, such as policy reports and practitioner accounts, where these contribute substan-
tively to understanding how metaverse-related technologies are being imagined and op-
erationalised in festival contexts (Rumrill & Fitzgerald, 2001). 

To maintain a clear evidentiary boundary, organiser webpages, trade press coverage, 
and other non-peer reviewed documents were used only to document descriptive case 
characteristics (e.g., access modalities, declared platform functionalities, and programme 
structures) and to support boundary-setting in an emergent terminology. They were not 
treated as evidence for analytical claims about accessibility outcomes, cultural engage-
ment, sustainability impacts, or overtourism mechanisms, which are grounded in peer-
reviewed scholarship (Ferrari, 2015; Grant & Booth, 2009; Sukhera, 2022). 

The review is conceptual rather than empirical in orientation. It focuses on peer-re-
viewed journal articles, book chapters, and institutional reports published predominantly 
between 2010 and 2025, when metaverse-related infrastructures, virtual and hybrid festi-
vals, and extended reality applications began to mature and to attract sustained academic 
attention. Guided by established descriptions of rigorous narrative reviewing, the process 
followed four overlapping steps: clarifying the review question and boundaries; identify-
ing potentially relevant literature through iterative database searching and citation chain-
ing; screening and selecting sources judged to offer meaningful conceptual or empirical 
insight; and synthesising recurring themes and tensions across the corpus (Ferrari, 2015; 
Rumrill & Fitzgerald, 2001). 

3.2. Search Strategy and Data Sources 

Following guidance on rigorous narrative and critical reviews, the search strategy 
was designed to be explicit enough for readers to judge its adequacy, while preserving 
the flexibility needed for an emergent and interdisciplinary field (Ferrari, 2015; Grant & 
Booth, 2009; Sukhera, 2022). 

The review drew primarily on major abstracting and indexing databases, notably 
Scopus and Web of Science Core Collection, given their comprehensive coverage of tour-
ism, hospitality, information systems, cultural studies, and sustainability research (Cronin 
et al., 2008; Pahlevan-Sharif et al., 2019). Database searches were executed between March 
and July 2025, with the final database run completed on 30th of July 2025. The database 
search targeted publications dated January 2010 to July 2025. Across Scopus and Web of 
Science, the combined retrieval was approximately 346 records prior to screening. These 
searches were complemented by targeted queries in Google Scholar, manual and digital 
screening of databases and key journals in tourism, events, and digital media, and spe-
cialist outlets that have begun to publish work on the metaverse and extended reality. In 
addition, on the industry and policy level, around 15 candidate industry or policy reports 
were initially identified through Google Scholar and targeted web searching, before selec-
tion against the quality and relevance criteria described below. 

Search strings combined metaverse-related terms with terms related to festivals, cul-
ture, tourism, and sustainability, using Boolean operators and truncation. Search strings 
included: 

- TITLE-ABS-KEY (((metaverse OR “virtual world*” OR “extended reality” OR “vir-
tual festival*”)) AND ((festival* OR “cultural festival*” OR “cultural event*”))); 

- TITLE-ABS-KEY ((“virtual festival*” OR “hybrid festival*” OR “virtual event*”) 
AND (touris* OR destination* OR overtourism OR crowding OR congestion)); 

- TITLE-ABS-KEY ((“extended reality” OR XR OR VR) AND (“cultural participation” 
OR “cultural heritage” OR museum*) AND (governance OR policy OR ethics))); 

- TITLE-ABS-KEY ((“virtual festival*” OR (“hybrid” W/1 festival*) OR (“online” W/1 
festival*) OR ((“virtual” OR online OR hybrid) W/2 (festival* OR “cultural event*”))) 
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;AND (touris* OR destination* OR “destination marketing” OR “place branding” OR 
visitor* OR “tourist experience”)). 

These strings were combined and refined iteratively as familiarity with the literature 
increased, and backward and forward citation chaining from influential metaverse and 
virtual festival studies helped surface additional contributions in adjacent areas, such as 
virtual tourism, hybrid events, and digital heritage. 

3.3. Screening, Inclusion Criteria, and Corpus Composition 

Screening and selection procedures were guided by the overarching research ques-
tion rather than a rigid protocol, but followed clearly articulated inclusion and exclusion 
criteria in line with contemporary guidance on transparent narrative reviewing (Ferrari, 
2015; Greenhalgh et al., 2018; Sukhera, 2022). 

Studies were included when they: (a) addressed the metaverse or closely related im-
mersive, persistent virtual environments; (b) examined festivals, cultural events, or cul-
tural heritage experiences (including hybrid and online formats); and (c) explicitly en-
gaged with issues of accessibility, participation, cultural engagement, and or environmen-
tal implications. Contributions focusing solely on gaming, speculative finance, or generic 
virtual reality applications were excluded unless they offered conceptually transferable 
insights for festival design, governance, or audience experience. Only English-language 
publications were retained, which introduces a likely bias towards Global North scholar-
ship that is acknowledged in the discussion. 

Screening was conducted iteratively at title and abstract level, with full-text checks 
where eligibility was ambiguous. Because the review follows an integrative narrative syn-
thesis logic, exclusions were recorded at a coarse-grained level (e.g., topic mismatch; non-
festival setting; insufficient methodological transparency; non-scholarly format), rather 
than reported as an itemised PRISMA-style log; however, the key decision rules, search 
dates, and screening totals are documented to make the process reasonably auditable and 
to reduce narrative selectivity (Grant & Booth, 2009; Greenhalgh et al., 2018). 

To strengthen transparency within the narrative approach, sources were appraised 
using three pragmatic criteria. First, relevance: the source needed to contribute materially 
to the review constructs (accessibility, cultural engagement, sustainability, governance, 
and overtourism-related mechanisms in virtual or hybrid festival settings). Second, cred-
ibility: peer reviewed outlets were prioritised, while non-academic sources were included 
only when produced by established organisations with clear mandates and traceable evi-
dence bases. Organiser webpages, trade press coverage, and other non-peer reviewed 
documents were treated separately from the Scopus and Web of Science indexed eviden-
tiary base and were used only for case documentation and boundary setting. Third, clarity 
of evidence: empirical papers were expected to specify data and method sufficiently for 
readers to judge plausibility, while conceptual papers were expected to state scope, as-
sumptions, and argumentative logic. 

Within these parameters, the final corpus comprised approximately fifty-eight (58) 
peer-reviewed journal articles and book chapters and four (4) industry or policy reports 
retained from an initial set of around fifteen (15) candidate reports identified via Google 
Scholar and targeted academic tools searching. Consistent with conceptually oriented nar-
rative reviews in tourism and hospitality, this scale reflects an emphasis on theoretical 
saturation and interpretive depth rather than exhaustive enumeration (Baumeister & 
Leary, 1997; Pahlevan-Sharif et al., 2019). 

The analysis relied on close, iterative reading rather than formal coding software. 
Studies were first grouped according to their primary focus (e.g., metaverse technologies, 
virtual festivals, cultural participation, accessibility, environmental sustainability) and 
then read comparatively to identify convergent and divergent claims, underlying 
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assumptions, and recurring conceptual linkages. This approach is consistent with guid-
ance that positions narrative reviews as vehicles for building synthetic, theory-informed 
accounts of fragmented evidence fields (Baumeister & Leary, 1997; Rumrill & Fitzgerald, 
2001). 

Particular attention was paid to how different strands of literature frame accessibility, 
cultural engagement, and environmental impact in digital and hybrid festival formats, 
and to the conditions they identify as enabling or constraining more equitable and sus-
tainable outcomes. 

Finally, the review acknowledges the inherent subjectivity and selectivity involved 
in narrative syntheses. Narrative reviews are vulnerable to risks such as non-transparent 
inclusion criteria, over-reliance on familiar sources, and unexamined normative commit-
ments (Ferrari, 2015; Greenhalgh et al., 2018). To mitigate these concerns, the review uses 
iterative citation chaining across diverse disciplinary entry points to reduce over-reliance 
on a narrow set of familiar sources, makes its temporal focus, conceptual boundaries, and 
interpretive stance explicit, foregrounds areas of contestation alongside areas of conver-
gence, and remains cautious in translating current evidence into strong normative claims. 
The aim is not to offer a definitive or exhaustive account, but to construct a transparent 
and critically engaged analytical narrative that clarifies how the metaverse is currently 
conceptualised in relation to cultural festivals and where the most salient empirical and 
theoretical gaps lie. 

4. Accessibility, Cultural Engagement, and Sustainability in the 
Metaverse 
4.1. Accessibility 

Accessibility has long been a central concern in tourism and events, particularly in 
relation to disability, ageing populations and broader social inclusion (Darcy, 2010; Darcy 
et al., 2020; UNWTO, 2016). Yet, empirical work consistently shows that many cultural 
festivals remain difficult to access for people with mobility, sensory or cognitive impair-
ments, as well as for those facing financial, geographic or caregiving constraints (Darcy, 
2010; Suárez Henríquez et al., 2022). At the same time, the deepening digitalisation of 
tourism supply chains-from ticketing and information provision to live streaming and re-
mote participation-has introduced new layers of infrastructural dependence (Bekele & 
Raj, 2025; OECD, 2020). Against this backdrop, the metaverse raises a double-edged ques-
tion: to what extent can immersive virtual festivals remove long-standing barriers related 
to mobility, safety and cost, and to what extent might they introduce fresh exclusions 
rooted in device ownership, connectivity, maintenance and digital skills (Gonzales, 2016; 
Helsper, 2021; van Deursen & van Dijk, 2018). This section examines metaverse festivals 
through the combined lenses of accessible tourism and digital inequalities. 

To avoid conflating distinct forms of exclusion, this section treats accessibility as op-
erating across two analytically separable layers. The first concerns participation con-
straints that shape festival attendance generally (economic, geographic, and time/care 
constraints), which hybrid and digital formats may partially relax by reducing travel and 
accommodation burdens. The second concerns impairment-related accessibility, where 
barriers emerge from the interaction between bodies, environments, and service systems 
(physical, sensory, and cognitive accessibility). In festival contexts, this layer is shaped by 
venue design, crowd density, sensory intensity, communication formats, and staff capa-
bility, among other factors (Darcy, 2010; Darcy et al., 2020). Importantly, metaverse-adja-
cent participation introduces a cross-cutting ‘digital accessibility� dimension (device qual-
ity and maintenance, connectivity, platform usability, language options, and ongoing 
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costs), which is unevenly distributed and can reproduce inequality even when geographic 
distance is reduced (Gonzales, 2016; Helsper, 2012; van Deursen & van Dijk, 2018). 

Table 2 summarises how six accessibility dimensions intersect with metaverse-adja-
cent enablers, digital barriers, and governance levers, to keep the discussion mechanism-
led and policy-relevant (Darcy, 2010; Darcy et al., 2020; Gonzales, 2016; Helsper, 2021; 
OECD, 2020; UNWTO, 2016). 

Table 2. Accessibility dimensions, metaverse-adjacent enablers, digital barriers, and governance 
levers. 

Accessibility 
Dimension 

Potential Enablers in 
Metaverse-Adjacent Formats 

Likely Digital Barriers or 
Risks 

Governance and Design Levers 

Physical and 
mobility 

Reduced travel and queuing; 
controllable navigation and 
viewpoints; remote participa-
tion options 

Device fit and comfort; motion 
sickness; inaccessible interfaces; 
lack of assistive-device compat-
ibility 

Accessibility-by-design requirements; 
tested interface standards; hybrid ac-
cess routes; staffed support channels 
(Darcy et al., 2020; UNWTO, 2016) 

Sensory 
Captioning; sign-language 
overlays; audio description; ad-
justable sound and visuals 

Features treated as optional 
add-ons; inconsistent content 
workflows; bandwidth con-
straints 

Procurement and funding tied to ac-
cessibility standards; platform ac-
countability for default settings 
(Darcy et al., 2020; OECD, 2020) 

Cognitive and 
neurodiversity 

Pacing control; reduced crowd 
intensity; personalisable envi-
ronments; clear wayfinding 

Cognitive overload from com-
plex interfaces; unclear infor-
mation architecture; poor mod-
eration 

Usability testing with diverse users; 
clear content labelling; safeguarding 
and moderation rules (Darcy et al., 
2020; Dwivedi et al., 2022) 

Economic 
Avoided transport and accom-
modation costs; tiered digital 
tickets 

High upfront device costs; sub-
scriptions and data plans; 
maintenance and replacement 
costs 

Pricing rules and concessions; public 
access points (libraries, cultural hubs);
subsidised equipment schemes (Gon-
zales, 2016; OECD, 2020) 

Geographic 
Participation without long-haul 
travel; access from peripheral 
regions 

Uneven broadband; unstable 
connectivity; language and 
time-zone frictions 

Broadband investment; multilingual 
and low-bandwidth options; asyn-
chronous access windows (Helsper, 
2021; UNWTO, 2018) 

Time and care-
giving con-
straints 

On-demand viewing; shorter 
participation windows; flexible 
scheduling 

Always-on participation norms; 
attention and device-sharing 
constraints in households 

Hybrid programming design; sched-
uling transparency; family-friendly 
access pathways (UNWTO, 2016; Hel-
sper, 2021) 

Metaverse-related participation can reduce some costs associated with physical at-
tendance, particularly travel and on-site mobility burdens, but any accessibility gain is 
conditional rather than automatic. Accessible design features such as captioning, sign-
language overlays, audio description, adjustable viewpoints, and customisable avatars 
may improve sensory and cognitive access for some users, yet they do not necessarily 
guarantee parity of experience across audiences. Whether these affordances translate into 
inclusion depends on platform design choices and the user�s ability to sustain access to 
suitable devices, connectivity, updates, and support networks, which digital inequality 
research shows are unevenly distributed across income, geography, age, and disability 
status (Darcy, 2010; Darcy et al., 2020; Gonzales, 2016; Helsper, 2021; UNWTO, 2016; van 
Deursen & van Dijk, 2018; Dwivedi et al., 2022). 

Accessible tourism scholarship underscores that accessibility is a property of the en-
tire tourism system, spanning pre-trip information, booking processes, transport, accom-
modation, on-site environments and staff attitudes (Darcy, 2010; Darcy et al., 2020; UN-
WTO, 2016). Substituting physical attendance with “metaverse-based” participation can, 
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in principle, improve informational and sensory accessibility for some audiences-for in-
stance, through captioning, sign-language overlays, audio description, adjustable view-
points or customisable avatars that could reduce stigma (Guttentag, 2010; Tussyadiah et 
al., 2018; Yung & Khoo-Lattimore, 2019). Yet, digital inequality research shows that equi-
table use of such features depends on sustained access to appropriate devices, high-speed 
connectivity, software updates and local support networks (Gonzales, 2016; Helsper, 2021; 
van Deursen & van Dijk, 2018). Costs of hardware and data plans, the need to maintain 
and replace devices and the uneven distribution of digital skills systematically disad-
vantage low-income, rural and older users, including many disabled people (Gonzales, 
2016; Suárez Henríquez et al., 2022). Unless organisers and policymakers explicitly ad-
dress these structural gaps—through inclusive design standards, subsidised equipment 
schemes, community access points and targeted digital skills initiatives—metaverse festi-
vals risk widening, rather than narrowing, participation divides within and across socie-
ties (OECD, 2020; UNWTO, 2016, 2018). 

From a governance perspective, this implies that accessibility in the metaverse cannot 
be left solely to the discretion of individual festival organisers or platform providers. Ac-
cessible tourism research and digital inequality policy debates both point to the im-
portance of system-level interventions, including public investment in broadband infra-
structure, regulatory standards for accessible digital services, and targeted support for 
disabled and low-income users (Darcy et al., 2020; Gonzales, 2016; Helsper, 2021; OECD, 
2020; UNWTO, 2016). Embedding metaverse festivals within these wider policy frame-
works (for example, by linking public funding or cultural grants to compliance with ac-
cessibility guidelines and inclusive design principles), may be more effective than relying 
on voluntary, project-level initiatives alone. 

Yet, accessibility gains are conditional rather than automatic. Digital participation 
can reduce some location-based constraints while simultaneously intensifying “mainte-
nance” burdens: reliable devices, peripheral equipment, stable bandwidth, and recurrent 
subscription or data costs. These requirements matter because digital inequality is not 
only a question of initial access, but also of sustained, good-quality access and the capacity 
to convert connectivity into meaningful participation (Gonzales, 2016; van Deursen & van 
Dijk, 2018). A further implication is that accessibility features often cited as straightfor-
ward solutions (such as avatar embodiment, captions, or multilingual overlays), depend 
on platform design choices, content workflows, and governance priorities, and they may 
remain partial for users with sensory or cognitive access needs if they are implemented as 
optional add-ons rather than as default design principles (Darcy et al., 2020; Helsper, 
2012). Accordingly, the accessibility potential of metaverse-adjacent festivals should be 
framed as contingent on design and governance, not treated as an intrinsic property of 
“virtuality”. 

To overcome these challenges, it may be required to invest in digital infrastructure 
and technology education. Policy instruments could include private organisations, and 
cultural institutions to make sure that the targeted vulnerable groups have the necessary 
equipment and understanding to be able to participate in the metaverse. Thus, expanding 
affordable and reliable connectivity is a precondition for metaverse environments to sup-
port more equitable opportunities for cultural engagement. 

4.2. Cultural Engagement 

Cultural festivals have traditionally been theorised as place-based, time-bounded 
events that generate dense experiences of co-presence, liminality and collective meaning-
making (Laing & Frost, 2010; Mair & Laing, 2012). The rapid diffusion of immersive media 
and virtual event platforms complicates this picture by enabling remote participants to 
experience performances, exhibitions and social interaction through avatars, 3D 
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environments and real-time communication tools (Guttentag, 2010; Yung & Khoo-Lat-
timore, 2019; Yung et al., 2022). 

Cultural participation is not only social but also spatial, because festivals produce 
place meanings through co-presence, movement, and the shared use of public and sym-
bolic space (Appadurai, 1996; Green, 2025). By contrast, digital environments produce a 
different kind of space that is partly abstract (platform architecture and code), partly rela-
tional (networked communities), and still anchored to physical geographies through lan-
guage, time zones, regulation, and uneven digital infrastructures (Boyle et al., 2024; 
Dwivedi et al., 2022). This matters because the same “metaverse-adjacent” format may 
support cultural connection in one context and cultural flattening in another, depending 
on whose spatial norms and cultural codes are embedded in design and governance (Ap-
padurai, 1996; Ceuterick & Ingraham, 2021). Treating space as a cross-cutting variable 
helps explain why accessibility gains may be uneven and why cultural integrity risks can-
not be reduced to individual preferences alone (Green, 2025; Dwivedi et al., 2022). 

Tourism and marketing research on virtual reality suggests that carefully designed 
immersive environments can elicit spatial presence, emotional engagement and attitudi-
nal change comparable to, and in some cases exceeding, conventional media (Tussyadiah 
et al., 2018; Buhalis et al., 2023; Hollensen et al., 2023; Kouroupi, 2025). At the same time, 
questions of authenticity, cultural authority and the commodification of heritage take on 
new forms when cultural content is curated and mediated through proprietary platforms 
and algorithmic interfaces (Dwivedi et al., 2022; UNWTO, 2018). 

This section therefore examines how “metaverse-based” festivals redistribute cul-
tural engagement between on-site and remote publics, and what this implies for co-crea-
tion, representation and cultural power. 

Metaverse-related environments may provide additional channels for representing 
cultural heritage and widening interpretive access, especially where physical access is 
constrained by distance, cost, disability, or capacity limits. At the same time, digitisation 
does not automatically preserve cultural meaning or authority. It can shift control towards 
platform architectures and commercial logics, and it can intensify long-standing risks 
around cultural appropriation, misrepresentation, and uneven value capture if communi-
ties are not meaningfully involved in governance and content curation (Dwivedi et al., 
2022; UNWTO, 2018; Ceuterick & Ingraham, 2021; Park et al., 2019; McIntosh & Prentice, 
1999). For that reason, “preservation” is treated here as a plausible pathway that depends 
on governance conditions, rather than as an assured outcome of virtualisation. 

4.2.1. Quadrant Implications (Expected Patterns) 

• Platform-led and low hybridity (fully virtual, high scale): Accessibility depends 
heavily on device quality, bandwidth and ongoing costs; value capture and data ex-
traction risks tend to be higher; environmental burdens are more likely to shift to-
wards infrastructure and devices unless constrained by efficiency and hosting 
choices (de Reuver et al., 2018; OECD, 2020; UNWTO, 2018); 

• Curator-led and low hybridity (platform-hosted showcases): Cultural stewardship is 
strengthened through programming control, but platform rules still shape data gov-
ernance, visibility and monetisation; substitution effects for travel remain uncertain 
and may vary by audience segment and pricing (Dwivedi et al., 2022; UNWTO, 2018); 

• Institution-led and high hybridity (hybrid extensions of on-site festivals): Place an-
choring and legitimacy are typically stronger (rights management, accessibility pol-
icy, curatorial standards), yet exclusions can persist if assistive features, language 
options and hybrid ticketing remain secondary (Buhalis et al., 2023; UNWTO, 2016); 

• Community-led and high hybridity (local or artist-led hybrid micro-festivals): Inclu-
sion and cultural specificity may be stronger where governance is local, but resource 
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constraints can weaken moderation, safeguarding and quality assurance; environ-
mental outcomes depend on low-tech access routes and infrastructure choices 
(Dwivedi et al., 2022; OECD, 2020). 

Figure 1 proposes an ideal-type map of “metaverse-based” cultural festival configu-
rations along two intersecting dimensions: (1) governance and value capture, ranging 
from platform-centric models dominated by global technology firms to community- or 
institution-led models where cultural organisations retain strategic control; and (2) de-
grees of hybridity, ranging from fully virtual to tightly integrated hybrid formats that 
combine co-located audiences with immersive remote participation (Buhalis et al., 2023; 
Dwivedi et al., 2022; Hollensen et al., 2023; Yung et al., 2022). The four quadrants illustrate 
stylised configurations such as: platform-led, fully virtual mega-festivals; platform-hosted 
but curator-led virtual showcases; institution-led hybrid festivals where metaverse ele-
ments extend on-site programming; and community- or artist-led micro-festivals that lev-
erage open or low-carbon virtual infrastructures. Spatial anchoring is also expected to 
vary across the quadrants: platform-led, low-hybridity formats tend to be more deterrito-
rialised and governed by platform architectures, whereas higher-hybridity and curator or 
community-led configurations tend to retain stronger place anchoring through institu-
tional narratives, local partnerships, and culturally specific participation rules, even when 
participation is partly remote (UNWTO, 2018; Dwivedi et al., 2022; Hollensen et al., 2023). 

This ideal-typical mapping is not intended as an exhaustive classification, but as a 
heuristic to clarify how different socio-technical choices (around platform selection, data 
governance, revenue-sharing, interoperability and openness) could shape who can partic-
ipate, whose cultural forms are foregrounded, and how risks and benefits are distributed 
(Dwivedi et al., 2022; OECD, 2020; UNWTO, 2018). It also highlights that questions of 
accessibility, cultural integrity and environmental performance are likely to vary across 
quadrants: for example, platform-led models may benefit from scale but amplify concerns 
about cultural commodification and data extraction, whereas community-led models may 
align more closely with local cultural agendas yet face resource and visibility constraints. 

To make Figure 1 more operational, the quadrants can be read as predicting distinct 
governance “risk clusters”. In platform-led virtual formats, platform architectures tend to 
concentrate control over identity, moderation, data, and monetisation, creating strong 
value-capture asymmetries unless counterbalanced by clear boundary resources and ac-
countability mechanisms (de Reuver et al., 2018; Ghazawneh & Henfridsson, 2013). In cu-
rator-led but platform-hosted formats, cultural integrity is often strengthened through 
programming control, yet data governance and commercial rules remain partially exter-
nalised to the host platform. In institution-led hybrids, legitimacy and stewardship are 
typically stronger (e.g., rights management, curatorial standards, accessibility policy), but 
the model can reproduce conventional exclusions if ticketing, language, or assistive fea-
tures remain secondary. In community-led hybrids, participatory value may increase, yet 
content moderation, safeguarding, and quality assurance become more fragile. Across 
quadrants, the central governance question is not whether the format is “virtual” or 
“physical”, but where decision rights sit, and how those decision rights shape accessibility 
design, cultural stewardship, and the distribution of environmental burdens across travel 
and digital infrastructure. 
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Figure 1. Ideal type map of “metaverse-based” cultural festivals configurations, by governance and 
degree of hybridity. Note: For reference tracking, sources cited within the figure are consolidated 
here: Buhalis and Sinarta (2019); Buhalis et al. (2023); Ceuterick (2021); Dwivedi et al. (2022); Hol-
lensen et al. (2023); Laing and Frost (2010); Lee et al. (2021); Mair and Laing (2012); OECD (2020); 
UNWTO (2018); Yung et al. (2022). 
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4.2.2. Space and Geography Implications 

Space and geography matter because festivals do not merely take place in locations; 
they actively produce place meanings through co-presence, movement, and the shared 
use of public and symbolic space (Laing & Frost, 2010; Mair & Laing, 2012; Quinn, 2005). 
“Metaverse-adjacent” formats introduce a layered spatiality in which the event is shaped 
by (i) physical geographies of hosts and audiences, including time zones, language, and 
regulatory regimes, (ii) infrastructural geographies, including connectivity, device access, 
and the energy systems that sustain data intensive participation, and (iii) platform archi-
tectures that script what kinds of interaction, visibility, and representation are possible 
(Ash et al., 2016; Kitchin & Dodge, 2011; Leszczynski, 2019; Dwivedi et al., 2022; Hollensen 
et al., 2023; UNWTO, 2018). Treating spatiality as a cross-cutting condition therefore helps 
explain why accessibility gains and cultural integrity risks may vary across the four quad-
rants in Figure 1 even when the headline technology appears similar, because the under-
lying geographies of code, infrastructure, and governance are not evenly distributed 
(Sheller & Urry, 2006). 

In addition to preservation, the metaverse also fosters innovation in how culture is 
displayed and interacted with. Artists and curators can experiment with formats that 
would be impossible in the physical world, creating fully immersive environments that 
engage users through sight, sound, and touch (Lee et al., 2021). These innovations offer 
dynamic new ways for people to experience culture, blending traditional elements with 
cutting-edge technology to create multi-sensory, participatory experiences. However, 
such new forms of participation entail threats that are cultural imperialism and commer-
cialization of cultures. When cultural events migrate into globally networked virtual en-
vironments, there is a risk that the specificities of particular cultures may be simplified or 
standardised to align with perceived global tastes. The desire to produce content that 
would appeal to the international audience may result in the distortion of cultural arte-
facts for commercial purposes, which may not be genuine (Lee et al., 2021; Dwivedi et al., 
2022). Moreover, the manner in which culture is presented in the metaverse where cultural 
products are commercialized in the form of products or experiences causes concerns about 
who owns, controls, and benefits from culture where heritage is digitized (Buhalis & 
Sinarta, 2019). 

Thus, when considering the metaverse as a nascent approach to experiencing and 
fostering cultures, it is important to foreground the unresolved issues, given the scale of 
the opportunities and risks involved. The hazards of cultural imperialism and commer-
cialization point to the need to maintain cultural sensitivity and integrity in the design 
and governance of these virtual domains. 

4.3. Sustainability 

Environmental debates around festivals have traditionally centred on audience 
travel, energy use, material consumption and waste management, with travel-related 
emissions consistently identified as the largest single contributor to event footprints 
(Laing & Frost, 2010; Mair & Laing, 2012; Niñerola et al., 2019). In tourism more broadly, 
digital transformation is increasingly framed as both an enabler of low-carbon innovation 
and a growing source of energy demand and electronic waste (Bekele & Raj, 2025; OECD, 
2020; UNWTO, 2018). “metaverse-based” festivals crystallise this tension: virtual attend-
ance can reduce transport, accommodation and on-site resource consumption, yet de-
pends on data centres, communication networks and user devices whose lifecycle impacts 
are unevenly understood and geographically dispersed (Buquicchio et al., 2024; Nleya & 
Velempini, 2024; Zhao & You, 2023). This section considers the conditions under which 
metaverse festivals might contribute to more environmentally sustainable festival ecolo-
gies, and where sustainability claims remain speculative or problematic. 



Tour. Hosp. 2026, 7, 41 18 of 35 
 

https://doi.org/10.3390/tourhosp7020041 

From an environmental perspective, virtual and hybrid participation may reduce, 
particularly where substitution occurs, some on-site burdens associated with travel, tem-
porary infrastructure, and festival waste, but the direction and size of any net benefit re-
mains contingent on substitution rates, the carbon intensity of electricity, and device and 
data centre lifecycles. Even if local pressures ease, impacts can be displaced to digital in-
frastructures through increased data traffic and data centre energy demand, as well as to 
device manufacture and end-of-life e-waste streams (Masanet et al., 2020; Cucchiella et al., 
2015). Recent assessments of virtual worlds emphasise that energy and climate implica-
tions depend on platform design, user behaviour, and accounting boundaries, and should 
not be assumed to be inherently low impact (Buquicchio et al., 2024). For festivals, this 
suggests that sustainability claims need to separate local footprint changes at the host des-
tination and event site from broader footprint shifts and rebound effects, and that evalu-
ation should build on established event sustainability and footprint approaches rather 
than on generic digital promises (Collins & Cooper, 2017; Mair & Laing, 2012). 

At the same time, any environmental benefit is not automatic. Metaverse and XR ex-
periences rely on energy-intensive digital infrastructures, including data centres and com-
munication networks, particularly when delivering high-quality, real-time content 
(Masanet et al., 2020). The associated emissions depend on electricity mixes and efficiency 
trends, and should be considered alongside rebound effects and usage growth. In addi-
tion, the manufacture and disposal of devices, including VR headsets, raises concerns 
about resource depletion and e-waste (Cucchiella et al., 2015). 

Recent modelling studies suggest that, under specific conditions, the expansion of 
metaverse applications could produce substantial emissions reductions by substituting 
high-carbon activities, including commuting, business travel and some leisure mobility. 
Zhao and You (2023), for instance, estimate that metaverse adoption in the United States 
could reduce cumulative greenhouse gas emissions by up to 10 Gt CO2e by 2050 through 
virtualisation of work, education and entertainment, assuming rapid decarbonisation of 
the electricity mix and continued efficiency gains in data centres and networks. In a dif-
ferent context, Nleya and Velempini (2024) argue that industrial metaverse applications 
can support emissions reductions via process optimisation, digital twins and predictive 
maintenance, while simultaneously emphasising that potential gains are highly sensitive 
to hardware lifetimes, rebound effects and system design choices. By analogy, claims that 
“metaverse-based” festivals are environmentally beneficial are plausible only when they 
evidently displace high-emission travel and material production, and when the digital 
infrastructures supporting them are powered by low-carbon energy and designed for ef-
ficiency. 

Seen through the overtourism lens, the sustainability stakes of “metaverse-based” 
festivals extend beyond incremental efficiency gains to questions of how visitor pressure 
is spatially and temporally organised. Empirical work on festival and event footprints 
shows that concentrated visitor flows at specific sites generate substantial ecological im-
pacts through transport, temporary infrastructure and waste (Collins & Cooper, 2017; 
Mair & Laing, 2012). At the same time, overtourism research demonstrates that destina-
tions experiencing recurrent crowding, protest and perceived loss of liveability are often 
grappling with structural imbalances between tourism demand, carrying capacity and lo-
cal governance (Koens et al., 2018; Mihalič, 2020). By enabling some forms of festival par-
ticipation to be decoupled from physically saturated inner-city districts or heritage cores, 
metaverse and hybrid configurations may contribute to the dispersal strategies advocated 
in policy reports on overtourism, which emphasise spatial and temporal redistribution 
rather than simple growth constraints (European Parliament, 2018; World Tourism Or-
ganization et al., 2018). However, any such contribution will depend on whether virtual 
formats are deliberately integrated into destination-wide strategies for managing visitor 
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pressure, or whether they merely supplement already intense on-site demand while add-
ing new layers of energy use and digital infrastructure dependency (Mihalič, 2020; 
Seraphin et al., 2018). 

At the same time, critical assessments of virtual worlds caution that immersive digital 
infrastructures are far from immaterial. The Shift Project�s recent report on virtual worlds 
shows that large-scale deployment of high-resolution, low-latency immersive services 
could significantly increase electricity consumption and associated emissions if demand 
is left unconstrained and networks are optimised solely for performance (Buquicchio et 
al., 2024). The report highlights, for example, that expanded use of bandwidth-intensive 
immersive applications can dramatically raise the energy intensity of mobile networks, 
especially if additional hardware is required to meet latency and quality expectations. In 
the festival context, any apparent environmental gains from possible reduced audience 
travel may therefore be assessed against the energy profiles of streaming, rendering and 
device use, as well as the e-waste generated by accelerated upgrade cycles (Nleya & Ve-
lempini, 2024). Rather than assuming that metaverse festivals are “green by default”, or-
ganisers and policymakers need to adopt explicit digital-sobriety strategies-such as cap-
ping resolution where appropriate, prioritising efficient coding and hosting, using renew-
able-powered data centres, and designing experiences that are compatible with longer-
lived, lower-spec devices-if virtualisation is to translate into genuine reductions in lifecy-
cle impacts (OECD, 2020; UNWTO, 2018; Buquicchio et al., 2024). 

These considerations point towards a need for closer alignment between festival 
strategies, climate policy and digital policy. Destination authorities and cultural funders 
increasingly commit to national or local net-zero targets, yet few event guidelines explic-
itly address the energy and material footprints of immersive infrastructures (OECD, 2020; 
UNWTO, 2018). Integrating metaverse festivals into climate action plans, green event 
standards and public procurement criteria—for instance, by prioritising renewable-pow-
ered hosting, efficiency-optimised platforms and longer-lived devices—would help en-
sure that virtual and hybrid formats contribute to, rather than undermine, tourism decar-
bonisation objectives. At the same time, digital policy instruments, such as incentives for 
energy-efficient data centres and support for repair and recycling ecosystems, become 
part of the enabling environment for environmentally credible “metaverse-based” festi-
vals. 

5. Examples of Metaverse Festivals 
The cases are selected as globally visible, well-documented experiments that span 

different festival genres and degrees of platform-mediated immersion, allowing the re-
view to illustrate how “metaverse-adjacent” features are being assembled in practice. Se-
lection was guided by three pragmatic criteria: public documentation and scholarly com-
mentary sufficient to support transparent description; diversity of cultural and event for-
mats (a media and creative industries festival, a large-scale music festival, and an immer-
sive exhibition within an international film festival); and the presence of “metaverse-ad-
jacent” design elements such as avatar-mediated interaction, 3D or XR environments, and 
platform-based social participation. They are not treated as fully “metaverse-based” fes-
tivals, but as boundary cases that clarify transition pathways and analytical limits (Ceu-
terick, 2021; Gallarza et al., 2023; Green, 2025; Dwivedi et al., 2022). 

5.1. SXSW Online and Tomorrowland Around the World 

SXSW Online and Tomorrowland Around the World exemplify how large-scale fes-
tivals experimented with “metaverse-adjacent” formats during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
while grappling with enduring questions of liveness, place and authenticity. Rather than 
isolated anomalies, these events sit within a broader shift towards virtual music festivals 
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(VMFs), in which digital architectures seek to reproduce—and, at times, reimagine—the 
affective and social qualities traditionally associated with co-located gatherings (Green, 
2025; Gallarza et al., 2023). SXSW�s 2021 online edition combined multi-track live-
streamed conference and performance content with an extended reality (XR) environ-
ment, enabling remote attendees to access screenings, talks and networking functions via 
web, mobile and VR interfaces (SXSW, 2020; Hoffman, 2021). Tomorrowland Around the 
World, launched in 2020 as a fully virtual iteration of the Belgian electronic dance music 
festival, offered a 3D island with multiple stages, avatar-based navigation and digitally 
rendered scenography, explicitly framing the event as a festival “world” rather than a 
simple broadcast of performances (Machado et al., 2022; King, 2021). These platforms il-
lustrate how online and metaverse-like environments can loosen some geographic and 
financial constraints for some groups, enabling international participation without the 
need for long-haul travel or on-site accommodation, and thus extending festival brands 
to audiences who might otherwise remain excluded. 

From an experience perspective, research on VMFs suggests that such formats can 
generate meaningful value for audiences across both cognitive (e.g., musical content qual-
ity) and affective (e.g., enjoyment, escapism) dimensions, even when participation occurs 
from domestic spaces (Gallarza et al., 2023). At the same time, qualitative work on Splen-
dour XR—an extended reality festival that similarly sought to reconstruct a physical site 
in a virtual environment—indicates that the translation of “liveness” and festival place 
into digital form remains contested and uneven, with participants negotiating tensions 
between immersion, technical limitations and the absence of embodied crowd dynamics 
(Green, 2025). These findings resonate with industry-facing research showing ambivalent 
attitudes among festival gatekeepers: while ICT-enhanced performances are recognised 
as tools for broadening access and potentially improving environmental performance, 
many practitioners question whether virtual festivals can deliver a sufficiently authentic 
sense of co-present performance to justify long-term substitution of physical events (Bos-
sey, 2022). 

For the purposes of this paper, SXSW Online and Tomorrowland Around the World 
are treated as illustrative cases rather than outcomes in themselves. They demonstrate that 
virtual and metaverse-aligned festivals can expand cultural reach, diversify participation 
and support new forms of transnational engagement. However, they also foreground the 
ongoing significance of digital divides (high-speed connectivity, adequate devices, XR 
hardware) and raise questions about the distribution of environmental burdens across 
energy-intensive data infrastructures and user devices (Bossey, 2022; Green, 2025). These 
examples thus underscore the central argument of the article: metaverse festivals and hy-
brid formats may contribute to more inclusive and potentially more sustainable cultural 
festival ecologies, but they do so under conditions shaped by unequal access to digital 
infrastructures, contested notions of authenticity and unresolved trade-offs between ma-
terial and digital resource use. 

5.2. Venice Film Festival VR Expanded 

Venice Film Festival�s VR section (rebranded as Venice VR Expanded in 2020) offers 
a complementary perspective by foregrounding immersive narrative and exhibition de-
sign rather than music performance (La Biennale di Venezia, 2020). Curated as an official 
competition and showcase for VR and XR works, the 2020 and 2021 editions were deliv-
ered entirely online, with visitors entering a virtual Venice Biennale via VR headsets and 
navigating a gondola-based hub to access 360-degree films and room-scale experiences 
(La Biennale di Venezia, 2020; Ceuterick, 2021). Unlike live-streamed concerts, these ex-
periences were conceived from the outset as spatialised, interactive environments in 
which the audience�s embodied presence (and their capacity to move, turn and explore) 
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forms part of the text itself. This aligns with broader accounts of “metaverse film” and 
cinematic virtual reality (CVR) as emerging audiovisual practices that embed viewers 
within diegetic worlds, often blurring boundaries between cinema, game engines and net-
worked worlds (Martínez-Cano, 2023; Säks, 2022). 

Scholars of immersive media have argued that such VR exhibition contexts demand 
a rethinking of spectatorship, as viewers oscillate between more constrained three-de-
grees-of-freedom (3DoF) 360-degree viewing and highly mobile six-degrees-of-freedom 
(6DoF) room-scale exploration (Ceuterick, 2021; Ceuterick & Ingraham, 2021). In the case 
of Venice VR Expanded, this translated into sophisticated choreographies of entry, navi-
gation and interaction: audiences moved through architecturally evocative lobbies, se-
lected works from virtual arcades, and then shifted into discrete narrative spaces where 
bodily orientation and motion shaped what could be seen, heard and felt. This mode of 
engagement extends beyond simple replication of a physical festival site; it experiments 
with forms of cultural encounter that are only possible in virtual environments, including 
gravity-defying perspectives, volumetric performances and multi-sensory scenographies 
that resist direct analogues in conventional cinemas or festival theatres (Martínez-Cano, 
2023). 

At the same time, Venice VR Expanded exposes structural limitations that sit at the 
centre of debates about cultural accessibility in “metaverse-adjacent” contexts. Access to 
the full programme required relatively high-end VR equipment and stable broadband 
connectivity, conditions that complicate claims that digital festivals are inherently more 
inclusive (Ceuterick, 2021; Säks, 2022). From a sustainability perspective, Venice VR Ex-
panded may reduce, particularly where substitution occurs, travel-related emissions as-
sociated with international festival tourism when remote participation substitutes for 
physical attendance, yet it also relies on energy-intensive infrastructures and hardware 
lifecycles whose environmental impacts are only beginning to be systematically examined 
within events and tourism scholarship (Bossey, 2022; Green, 2025). In this paper, Venice 
VR Expanded is therefore positioned as an advanced experiment in immersive festival 
design that expands the repertoire of cultural engagement while foregrounding the con-
ditions under which metaverse-related festival formats may reproduce, shift, or mitigate 
inequalities in access, representation, and environmental burden. 

6. Challenges and Future Directions for Metaverse Festivals 
6.1. Addressing the Digital Divide 

The expansion of “metaverse-adjacent” and virtual festival formats can widen access 
for some audiences, but it can also reproduce or intensify digital inequality when partici-
pation depends on unevenly distributed resources and capabilities. In the paper�s organ-
ising framework, the digital divide is treated as a multi-layer constraint that operates 
through (i) material access to suitable devices and reliable connectivity, (ii) digital skills 
and confidence needed to navigate immersive environments, (iii) platform design choices 
that determine usability and accessibility features, (iv) ongoing costs linked to subscrip-
tions, upgrades, data use, and hardware replacement, and (v) the presence or absence of 
enforceable accessibility standards (Gonzales, 2016; Helsper, 2021; van Deursen & van 
Dijk, 2018; Darcy et al., 2020). 

The policy relevance follows directly, as inclusion is more likely when governance 
levers are used to reduce these barriers, for example through minimum accessibility-by-
design requirements in procurement, transparent pricing and low-cost access routes, pub-
lic access points (such as libraries, community hubs, or cultural institutions), and hybrid 
participation models that preserve meaningful engagement without making high-end de-
vices the default entry ticket to culture (UNWTO, 2016; European Parliament, 2018; 
OECD, 2020). 
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Operationally, this points to a small set of governance levers. Material access can be 
supported through pricing and access routes that lower up-front and recurring costs (for 
example, subsidised tickets, device loan schemes, and public access points in libraries, 
schools or cultural venues). Skills barriers can be addressed through targeted support and 
multilingual guidance, designed with disabled users, older adults and rural communities 
in mind. Platform design choices can be governed through licensing and procurement 
requirements that treat accessibility-by-design, interoperability and safety features as 
baseline conditions rather than optional add-ons. Finally, hybrid access routes, including 
low-bandwidth streams and on-site partner hubs, can reduce exclusion for participants 
who cannot or do not wish to use immersive devices (Gonzales, 2016; Helsper, 2021; van 
Deursen & van Dijk, 2018; Darcy et al., 2020). 

6.2. Preserving Cultural Authenticity 

When festivals move to the metaverse, there is a problem of how to preserve cultural 
integrity while transitioning to the new platform. Cultural festivals are traditionally asso-
ciated with certain cultural settings and cultural practices, and fears are justified that their 
transition to the online environment may lead to the loss or distortion of these aspects. 
Since the metaverse is a global environment and digital, it is possible to reduce the specific 
local or indigenous cultural practices to the lowest common denominator, thus erasing 
the contextual meaning (McIntosh & Prentice, 1999; Park et al., 2019; Kouroupi & Metaxas, 
2023). 

6.2.1. Challenges of Maintaining Cultural Authenticity 

Globalization and Homogenization: The first risk is that it may be possible to erase 
or flatten local and indigenous cultural practices in the process of conforming to global 
virtual festivals. For instance, the requirement to adapt to an international audience in the 
metaverse may cause cultural domestication or westernisation of some aspects because 
they may be unfamiliar to a global audience. Such globalization tends to erase cultural 
differences while failing to preserve the identified facets of locale-specific experience, cul-
ture, and history (Appadurai, 1996; Niezen, 2008). 

Commercialization: The other issue of concern is commercialization or commodifica-
tion of culture. In a virtual festival, culture may be commodified into easily digestible 
objects, such as virtual personas, or artefacts that are bought and sold in the form of NFTs. 
Such commercialization can help deepen traditions, but can also endanger rich, vibrant 
traditions of becoming petrified cultural objects, the lifelessness that Park et al. (2019) dis-
cusses about. There is a possibility that local or indigenous people might have little or no 
say on how their culture is depicted or commercialized online, thus resulting in cultural 
appropriation. 

6.2.2. Strategies to Preserve Cultural Authenticity in the Metaverse 

Involving Local Communities in Content Creation: Cultural integrity in the 
metaverse means that local or indigenous communities are able to determine how their 
cultural assets are presented. These communities should be involved in creating the con-
tent (Kouroupi & Metaxas, 2023) so that virtual representations of their practices are cor-
rect and not offensive. Engagement with artists, performers, and cultural guardians from 
these communities might assist in preserving cultural authenticity (McIntosh & Prentice, 
1999; Park et al., 2019). 

Contextualizing Cultural Elements: One of the critical approaches is to make sure 
that the cultural aspects are well anchored in the virtual context. For example, the 
metaverse performances should offer live descriptions, historical backgrounds, and in-
formative materials together with the performances or artefacts to make sure that the 
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audience grasps the meaning of the festivals as cultural practices (McIntosh & Prentice, 
1999). This can be done by avatars, additional information, or question and answer ses-
sions with cultural consultants. 

Protecting Cultural Intellectual Property (IP): Another important strategy of main-
taining authenticity is the protection of cultural heritage as the object of intellectual prop-
erty. Indigenous and local people should be able to regulate how their cultural assets are 
disseminated and commercialised in the metaverse. This can include provisions that can 
support, under certain conditions, that any revenues that may accrue from the use of cul-
tural assets are split with the owners of such cultural heritage (McIntosh & Prentice, 1999; 
Hutson, 2024). 

Designing Platforms for Cultural Specificity: Last but not least, metaverse platforms 
should not erase culture by making all experiences fit into a single digital mould. One can 
design the virtual environment to reflect the specific look and feel, meaning, and practice 
of various cultures without using a standard template (Helsper, 2021; Hutson, 2024). This 
design flexibility could help to support that each festival is unique and does not gradually 
turn into a standardised global event. 

On one hand the metaverse provides new opportunities for cultural festivals to reach 
a global audience, but on the other hand it poses challenges to cultural integrity. This 
means that in order not to cause distress or eventual dilution of local or indigenous prac-
tices, the following strategies are needed including local community involvement, contex-
tualization of cultural benchmarks, cultural intellectual property rights protection and 
creation of customized platforms that fully appreciate and respect cultural contexts. With 
the right approach, metaverse can be used as a platform for the respectful and authentic 
representation of diverse cultures, rather than a platform contributing to their homogeni-
zation or commodification. 

6.3. Future Trends in Metaverse Festivals 

The future of virtual festivals is likely to be shaped by ongoing developments in aug-
mented reality (AR) and virtual reality (VR). These technologies may add new dimensions 
to cultural festival experiences by supporting more immersive, multi-sensory, and per-
sonalised forms of engagement. At the same time, the extent to which these developments 
translate into meaningful improvements in festival experience, inclusion, or learning re-
mains conditional on design choices, governance arrangements, and the uneven distribu-
tion of digital resources and skills. 

6.3.1. Enhanced Immersive Experiences 

Advancements in AR and VR may allow some dimensions of festival participation to 
be approximated for certain users, particularly those linked to visual immersion, guided 
interpretation, and interactive cultural learning. However, such experiences are likely to 
remain weaker on others that are central to physical festivals, including crowd co-pres-
ence, place atmosphere, and the embodied spontaneity of being in a shared public space. 
Emerging capabilities such as haptic feedback and more sophisticated spatial computing 
may increase perceived presence and interactivity, yet evidence on the extent to which 
these affordances produce comparable cultural meaning, emotional intensity, or sustained 
engagement is still limited in festival-specific contexts (Hager & Sung, 2011; Asad et al., 
2021; Cranmer et al., 2023; Hutson, 2024). For that reason, the most defensible claim at 
present is that immersive technologies may broaden the repertoire of cultural encounter 
and co-creation, rather than replacing the distinctive social and spatial qualities of in-per-
son festival participation. 
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6.3.2. Expanded Access and Personalisation 

Future AR and VR developments may widen access and enable more tailored partic-
ipation, but only under governance and affordability conditions that address persistent 
barriers linked to connectivity, device costs, platform usability, and digital skills. AI-ena-
bled personalisation may support adaptive navigation, content recommendations, and 
configurable modes of engagement (for example, allowing users to select specific perfor-
mances, customise avatars, or adjust sensory and cognitive settings). In principle, these 
features could support some forms of accessibility, yet they may also introduce new ex-
clusions if they are designed for high-end devices, require continuous upgrades, or as-
sume advanced digital literacy (Desai, 2022; Rafieian & Yoganarasimhan, 2023). Conse-
quently, any inclusion benefits should be framed as contingent outcomes of accessibility-
by-design, transparent pricing and hybrid access routes, rather than as automatic effects 
of technological progress. 

6.4. Overtourism and Metaverse Implications 

Positioning “metaverse-based” festivals within overtourism debates also clarifies 
what such formats can and cannot plausibly achieve for destinations under pressure. 
Studies on overtourism underscore that resident discontent, protest and perceived loss of 
place are rooted in wider governance failures, uneven benefit distribution and cumulative 
pressures on housing, mobility and public space, rather than visitor numbers alone (Gar-
cía-Buades et al., 2022; Koens et al., 2018; Mihalič, 2020). Conceptual and policy work sug-
gests that meaningful mitigation requires a portfolio of measures, including dispersal, ca-
pacity management, regulatory reform and community participation (Milano et al., 2019; 
European Parliament, 2018; World Tourism Organization et al., 2018). 

Whether “metaverse-adjacent” festival participation alleviates or amplifies overtour-
ism pressures is likely to depend on behavioural mechanisms rather than on technology 
alone (Mihalič, 2020; Milano et al., 2019). A substitution effect occurs when remote partic-
ipation replaces a trip that would otherwise have taken place, potentially reducing peak 
crowding and travel-related emissions (Guttentag, 2010; Tussyadiah et al., 2018). A com-
plementary effect occurs when digital participation increases desire for future in-person 
attendance, which may intensify demand rather than relieve it (Guttentag, 2010; Tus-
syadiah et al., 2018). A temporal or portfolio effect occurs when digital formats redistrib-
ute participation across time, locations, or visitor segments, easing pressure on specific 
sites while maintaining cultural reach (Koens et al., 2018; World Tourism Organization et 
al., 2018). 

These mechanisms can interact with induced or expanded demand, especially where 
virtual access lowers barriers and enlarges the total market (Gössling et al., 2020; Seraphin 
et al., 2018). For policy relevance, the key question becomes conditional: which govern-
ance designs (for example ticketing structures, programming differentiation, accessibility 
standards, and data and value governance) increase the probability of substitution and 
redistribution while limiting rebound effects (Dwivedi et al., 2022; European Parliament, 
2018). 

In this context, metaverse and hybrid cultural festivals are better understood as po-
tential instruments within a broader destination strategy: they may help redistribute at-
tention and participation away from highly contested sites, trial lower-impact modes of 
access and create alternative spaces for cultural co-creation, but they will not by them-
selves resolve structural drivers of overtourism (Seraphin et al., 2018; Kouroupi & Meta-
xas, 2023). This paper thus provides a conceptual stepping stone for subsequent empirical 
work that can test when, where and for whom metaverse-enabled festivals function as 
credible tools for easing pressure on overstretched destinations, rather than as additional 
layers of spectacle. 
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6.5. Regulatory, Ethical, and Economic Implications 

Regulatory Concerns: While further developing the festival industry, regulators will 
need to face such problems as data protection, non-proprietary use of technologies, and 
security of participants. Virtual festivals gather large amount of user data and, in some 
cases, biometric data such as haptic feedback and gaze tracking. This data could be at risk 
of misuse, and this means that may require strong data protection laws to protect the users 
(Wylde et al., 2023; Fiaz et al., 2024). Moreover, issues related to the ownership and distri-
bution of digital content and distribution of cultural artefacts or performance, especially 
through virtual means, will require further definition to safeguard the rights of the crea-
tors of cultural content and festival promoters. 

Ethical Considerations: AR/VR in virtual festivals pose many ethical concerns, espe-
cially with regard to portraying local or indigenous peoples. It is also easy to misrepresent 
the culture of a people or to commercialise it since the virtual environment is not a real 
place. Festival promoters will have to engage with cultural stakeholders to make sure that 
the above technologies are used appropriately, and culturally sensitive performances are 
not distorted (Hutson, 2024). This can be critical in avoiding exploitation of the cultures 
by other people with a different intention other than the actual representation of the cul-
tures by the respective communities. 

Economic Opportunities and Challenges: From the point of view of economics, the 
use of highly developed technologies like AR/VR in virtual festivals has its advantages 
and disadvantages. On the one hand, the global accessibility of virtual festivals enables 
the organisers to create new revenue streams by using tiered experiences, virtual prod-
ucts, and exclusive AR/VR content (Dwivedi et al., 2022; Kang et al., 2024; Kouroupi & 
Metaxas, 2024). On the other hand, the high costs of creating and sustaining the AR/VR 
infrastructures may reduce, particularly where substitution occurs, the feasibility of the 
technologies for small-scale festivals or low-income groups, thus widening the digital gap 
(Helsper, 2021; Kouroupi & Metaxas, 2023). Hence there will be a constant tension be-
tween profitability and inclusiveness that can be a major consideration for the festival�s 
organisers. 

With the advancement in AR/VR technologies, virtual festivals could become even 
more realistic, inclusive and personalised giving people unique experiences in relation to 
cultural materials. However, all these advancements come with regulatory, ethical, and 
economic issues that the festival organisers and cultural stakeholders need to consider. 
The privacy of the users, the cultural integrity, and the costs of these technologies will be 
significant factors affecting the future development of virtual festivals. 

Taken together, these regulatory, ethical and economic issues suggest that metaverse 
festivals will require forms of governance that cut across conventional sectoral and scalar 
boundaries. Data protection authorities, cultural ministries, tourism boards, competition 
regulators and local governments each hold partial responsibilities for aspects of digital 
infrastructure, cultural rights, market power and environmental performance, yet there is 
currently little coordination between them in relation to immersive event platforms 
(Dwivedi et al., 2022; OECD, 2020; UNWTO, 2018). Multi-level governance arrangements 
(such as for example, co-regulatory frameworks that combine statutory protections with 
industry codes, or public–private partnerships that condition support on accessibility, cul-
tural integrity and environmental criteria) may offer more promising routes than narrow, 
single-issue interventions. For tourism and hospitality policy-makers, metaverse festivals 
thus become a test case for how to govern emerging socio-technical systems in ways that 
align digital innovation with inclusive and sustainable destination development. 
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7. Limitations and Directions for Future Research 
This study has several limitations that should be recognised when interpreting its 

arguments. Methodologically, the article adopts a narrative literature review rather than 
a systematic review. This choice is appropriate for an emergent, heterogeneous and con-
ceptually diffuse field, but it also implies a higher degree of subjectivity in study selection 
and interpretation (Baumeister & Leary, 1997; Ferrari, 2015; Greenhalgh et al., 2018). 

The search strategy was transparent but not exhaustive. It prioritised Scopus and 
Web of Science, supplemented by Google Scholar, targeted journal searches and citation 
chaining, which may under-represent relevant work published in non-indexed outlets or 
in disciplines adjacent to tourism and hospitality (Grant & Booth, 2009; Pahlevan-Sharif 
et al., 2019). 

The focus on English-language sources almost certainly biases the review towards 
Global North perspectives and may underplay how metaverse-related infrastructures and 
inequalities are playing out in the Global South, where connectivity, affordability and 
governance patterns can differ substantially. These constraints are consistent with con-
temporary understandings of narrative reviews as interpretive syntheses rather than com-
prehensive inventories and are acknowledged as such (Ferrari, 2015; Sukhera, 2022). 

There are also substantive limitations tied to the underlying evidence base. Empirical 
research on “metaverse-based” cultural festivals remains sparse, often extrapolated from 
adjacent domains such as virtual tourism, online events and digital heritage, which limits 
the strength of any generalisations about accessibility, cultural engagement and environ-
mental performance (Guttentag, 2010; Tussyadiah et al., 2018; Yung & Khoo-Lattimore, 
2019; Yung et al., 2022). Many of the environmental claims referenced are scenario-based 
and focus on broader metaverse applications rather than festivals specifically, which 
means that estimated emission reductions and rebound effects should be treated as indic-
ative rather than definitive (Buquicchio et al., 2024; Nleya & Velempini, 2024; Zhao & You, 
2023). 

Future research could address these gaps in at least three ways. First, comparative 
case studies of fully virtual, hybrid and predominantly physical festivals across different 
destinations would help clarify how accessibility and participation actually change for 
diverse audience groups, including disabled people, older adults and communities with 
constrained digital access (Darcy, 2010; Darcy et al., 2020; Suárez Henríquez et al., 2022). 

Second, multi-actor and longitudinal designs that combine ethnography, digital trace 
data and interviews with organisers, platform providers, artists and audiences could illu-
minate how governance arrangements, commercial models and platform logics shape cul-
tural representation, co-creation and local value capture over time (Buhalis et al., 2023; 
Dwivedi et al., 2022; Hollensen et al., 2023). 

Third, tailored environmental assessments—including life cycle analyses of devices 
and infrastructures, and empirically grounded estimates of travel substitution—are 
needed to test whether metaverse or hybrid festivals can genuinely reduce lifecycle im-
pacts in specific tourism contexts, or merely shift burdens spatially and temporally (Laing 
& Frost, 2010; Mair & Laing, 2012; Niñerola et al., 2019). 

Together, such studies would both complement and challenge the conceptual prop-
ositions offered here, and help move debates about cultural festivals in the metaverse from 
informed speculation towards empirically anchored evaluation. 

8. Conclusions 
The metaverse has emerged as a promising, albeit contested, platform for enhancing 

accessibility and cultural interaction and for supporting more sustainable festival prac-
tices under certain conditions. 
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At a conceptual level, the review suggests that metaverse infrastructures have the 
capacity to widen access to cultural festivals by loosening the coupling between partici-
pation and physical co-presence. High-profile virtual events such as SXSW Online and 
Tomorrowland Around the World demonstrate how extensive programmes of perfor-
mances, talks and networking can be delivered to globally distributed audiences, echoing 
broader findings that online music festivals can foster distinctive forms of experiential 
value, satisfaction and loyalty among remote participants (Gallarza et al., 2023; Wang et 
al., 2024). At the same time, the available evidence does not yet permit firm conclusions 
about who gains most from these formats, and persistent digital inequalities continue to 
constrain participation for people without reliable connectivity, appropriate devices or 
relevant digital skills (Gonzales, 2016; Helsper, 2021). 

This expansion of access can make cultural experiences more widely available, 
providing a platform for people in geographically distant areas or structurally disadvan-
taged groups to participate in festivals that were previously difficult to reach. 

With regard to culture, emerging forms of cultural consumption are increasingly me-
diated through metaverse environments supported by VR and AR technologies. In terms 
of cultural engagement, immersive sections such as Venice VR Expanded at the Venice 
International Film Festival illustrate how VR-based exhibition spaces can move festivalgo-
ers from predominantly passive spectating towards more active, embodied exploration of 
curated environments. Analyses of works such as Queerskins: Ark, which premiered in 
Venice VR Expanded, show how virtual reality can reconfigure spectatorship, presence 
and embodiment in ways that differ from conventional cinema (Ceuterick, 2021). These 
developments align with wider research on immersive storytelling and metaverse-ori-
ented audiovisual practices, which highlights the potential of XR to support new, affec-
tively rich modes of cultural encounter while simultaneously raising complex questions 
about authorship, cultural memory and representational ethics (Ceuterick & Ingraham, 
2021; Martínez-Cano, 2023; Säks, 2022). For festival and destination managers, a key im-
plication is that “metaverse-based” initiatives are best framed not as substitutes for em-
bodied cultural participation, but as complementary spaces that can extend reach, diver-
sify formats and experiment with more inclusive, community-informed models of cul-
tural production. 

From a sustainability perspective, virtual and hybrid festivals may reduce certain 
onsite impacts and some travel-related pressures, particularly where they generate genu-
ine substitution; however, environmental burdens are also displaced towards energy use 
in networks, devices, and data centres, and the overall balance depends on participation 
patterns, production choices, and infrastructure intensity (Collins & Cooper, 2017; 
Masanet et al., 2020). Digital platforms can reduce the need for some forms of long-dis-
tance travel and on-site resource use, although the energy consumption of data centres 
and the manufacture of virtual reality equipment mean that careful life-cycle assessment 
remains essential. However, actual energy consumption by data centres and the energy 
used for the manufacture of virtual reality equipment need to be considered and require 
sustainable energy and recycling solutions. 

The three illustrative cases discussed in this article give concrete shape to these 
broader arguments. SXSW Online and Tomorrowland Around the World show how 
multi-stage, high-profile festivals can be reconfigured as virtual or hybrid events that at-
tract dispersed audiences and deliver affective, socially meaningful experiences through 
avatar-based environments, interactive scenography and multi-channel streaming (Gal-
larza et al., 2023; Green, 2025). Venice VR Expanded, in turn, demonstrates how immer-
sive exhibitions can reconceptualise spectatorship by situating audiences inside narrative 
worlds and curatorial architectures that have no direct equivalent in conventional festival 
venues (Ceuterick, 2021; Martínez-Cano, 2023; Säks, 2022). Across these examples, digital 
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infrastructures clearly relax some spatial and financial barriers, yet they also depend on 
relatively high levels of connectivity and device quality, and they shift aspects of environ-
mental burden to energy-intensive data centres and hardware lifecycles (Bossey, 2022; 
Green, 2025). As such, the cases support a cautious interpretation: “metaverse-based” and 
hybrid cultural festivals can extend access and diversify modes of cultural engagement, 
but their inclusivity and sustainability remain contingent on how technologies are gov-
erned, financed and integrated into wider tourism and cultural policy frameworks. 

To connect these illustrations to the ideal-type map (Figure 1), each case can be read 
as approximating a different governance-by-hybridity configuration rather than as a fully 
realised “metaverse festival”. SXSW Online most closely aligns with a platform-hosted 
but curator-led virtual showcase, Tomorrowland Around the World approximates a plat-
form-led, highly scalable virtual mega-event, and Venice VR Expanded reflects an insti-
tution-led immersive exhibition format that foregrounds curated cultural authority while 
still relying on relatively high-end user-side infrastructures (Ceuterick, 2021; Gallarza et 
al., 2023; Green, 2025; Säks, 2022). More explicitly in Figure 1 terms, SXSW Online maps 
most closely onto the lower-hybridity, curator-led quadrant because it primarily repack-
ages festival programming through digital access with limited persistent world-building; 
Tomorrowland Around the World aligns with the lower-hybridity, platform-led quadrant 
because scalability and platform control dominate the experience design; and Venice VR 
Expanded aligns most closely with the higher-hybridity, curator-led quadrant because 
immersive content is institutionally curated but the experience remains constrained by 
specialised access conditions and exhibition logics rather than open-ended platform soci-
ality. 

For festival organisers, the analysis suggests prioritising metaverse and hybrid de-
signs that could, under certain governance conditions, widen access and support mean-
ingful cultural co-creation, rather than treating virtual elements as peripheral add-ons or 
purely promotional tools. For destination managers, the framework highlights 
“metaverse-based” festivals as one potential instrument within broader strategies to re-
lieve pressure on saturated sites, diversify temporal and spatial patterns of visitation, and 
align event portfolios with accessibility and decarbonisation goals. For policy-makers, the 
findings point to the importance of embedding metaverse festivals within coherent acces-
sibility, cultural and climate policy frameworks, using funding, regulation and standards 
to ensure that emerging digital infrastructures support inclusive and sustainable destina-
tion development rather than reinforcing existing inequalities or environmental burdens. 

For destinations already grappling with overtourism, the implications of these find-
ings are both promising and constrained. Existing work shows that concentrated visitor 
flows associated with hallmark events and iconic festival districts can intensify pressures 
on public space, housing and local quality of life, and that technical fixes alone rarely re-
solve the underlying governance and distributional issues (Koens et al., 2018; Mihalič, 
2020; European Parliament, 2018). In this context, “metaverse-based” and hybrid cultural 
festivals may be most usefully understood as complementary tools within broader strate-
gies for managing visitor pressure and rebalancing tourism portfolios, rather than as 
stand-alone solutions. They can help trial lower-impact forms of access, experiment with 
alternative modes of cultural participation and provide additional levers for spatial or 
temporal dispersion, but their effectiveness will ultimately depend on how they are em-
bedded in destination-wide policies aimed at addressing the structural drivers of over-
tourism (Milano et al., 2019; World Tourism Organization et al., 2018). 

Looking ahead, advances in immersive media are likely to expand the design space 
for hybrid cultural participation, but the direction of their social, cultural, and environ-
mental effects remains contingent. Metaverse-related festival formats may complement 
place-based festivals by widening interpretive access and experimenting with lower-
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impact participation models, yet they also risk amplifying digital inequalities, shifting en-
vironmental burdens into device and data infrastructures, and reproducing cultural 
harms if governance and accountability are weak (OECD, 2020; UNWTO, 2016, 2018; 
Dwivedi et al., 2022; Buquicchio et al., 2024). A defensible conclusion, therefore, is condi-
tional: inclusive and sustainable outcomes are more likely when accessibility standards, 
cultural co-creation rights, and lifecycle-aware sustainability assessment are embedded 
into funding, platform governance, and destination policy, rather than treated as volun-
tary add-ons. 

To synthesise these threads into a compact framework, Table 3 summarises the prac-
tical logic of “metaverse-based” and “metaverse-adjacent” cultural festivals by linking 
key technological functions to likely benefits, constraints and governance questions that 
condition accessibility, cultural integrity and environmental performance (Dwivedi et al., 
2022; OECD, 2020; UNWTO, 2016, 2018). 

Table 3. Practical logic of “metaverse-based” and “metaverse-adjacent” cultural festivals. 

Analytical 
Element 

What It Can Enable Conditions, Limits and Governance Questions 

Technological 
function and ex-
perience design 

Embodied co-presence, multimodal story-
telling and new forms of interaction that 
can extend curated cultural encounters be-
yond a single venue or broadcast window. 

Outcomes depend on platform architecture, interopera-
bility, moderation and safety controls, and accessibility-
by-design rather than default settings (Dwivedi et al., 
2022; Hollensen et al., 2023). 

Accessibility and 
inclusion 

Lower geographic and some financial bar-
riers, and offer alternative participation 
modes for people who cannot attend in 
person. 

Digital exclusion remains material where connectivity, 
device access and skills are uneven; policy and standards 
need to address ongoing costs, language and assistive 
design (Darcy, 2010; Helsper, 2021; van Deursen & van 
Dijk, 2018; UNWTO, 2016). 

Cultural engage-
ment and integ-
rity 

Participatory curation, co-creation and im-
mersive narrative worlds that can deepen 
engagement for some audience segments. 

Risks include cultural flattening, misrepresentation, con-
tested authorship and intellectual property disputes; 
governance needs clear curation mandates, consent and 
benefit-sharing arrangements (Ceuterick, 2021; Ceuterick 
& Ingraham, 2021; Buhalis & Sinarta, 2019). 

Spatiality and 
place anchoring 

Hybrid layering can keep festivals an-
chored in local place meanings while wid-
ening reach through remote participation. 

Spatial effects are conditioned by time zones, language, 
regulation, data jurisdiction and unequal infrastructures; 
designs that embed local narratives and local control are 
less likely to detach culture from place (Laing & Frost, 
2010; Mair & Laing, 2012; UNWTO, 2018). 

Environmental 
performance 

Potential reductions in travel-related emis-
sions and some on-site impacts when re-
mote participation substitutes for a trip 
that would otherwise occur. 

Environmental burdens can shift to data centres and de-
vice lifecycles, and rebound effects may offset savings; 
credible claims require transparent life-cycle-aware ac-
counting (Cucchiella et al., 2015; Masanet et al., 2020; 
OECD, 2020). 

Overtourism and 
destination pres-
sures 

Remote participation can, in some settings, 
redistribute demand across time, sites or 
audience segments and relieve peak 
crowding pressures. 

Complementary and induced-demand effects remain 
possible; policy design (ticketing, programme differenti-
ation and portfolio strategy) shapes whether substitution 
or stimulation dominates (Koens et al., 2018; Milano et 
al., 2019; World Tourism Organization et al., 2018). 

Value capture 
and platform 
governance 

New revenue streams and data-driven per-
sonalisation that can support experimenta-
tion and new festival business models. 

Value capture may concentrate in dominant platforms 
via data extraction and opaque algorithms; governance 
questions include revenue sharing, transparency and ac-
countability for cultural and accessibility standards 
(OECD, 2020; Dwivedi et al., 2022). 
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Taken together, this review suggests three interrelated propositions that can guide 
future research and practice on cultural festivals in the metaverse. First, accessible and 
inclusive festival design now requires integrating insights from accessible tourism with 
digital inequality research: removing physical and sensory barriers while neglecting con-
nectivity, device and skills gaps risks merely reconfiguring, rather than resolving, exclu-
sion (Darcy, 2010; Darcy et al., 2020; Gonzales, 2016; Helsper, 2021; Suárez Henríquez et 
al., 2022; van Deursen & van Dijk, 2018). Second, “metaverse-based” cultural festivals 
should be understood as socio-technical cultural infrastructures in which governance ar-
rangements, platform architectures and content curation practices jointly shape who can 
participate, what cultural forms are made visible, and how value and risk are distributed 
(Buhalis et al., 2023; Dwivedi et al., 2022; Hollensen et al., 2023; UNWTO, 2018; Yung et 
al., 2022). Third, any assertion of environmental superiority for metaverse or hybrid festi-
vals needs to be grounded in transparent, system-level assessments that account for both 
avoided travel and the full lifecycle of digital infrastructures, aligning festival strategies 
with broader decarbonisation and digital-transformation agendas in tourism (Laing & 
Frost, 2010; Mair & Laing, 2012; Buquicchio et al., 2024; OECD, 2020; Zhao & You, 2023). 
These propositions are deliberately cautious, but they provide a structured agenda for 
empirical and conceptual work that can test, refine and contest the conditions under 
which “metaverse-based” cultural festivals contribute to more inclusive and sustainable 
cultural futures. 
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