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Abstract

In today’s dynamic tourism industry, shaped by globalization and digitalization, un-
derstanding destination competitiveness is crucial for crafting sustainable development
policies. This paper explores Romania’s competitive advantage as a tourist destination
through both theoretical and practical perspectives. The present research aims to diag-
nose Romania’s level of competitiveness by identifying tourist attributes perceived as
relevant by visitors and evaluating their performance relative to other similar European
destinations. A quantitative questionnaire-based survey was conducted to achieve this
goal. The survey included 235 respondents, gathered through non-probability convenience
and snowball sampling. Romania’s competitiveness was assessed using the Competitive
Importance-Performance Analysis (CIPA) method, which allowed for the strategic mapping
of the country’s position based on the relative performance of essential attributes. These
attributes included cultural heritage, the diversity of natural landscapes, the digitalization
of tourism services, and staff hospitality. The results highlighted that Romania possesses
significant strengths in natural landscapes, gastronomy, accommodation quality, and out-
door activities. However, the study identified major negative gaps in critical areas such
as service digitalization, tourist staff attitude, and the quality of cultural events. These
findings underscore a latent competitive advantage based on authentic resources, which is
currently underexploited from the perspective of modern management and infrastructure.
The practical implications of this research provide a solid basis for optimizing tourism
marketing policies, efficient resource allocation, and strengthening Romania’s positioning
as an authentic, sustainable, and competitive destination within the European landscape.

Keywords: competitive advantage; Romania; competitive importance-performance analysis;
tourism destination

1. Introduction

As consumer preferences increasingly shift towards memorable experiences over
material possessions, tourism has rapidly become a strategic cornerstone of global socio-
economic development (UNWTO, 2024; WTTC, 2024). Beyond being a major revenue
generator, tourism acts as a catalyst for economic and social progress through its mul-
tiplier effects on other economic sectors (Dwyer et al., 2004; Scheyvens, 2011). Amidst
globalization, digitalization, and the shifting preferences of tourists towards authentic
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and sustainable experiences, competition among destinations is more intense than ever
(Buhalis & Amaranggana, 2015; Sigala & Marinidis, 2021). These shifts, compounded by
recent global events like the COVID-19 pandemic and the growing urgency of climate
change impacts on travel patterns, have created a new, more complex environment for
destinations to navigate. Under these conditions, a destination’s capacity to leverage its
resources, deliver quality services, and foster innovation becomes a critical determinant for
its survival and growth. A destination’s competitive advantage is defined by its ability to
attract and satisfy visitors while maintaining a distinct market position over the long term
(Abreu-Novais et al., 2016; Hall, 2019).

In this dynamic global context, where competition for tourist attention intensifies,
countries strive to establish a competitive edge. Romania, despite possessing considerable
intrinsic tourism potential stemming from impressive geographical diversity, a rich cultural
heritage including 11 UNESCO sites (UNESCO, n.d.), and competitive costs, presents
a compelling case of underperformance. The World Economic Forum’s 2024 Travel &
Tourism Development Index ranks Romania 43rd out of 119 countries (World Economic Fo-
rum, 2024), a position reflecting a notable discrepancy between its authentic resources and
modest international market standing (UNESCO, n.d.). This persistent underperformance
is further evidenced by structural deficiencies, such as underdeveloped road infrastructure,
a low degree of digitalization, and inconsistent promotion of tourism regions (Ministerul
Antreprenoriatului si Turismului, 2023). While recent governmental initiatives, like the
National Strategy for Tourism Development 2023-2035 (Ministerul Antreprenoriatului
si Turismului, 2023), aim for modernization and digitalization, the real valorization of
key assets like UNESCO sites remains below potential due to limited accessibility and
inefficient administration (Ministerul Turismului, 2019). Consequently, tourist perceptions
of hospitality services and cultural experiences often reveal a gap between expectations
and actual performance, detrimentally affecting return rates and destination recommen-
dations (Chen & Chen, 2010; Oliver, 1999). This critically emphasizes the necessity of
understanding how tourists—both domestic and international—perceive the strengths and
weaknesses of the Romanian tourism offering, a crucial step for evaluating competitiveness
and substantiating national tourism development strategies (Dwyer & Kim, 2003; Ritchie &
Crouch, 2003).

To effectively address these challenges and systematically evaluate destination com-
petitiveness, researchers have relied on various established models and quantitative tools.
Previous studies have primarily utilized foundational theoretical frameworks such as
Porter’s Diamond (Porter, 1990), which focuses on the macro-level factors and national
attributes driving a country’s competitive advantage in global industries, or the Ritchie
& Crouch Destination Competitiveness Model (Ritchie & Crouch, 2003), a comprehensive
framework that integrates multiple dimensions, including demand, supply, and manage-
ment, to explain destination competitiveness. Additionally, several qualitative studies
have complemented these frameworks by providing an in-depth understanding of tourist
perceptions and experiences, often through approaches such as content analysis of user-
generated content on social media and online reviews (Garner & Kim, 2022; Lee & Park,
2023) or direct qualitative inquiry (Gardan et al., 2020).

To complement these foundational frameworks and qualitative studies, researchers
have also relied on quantitative tools. Importance-Performance Analysis (IPA) (Martilla &
James, 1977) is a technique that assesses attributes based on their perceived importance to
tourists and how well a destination performs on those attributes. Its extension, Competitive
Importance-Performance Analysis (CIPA) (Taplin, 2012), further refines this by comparing
a destination’s performance not just against tourist expectations, but directly against key
competitor destinations. For instance, research by Taplin (2012) and Oztiirk et al. (2023)
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applied IPA and CIPA to assess destinations’ perceived performance relative to competitors.
While these methodologies have been extensively applied in diverse global contexts—
for example, to measure destination competitiveness in Southeast Asia (Mustafa et al,,
2020) and to evaluate specific tourism sectors like medical tourism in South Korea (Junio
et al., 2017)—their application in the unique environment of Central and Eastern European
countries remains limited. For example, similar methods have been used to evaluate
destination competitiveness in Serbia (Dwyer et al., 2016; Djeri et al., 2018) and for general
destination management (Rasovska et al., 2021). However, most of these studies have relied
on only one of the two approaches. Building upon this body of work, our study aims to
address this research gap by providing a valuable contribution to the literature.

To address this, the present research employs a dual approach of IPA and CIPA to
evaluate Romania’s competitive advantage. This combined application provides a more
holistic understanding of a destination’s competitive position, which is particularly relevant
for underrepresented regions like Central and Eastern Europe. Our findings will not only
provide a more nuanced understanding of Romania’s strategic positioning but will also
offer a valuable empirical basis for future research.

Building on this overarching aim, three specific objectives were established. The
first objective involves a detailed evaluation of the importance and performance of key
attributes defining Romania’s tourism competitiveness from a tourist perspective. The
second objective aims at a comparative assessment of Romania with other European
destinations, offering vital competitive insights. The third objective focuses on specifically
identifying Romania’s negative and positive gaps in competitiveness elements compared
to other European tourism destinations.

2. Theoretical Framework
2.1. The Competitive Advantage of a Tourism Destination

A tourism destination’s competitive advantage is its ability to efficiently and sus-
tainably use its available resources to offer unique, market-tailored tourism experiences,
with the ultimate goal of establishing and maintaining a superior position against rival
destinations (Porter, 1985). This multifaceted concept extends beyond inherent natural
or cultural attractions to incorporate crucial elements such as infrastructure, marketing
strategies, and innovation.

The theoretical understanding of competitive advantage has evolved significantly. A
foundational perspective, the Resource-Based View (RBV), posits that a destination’s advan-
tage is built on accumulating and leveraging valuable, inimitable resources (Barney, 1991).
This view has been complemented by the Dynamic Capabilities Theory, which highlights
the critical role of a destination’s ability to adapt and innovate in a changing environment
(Teece et al., 1997). This adaptability is essential for transforming a destination’s static
resources into a competitive offering.

Alongside these economic and technological considerations, sustainability has
emerged as a central and vital element in maintaining competitive advantage (Fennell &
Cooper, 2020; UNWTO, 2020a). Responsible tourism, which integrates ecological practices,
cultural heritage conservation, and community involvement, is a major competitive dif-
ferentiator, given the growing interest among tourists for destinations that promote such
practices (Lesmana et al., 2022). Building on this, the idea of kinmaking offers a deeper,
more ethical perspective by inviting a re-conception of tourism as a co-creation process that
fosters enduring relationships among people, places, and ecosystems, sustaining cultural
vitality and ecological well-being (Pernecky, 2023).
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2.2. Theoretical Models for Evaluating the Competitive Advantage of a Tourism Destination

The evaluation of a tourism destination’s competitive advantage has been significantly
advanced by the development and application of a diverse range of theoretical models.
These frameworks are essential for assessing destination performance, understanding the
complex interactions among key determinants, and optimizing a destination’s position in
the international market (Amini et al., 2024; Dias et al., 2023; Gomezelj & Mihali¢, 2008;
Nematpour et al., 2024; Pavlukovi¢ et al., 2024; T6zsér, 2010). Among the most influen-
tial and widely used are Porter’s Diamond Model and Ritchie & Crouch’s Destination
Competitiveness Model (Faur & Ban, 2022; Jackson, 2018; Ritchie & Crouch, 2003).

Porter’s Diamond Model (Porter, 1990) offers a general framework for analyzing
the sources of a country’s competitive advantage, which are essential for its effective
international positioning as a destination (e.g., Issakov et al., 2025). The model emphasizes
that a nation’s competitiveness in tourism is built upon the success achieved by its tourism
sector companies in the international market, as competition occurs primarily among firms,
not directly between countries. Consequently, the model examines the linkages between
firms and the sources of competitive advantage they can leverage to compete globally
(Bouchra & Hassan, 2023).

Porter’s model proposes four interconnected dimensions, each serving as a crucial
determinant of competitive advantage (Estevao et al., 2018): Factor Conditions, which
refers to a country’s endowment of essential factors of production like infrastructure and
specialized labor (Bouchra & Hassan, 2023; Estevao et al., 2018); Firm Strategy, Structure,
and Rivalry, which captures how firms are created, managed, and organized, as well as the
domestic competition they face (Zhuo, 2012); Demand Conditions, focusing on the nature
of domestic demand for the industry’s product (Bankova & Tsvetanova, 2024; Estevao
et al., 2018); and Related and Supporting Industries, which encompasses the networks of
suppliers and distributors that bolster the industry in international competition (Bankova
& Tsvetanova, 2024; Bouchra & Hassan, 2023).

Another key framework is the Destination Competitiveness Conceptual Model (Ritchie
& Crouch, 2003). This is an analytical tool that details the determinants of a destination’s
competitiveness. The model is structured around five interconnected attribute groups that
define a destination’s success: core resources, supporting factors, policy, management,
and amplifying determinants. This framework provides a solid conceptual basis for our
empirical analysis (Berdo, 2016).

Beyond these broad conceptual models, quantitative tools have also been employed.
The Importance-Performance Analysis (IPA) method (Martilla & James, 1977) and its
extension, Competitive Importance-Performance Analysis (CIPA) (Taplin, 2012), are widely
applied approaches to evaluating competitive advantage. These methodologies have
been adopted in a variety of tourism contexts, demonstrating their broad applicability.
Relevant examples include medical tourism in Iran (Jalilian et al., 2024), rural destinations
(Wang et al., 2022), urban destinations (Wu & Jimura, 2019), cultural tourism (Xiao, 2022),
specialized niches like congress tourism (Caber et al., 2017) and thermal tourism (Erbas &
Per¢in, 2015). Recent studies from Europe, such as an analysis of the Lisbon Metropolitan
Area, further demonstrate the contemporary relevance of IPA for assessing destination
performance (do Rosario et al., 2024).

This study offers a valuable contribution by addressing a notable gap in the literature.
Our choice to use a combined approach of IPA and CIPA is justified by the ability of
these models to evaluate tourist perceptions of a destination’s performance and to identify
discrepancies between expectations and perceived performance. As the CIPA model
allows for the evaluation of a destination’s performance relative to its competitors, our
dual approach provides a more holistic understanding of competitiveness. Therefore, our
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research is grounded in the premise that the combined use of these methods provides a
more robust analysis, capturing both a destination’s internal strengths and its external
performance (Zhao & Liu, 2024). The application of this dual methodology to the context of
Romanian tourism, a market that has been little researched in this way, offers an essential
empirical analysis with direct and practical implications for local and national authorities.

2.3. Romania’s Competitive Potential and Strategic Context

Tourism represents a strategic sector for Romania’s economic development, endowed
with substantial potential from its diverse geography, rich cultural heritage, and competitive
operational costs. Despite these advantages, Romania occupies a modest position among
European nations, ranking 43rd out of 119 in the 2024 Travel & Tourism Development
Index (World Economic Forum, 2024). This underperformance is largely due to persistent
challenges in infrastructure, insufficient promotional efforts, and the absence of a cohesive
tourism development strategy. Nevertheless, Romania is highly regarded for its safety,
diverse natural and cultural attractions, digital services, and competitive pricing, which
offer distinct advantages in attracting a wide range of tourists.

To boost tourism competitiveness and strengthen its image, the National Strategy for
Tourism Development 2023-2035 was adopted (Ministerul Antreprenoriatului si Turismu-
lui, 2023). This strategy aims to modernize tourism infrastructure through investments,
improve accessibility to tourist areas, and upgrade accommodation facilities. It also focuses
on developing ecotourism and rural tourism, building on the potential of the country’s
mountain regions and natural reserves. This effort is complemented by prior initiatives,
such as the 2006 Masterplan for National Tourism Development, which focused on foster-
ing local community development and increasing infrastructure investments (Ministerul
Transporturilor, Constructiilor si Turismului, 2006).

While Romania’s tourism potential is substantial, its competitive edge depends on
overcoming existing challenges. According to the Flash Eurobarometer 499 report, natural
and cultural attractions are increasingly important for destination selection, which aligns
with Romania’s strengths. The country possesses 11 UNESCO cultural heritage sites, with
an additional 17 in the process of inscription (UNESCO, 1972). However, many of these
sites fail to attract a proportionate number of visitors, often being surpassed by more
popular destinations due to limited accessibility, insufficient promotion, and the absence of
well-developed tourism products.

A destination’s competitiveness is also significantly influenced by the quality of
human interaction and hospitality. The Romanian tourism industry faces challenges in
this area, including difficulties in finding and retaining skilled employees, as well as a
lack of motivation among staff. Studies on the Romanian hospitality sector have revealed
that seasonality drastically affects workforce quality, as candidates are often not motivated
to pursue a career in the field (Parteca et al., 2020). Addressing these vulnerabilities is
essential for transforming Romania’s natural and cultural assets into a stronger, more
resilient competitive advantage.

Infrastructure and accessibility play an essential role. In 2023, Romania had
433,487 tourist accommodation places, with hotels and motels holding the largest share
(NIS, n.d.). While the country has 15 international airports, the majority of international
arrivals (72.5%) in 2023 were by road, with only 22.7% by air (Romanian Civil Aeronautical
Authority [AACR], 2023). This highlights a heavy reliance on road transport and a clear
need for further infrastructure improvements. In essence, transforming Romania’s di-
verse resources into a stronger competitive advantage demands sustained investment and
strategic coordination to enhance accessibility, modernize facilities, and develop integrated
tourism products.
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3. Materials and Methods

To evaluate Romania’s competitive advantage as a tourist destination compared to
other countries, we conducted quantitative marketing research. This methodological choice
was a deliberate decision, as it was uniquely suited to our objective of assessing visitor
perceptions across a broader population. Unlike qualitative research, which provides
in-depth insights from a smaller sample, our quantitative approach allowed us to collect
standardized, comparable data, which was essential for a reliable competitive benchmark-
ing analysis. The insights gained offer a clear picture of how a specific segment of visitors
perceives Romania as a tourist destination and help pinpoint areas needing improvement.
It should be noted that due to the use of a non-probability sampling approach (convenience
and snowballing), the results are not statistically generalizable to the entire population of
tourists, but rather provide a representative snapshot of online-active tourists’ perceptions.

3.1. Research Design and Data Collection Instrument

The present quantitative research utilized a structured, survey-based questionnaire
for data collection. Initially, a pilot study involving 50 respondents was conducted to test
an extensive questionnaire comprising 39 attributes. The purpose of this pilot study was to
evaluate the importance of attributes related to the attractiveness of tourist destinations.
These attributes were extracted and adapted from previous studies, including research on
destination competitiveness and tourist satisfaction factors (Chen & Tsai, 2007; Dwyer &
Kim, 2003; Kozak, 2001; Prideaux, 2000; Ritchie & Crouch, 2003). For evaluating importance,
a five-point Likert scale was used, ranging from one (not at all important) to five (very
important). Among the attributes included in this pilot study were the quality of tourism
and transport infrastructure, the diversity and quality of cultural heritage, the quality of
tourism products and services, the conservation and protection of natural resources in
the destination, personal and road safety, the availability of medical services, destination
reputation/image, presence and promotion on social media and tourism platforms, and
the availability of mobile applications and interactive maps for tourists. Following the
pilot study and an assessment of item relevance and clarity, 10 essential attributes were
selected for the final questionnaire. This reduction from 39 to 10 attributes was systematic
and data-driven. The final 10 attributes were chosen based on a preliminary analysis of the
pilot study data, which showed they had a consistently high perceived importance among
respondents. This ensured that the final questionnaire focused on the most critical factors
influencing tourist choice and satisfaction.

The questionnaire was designed to facilitate a Competitive Importance-Performance
Analysis (CIPA), providing direct comparative insights into Romania’s competitive stand-
ing. It comprised four distinct sections, each serving a specific purpose in gathering the
necessary data. The initial section contained two critical screening questions; these were
essential for filtering respondents, ensuring that only individuals who had recently visited
Romania (e.g., within the last two years) proceeded with the survey, thus guaranteeing
the relevance of the collected data to Romania as a tourist destination. Following this,
demographic information such as age, gender, and travel frequency was gathered to char-
acterize the respondent population. The third section utilized 5-point Likert scales (ranging
from 1 = not at all important/strongly disagree, to 5 = very important/strongly agree) to
evaluate the perceived importance and actual performance of various tourist destination
attributes specifically for destinations visited in Romania over the past two years. This pro-
vided the baseline performance and importance data for the focal destination. In the fourth
section, respondents were first asked to identify the last country they visited for tourism.
Subsequently, they evaluated the importance and performance of the same 10 attributes
for that identified competitor country, using 5-point Likert scales (ranging from 1 = not
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at all important/strongly disagree, to 5 = very important/strongly agree). This direct,
side-by-side evaluation of attributes for both Romania and a recently visited competitor
allowed for the immediate identification of Romania’s main competing destinations and
provided the necessary data to perform a robust CIPA, thereby revealing Romania’s specific
strengths and weaknesses relative to its key competitors as perceived by the tourists.

Data was collected via an online survey disseminated through social media (Facebook,
Instagram), tourism forums, and travel groups. We targeted Romanian tourists who had
visited both Romania and at least one other country within the last two years. A non-
probability sampling approach (convenience and snowball methods) was used, gathering
responses from readily available online participants. While this limits rigorous statistical
generalization to the broader tourist population, it provides a representative snapshot
of online-active tourists” perceptions. Participation was entirely voluntary. The study
was conducted in strict adherence to ethical guidelines for research involving human
participants. All respondents were informed about the purpose of the study and the
anonymous nature of their responses. By completing and submitting the questionnaire, all
participants provided their implied consent to participate in the research. The data was
collected and analyzed anonymously, with no personally identifiable information recorded.
The study protocol was reviewed and approved by the authors’ affiliated institution. The
findings are intended for academic publication only and are presented in an aggregated
format to ensure the privacy and confidentiality of the respondents.

Additionally, the study focuses on the practical significance of the results, a concept
considered crucial for managerial relevance in tourism research (Mohajeri et al., 2020;
Onwuegbuzie & Levin, 2003). The substantial magnitude of the differences identified,
as seen in the table and figures, provides compelling evidence of meaningful gaps and
strengths that have clear implications for strategic decision-making.

3.2. Applying CIPA in Competitiveness Evaluation

We analyzed the collected data using the Competitive Importance-Performance Anal-
ysis (CIPA) method. The ultimate goal of this approach was to clearly identify Romania’s
competitive advantages and disadvantages against its key competitors.

A widely applied practical approach to evaluating competitive advantage is the
Importance-Performance Analysis (IPA) method (Martilla & James, 1977) and its extension,
CIPA (Taplin, 2012). IPA is represented by a four-quadrant matrix based on two key
dimensions: the perceived importance of an attribute and its perceived performance (see
Figure 1). Performance refers to a destination’s service delivery as perceived by respondents,
while importance reflects their expectations for it. The IPA matrix is divided into four
distinct quadrants that guide strategic decision-making;:

e “Concentrate here,” for attributes of high importance but low performance, demanding
immediate improvement.

o  “Keep up the good work,” for important attributes with high perceived performance,
vital for a destination’s sustained success.

e  “Lower priority,” for attributes with low importance and low performance, suggesting
a re-evaluation of their relevance.

e “Possible overkill,” for attributes with high performance but low importance, indicat-
ing potentially inefficient resource allocation.

The decision to employ the CIPA model represents a crucial methodological choice, as
it introduces a direct comparative dimension essential for a comprehensive analysis of des-
tination competitiveness (Oztiirk et al., 2023; Taplin, 2012). As shown in Figure 2, the CIPA
matrix evaluates the performance and importance of attributes relative to competitors. In-
stead of average values, the axes represent the differences between the analyzed destination
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(Romania) and the average of competing destinations. For example, a negative performance
difference and a positive importance difference logically indicate a “Concentrate here” area.

IMPORTANCE
s
High Quadrant I - iuzzr:;r;t gI(I) y
Concentrate here e
PERFORMANCE
1 > x
Low Quadrant II1 Quadrant IV
Lower priority Possible overkill
Low 1 High

Figure 1. The Importance-Performance Analysis Framework (IPA) (Source: Martilla & James, 1977).

IMPORTANCE DIFFERENCE
(Focal-Competitor)
y
High Quadrant 1 Quadrant I1
Concentrate here Keep up the good work
0 PERFORMANCE DIFFERENCE
X (Focal-Competitor)
Low Quadrant 111 Quadrant IV
Lower priority Possible overkill
Low High

Figure 2. The Competitive Importance-Performance Analysis Framework (CIPA) (Source:
Taplin, 2012).

CIPA offers significant advantages over traditional IPA. Its primary benefit is the com-
petitive dimension, providing a direct comparison with rivals for a clearer understanding
of competitive strengths and weaknesses. CIPA also enables the identification of strategic
improvement areas necessary to match or surpass competitors. By explicitly including
competition, CIPA generates a more detailed matrix, supporting the development of tar-
geted improvement strategies and more informed decision-making (Taplin, 2012; Erbas &
Percin, 2015). This framework is particularly relevant for competitive environments like
the tourism industry.

After processing the data, we graphically represented the mean values for each factor.
The vertical axis showed the difference in importance between Romania and other destina-
tions, while the horizontal axis displayed the difference in performance. This visualization
allowed us to segment the factors into the four distinct quadrants of the CIPA model.
Ultimately, the CIPA method provided an integrated analytical framework, helping us
pinpoint priority areas for action to boost Romania’s tourism competitiveness.
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3.3. Research Hypotheses

Building on the theoretical context and documented challenges discussed above, the
present study formulates the following hypotheses to empirically test Romania’s competi-
tive positioning as a tourist destination:

H1. The perceived performance of Romania regarding its natural and cultural attractions is superior
to that of competing destinations, representing a competitive advantage.

H2. The attitude and hospitality of tourism staff represent a critical vulnerability for Romania
compared to competing destinations.

H3. The perceived performance of Romania regarding its tourism and digital infrastructure is
inferior to that of competing destinations, representing a competitive disadvantage.

3.4. Sample Characteristics

235 valid responses were collected from the 243 participants who completed the
questionnaire; 8 responses were excluded as they did not meet the screening criterion of
having visited at least one country outside Romania. The sample’s socio-demographic
characteristics were analyzed by age, gender, and travel frequency. The gender distribution
was relatively balanced, with 46.5% male and 53.5% female respondents. The largest age
group was 3645 years old, comprising 64 individuals (27.23%) of the valid responses.
Regarding travel frequency, most respondents reported 4 to 6 trips per year (43.4%), with a
substantial 36.2% taking 7 to 9 annual trips.

4. Results and Discussion
4.1. Importance-Performance Analysis (IPA)

A comparative analysis of the mean scores for importance and performance reveals
a detailed perspective on tourist perceptions. The high mean importance scores, which
remain consistently above 4.33 for all attributes (as per Table 1), indicate high expectations
from tourists. In contrast, the performance scores vary considerably, signaling a notable
discrepancy between expectations and the quality of services provided.

Table 1. Mean importance and performance for analyzed attributes.

. Importance Mean Performance Mean (P) g PRromania-Pcompetition IRomania-ICompetition

Attributes (I) (Romania) (Romania) P (Pr-Pc) (Ir-Ic)
1. Diversity and beauty of natural 4.9 4.66 —0.24 1.01 0.25
landscapes
2. Presence of historical sites and 4.66 4 —0.66 05 —0.04
heritage monuments
3. Q.u~al‘1ty of museums and cultural 45 3.83 0,67 0.23 03
exhibitions
4. Quality an.d dlverﬂy of 48 4 08 05 0.5
accommodation units
5. Attltude and hospitality of 433 35 083 _14 0.25
tourism staff
6. Quality of .cleanh'ness services in 485 3.5 16 005 0.35
accommodation units and restaurants
7. Diversity and authenticity of 483 4 _0.83 0.4 0.13
local gastronomy
8. .A.vallablhty of outdoor acthlFles 466 3.8 —0.86 0.45 0.31
(hiking, extreme sports, ecotourism)
9. Quality and frequency of local 475 33 145 01 0.35

cultural events and festivals

10. Availability of mobile

applications and interactive maps 45 2.33 —2.17 —0.52
for tourists

—0.4
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Based on these results, attributes falling into the “Keep up the good work” quadrant
(Figure 3), with high importance and satisfactory performance, represent key competitive
advantages. These include the diversity and beauty of natural landscapes (with the highest
performance score), the presence of historical sites, the quality of accommodation, and
the authenticity of local gastronomy. They are perceived as essential when choosing a
destination and largely meet expectations, contributing to a positive and authentic image

of Romania.
IMPORTANCE
. Y
1
Concentrate here ‘5 e Keep up the good
D @ work Ly
2
X<
4.5 10 3 3
&
[-%
Lower priority Possible overkill
4
2 25 5 35 4 4.5 5

Figure 3. Importance and Performance of Attributes for Romania (IPA Method).

Conversely, the “Concentrate Here” quadrant (Figure 3) highlights critical gaps. The
largest negative discrepancies between importance and performance are observed in clean-
liness services, mobile applications, outdoor activities, and staff attitude. These aspects
are considered very important by tourists, but their performance is significantly below
expectations, which indicates an urgent need for strategic intervention.

An analysis of the remaining quadrants offers additional insights for resource allo-
cation. Thus, attributes such as the quality of museums fall into the “Possible Overkill”
quadrant (high performance, low importance), suggesting that investments in these areas
could be redirected to more critical areas.

4.2. Competitive Importance-Performance Analysis (CIPA)

To evaluate Romania’s competitive positioning, we used CIPA analysis, which allowed
us to compare perceptions of Romania with those of competing destinations in Europe
(Figure 4).

To conduct the CIPA, respondents were asked to select a competitor destination they
were most familiar with for comparison to Romania. This approach, while providing
a real-world competitive benchmark from the tourist’s perspective, introduces a degree
of variability in the comparison base. To provide full transparency and context for our
competitive analysis, Table 2 presents a breakdown of the competitor countries chosen
by the respondents. As the data shows, the primary competitors for this sample were
Hungary, Bulgaria, Greece, and Turkey, which together accounted for a significant portion
of the comparisons.
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Figure 4. Comparative Evaluation of Attribute Importance and Performance (CIPA Method).

Table 2. Breakdown of Competitor Countries.

Competitor Country Number of Selections Percentage (%)
Hungary 47 20.00%
Bulgaria 42 17.90%

Greece 38 16.20%
Turkey 36 15.30%
France 18 7.70%
Italy 15 6.40%
United Kingdom 12 5.10%
Portugal 10 4.30%
Austria 8 3.40%
Spain 5 2.10%
Canada 3 1.30%
Tunisia 1 0.40%

Total 235 100.00%

The results clearly support hypothesis H1, confirming that Romania holds a distinct
competitive advantage in its natural and cultural attractions. This is reflected in the position
of the “Keep up the good work” quadrant (Figure 4), which includes attributes with the
largest positive performance difference. The diversity of natural landscapes stands out with
a performance difference of over 1.0, indicating a strong competitive lead. The quality of
accommodation and the authenticity of gastronomy are also positioned as key advantages.
These attributes, perceived as superior to competitors, can be strategically leveraged to
consolidate Romania’s brand.

On the other hand, CIPA also highlights major competitive disadvantages, supporting
hypothesis H2. The attitude and hospitality of tourism staff represent a vulnerable point,
with a considerable negative performance difference, signaling a systemic problem in
interaction with tourists. Cleanliness services and the quality of cultural events also
indicate competitive disadvantages.

The “Lower Priority” quadrant (Figure 4) shows that the digitalization of tourist ser-
vices, while essential, is perceived as a weakness for Romania compared to its competitors,
thus supporting hypothesis H3. This underscores the need to modernize the tourist experi-
ence, especially for tourists accustomed to smart technologies. In addition, some attributes,
such as the presence of historical sites, fall into the “Possible Overkill” zone, suggesting a
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potential underutilization of cultural resources in relation to their perceived importance in
the competitive market.

4.3. Comparative Discussion: IPA Versus CIPA

A comparative analysis of the IPA and CIPA results reveals significant differences
in tourist perceptions, which are contingent on the evaluative context—whether absolute
(national) or relative (comparative to other destinations). This crucial distinction provides
a more nuanced understanding of Romania’s competitive position.

For several attributes, the two analyses presented a notably different picture. The
attitude and hospitality of tourism staff serve as a salient example. While IPA results placed
this attribute in the “Concentrate Here” quadrant, suggesting a moderate performance
gap, CIPA results revealed a substantially larger negative gap. This indicates that while
hospitality is assessed as moderately negative in an isolated evaluation, it becomes a critical
weakness when tourists engage in direct comparisons with other destinations they have
visited. Similarly, for the quality of cleanliness services, IPA showed a significant absolute
deficit. However, CIPA analysis revealed a minor performance difference, suggesting that
despite perceived shortcomings, these services are not substantially worse than those in
competing destinations, thus mitigating their impact as a major competitive disadvantage.
An intriguing pattern also emerged with the availability of mobile applications. While IPA
revealed a substantial negative gap, CIPA showed lower perceived importance, shifting
this attribute into a “Lower Priority” quadrant. This highlights that while Romania’s digital
tools are lacking, they are not a primary concern for tourists relative to other destinations.

Conversely, some attributes consistently exhibited strong performance across both
analyses, validating Romania’s authentic competitive advantages. The diversity and beauty
of natural landscapes consistently received high scores and performance differences in both
IPA and CIPA, underscoring its consolidated competitive advantage and strategic potential
in shaping Romania’s tourism brand. Similarly, the quality and diversity of accommodation
units were positively perceived in both analyses, with favorable comparisons against other
destinations. These findings reinforce the notion that Romania’s accommodation offerings
are considered high-performing and superior by tourists, thereby establishing them as
authentic and undeniable competitive strengths.

5. Conclusions and Implications

The aim of the present study was to evaluate Romania’s competitive advantage as a
tourist destination within an increasingly competitive and dynamic international landscape
(Babat et al., 2023; Stupariu et al., 2023). Based on our analysis, the findings suggest
that Romania possesses significant natural and cultural tourism assets, which aligns with
the Resource-Based View (RBV) of competitive advantage by highlighting valuable and
unique resources (Barney, 1991). Through the application of both Importance-Performance
Analysis (IPA) and Competitive Importance-Performance Analysis (CIPA), we were able to
identify distinct strengths as well as critical areas demanding immediate strategic attention.
The research highlights strengths as perceived by our respondents, including the diversity
and beauty of natural landscapes, authentic local gastronomy, quality and diversity of
accommodation, and the availability of outdoor activities. These attributes, positioned in
the “Keep Up the Good Work” quadrant of the CIPA matrix, are perceived by participants
as both important and well-delivered, positioning Romania competitively against other
European destinations. Conversely, the most significant negative discrepancies between
importance and performance were identified in the digitalization of tourist services (i.e., lack
of mobile applications and interactive maps), cleanliness in accommodation and restaurants,
staff attitude and hospitality, and the quality of local cultural events. Consequently, our
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analysis suggests that Romania possesses a latent competitive advantage rooted in authentic
resources, yet the analysis reveals a significant and strategic gap between its potential and
its actual market performance, driven by a failure to sufficiently leverage these assets
through modern management, effective marketing, and updated infrastructure, a challenge
that can be framed within the context of Dynamic Capabilities Theory (Teece et al., 1997).

Based on the study’s findings, several managerial implications and strategic recom-
mendations can be formulated to strengthen Romania’s competitive advantage. To provide
a pragmatic and actionable framework, these recommendations are prioritized into three
distinct tiers based on established principles of strategic planning, which differentiate
between short-term foundational actions and long-term transformational projects. This
approach offers a clear roadmap for stakeholders, from individual entrepreneurs to na-
tional policymakers.

5.1. Foundational Actions

These are “low-hanging fruit” recommendations that require minimal investment but
can yield significant improvements in the short term. They are crucial for creating a solid
base and directly addressing the most critical negative gaps identified in the IPA.

e  Professionalize hospitality through enhanced service and human interaction. The
significant negative gap in staff attitude and hospitality, particularly in the IPA, indi-
cates a critical, yet highly manageable, issue. This challenge, which directly impacts
tourist satisfaction, can be addressed through targeted, low-cost interventions. We
propose developing a national strategy for professionalizing the tourism workforce by
creating dedicated training modules focused on customer service and cross-cultural
communication. The link between professionalism and visitor satisfaction is well-
documented in the literature (Aideed et al., 2024; Mekoth et al., 2023), highlighting
the importance of this factor. Furthermore, implementing mandatory qualification
standards for front-office personnel and introducing performance-based incentives
can significantly contribute to increasing overall visitor satisfaction and bolstering the
destination’s reputation, aligning with modern approaches to developing professional
competencies in the hospitality industry (Shevchenko et al., 2020).

e  Enhance cleanliness in accommodation and restaurants. The significant negative
gap between importance and performance for cleanliness in the IPA highlights an
internal service quality issue that can be a major deterrent for potential tourists. This
foundational attribute requires immediate, though low-cost, attention. Based on the
feedback from our participants, it is crucial to implement monitoring programs for
hygiene and cleanliness, incentivize responsible staff, and educate tourists on the
importance of maintaining a clean environment. These actions are vital to ensure
hygienic standards meet and exceed international levels.

e  Revitalize the cultural dimension through enhanced event quality. While Romania’s
cultural heritage is recognized as an asset, its potential is underexploited in terms of
dynamism and accessibility, as evidenced by a negative gap in the IPA. This finding
supports the core argument of the RBV that while a resource is valuable, its true com-
petitive advantage can only be realized through effective leveraging and management.
A foundational step to address this is to reconfigure the national cultural calendar to
include more frequent and engaging thematic events aligned with tourism seasonal-
ity. Integrating heritage into the experience economy through participatory activities
(e.g., historical reenactments, craft workshops) and promoting digital storytelling as a
narrative tool for historical sites are crucial initial steps.
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5.2. Strategic Investments

These recommendations require more substantial planning and resources, with a

focus on targeted improvements that will strengthen existing competitive advantages and

address strategic weaknesses.

Enhance outdoor activity infrastructure. The positive CIPA score for outdoor activities
confirms their role as a competitive advantage. To fully capitalize on this strength,
medium-term investments are required to develop key infrastructure. This includes
improving trail markers, establishing equipment rental points, and promoting pro-
fessional guide services. Such investments could attract a new segment of active and
adventure tourists (Ahmed & Nihei, 2024), with a strong emphasis on sustainability
and environmental protection.

Elevate local gastronomy as a core experience. The authenticity of local gastronomy
is a clear competitive advantage. Strategic investments are needed to transform
this strength into a pillar of the national tourism brand. We recommend integrating
gastronomic tourism into national tourism development strategies by organizing
regional culinary routes and food festivals. These efforts are crucial for creating a
competitive advantage for tourism destinations through unique food and beverage
experiences (Knollenberg et al., 2021) and align with the strategic role of gastronomy
in destination development (Seyitoglu & Ivanov, 2020). Fostering collaborations with
local farmers and supporting restaurants featuring traditional menus can also serve as
powerful differentiators in the European market, contributing to a sustainable tourism
destination marketing approach (Baysal & Bilici, 2024).

Leverage natural landscapes and heritage through thematic routes. The diversity and
beauty of Romania’s natural landscapes and the richness of its heritage sites are a clear
advantage. Strategic investments should focus on creating curated thematic routes
(e.g., hiking, mountain circuits, photography tours) that connect these strengths in a
cohesive way. Investing in ecological infrastructure like visitor centers and viewpoints
will further enhance the visitor experience and make these assets more accessible
and appealing.

5.3. Transformational Projects

These are large-scale, ambitious initiatives that require significant political will and

substantial funding. They are essential for a fundamental, long-term shift in Romania’s

competitive positioning and for addressing the most significant CIPA gaps.

Digitalize the tourist experience with an integrated national digital platform. Our
research highlights a significant deficit in the availability of digital tools like mobile
applications and interactive maps. This gap, a major competitive weakness according
to the CIPA, requires a long-term, transformational project to bridge. We propose
a comprehensive strategy that integrates digital transformation and rebranding, as
these two components are interdependent and crucial for a modern destination’s
competitiveness (Mishra et al., 2023). The identified deficit in digital services is a clear
indicator of a weakness in the dynamic capabilities of Romania’s tourism sector to
adapt to technological advancements (Teece et al., 1997). Therefore, creating a national
digital platform, a core element of “smart tourism” infrastructure, should be under-
taken in parallel with a national rebranding campaign. This campaign, which should
prominently feature Romania’s unique strengths, is essential for building a sustainable
future and a resilient brand that can navigate modern challenges (Aman et al., 2024).
This strategic approach will not only enhance the tourist experience but also align Ro-
mania’s image with its authentic competitive advantages, contributing to the country’s
overall strategic resilience and recovery (Garanti et al., 2022; Ravichandran, 2024).
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e  Sustain and elevate high standards in accommodation. The positive CIPA gap in ac-
commodation quality is a key competitive advantage. A long-term strategy is required
to support this advantage and prevent erosion. This involves prioritizing quality
certifications, offering incentives for further digitalizing accommodation services,
and promoting local guesthouses and hotels that offer authentic and comfortable
experiences to maintain their superior position.

e Rebrand Romania for the international market. While not a direct CIPA factor, the
overall destination reputation/image is a foundational element. To solidify all other
competitive advantages, a long-term, high-commitment national rebranding campaign
is necessary. This campaign should prominently feature Romania’s unique strengths
(natural beauty, authentic gastronomy, vibrant outdoor activities) to create a distinct
and memorable image, moving beyond outdated stereotypes and positioning Romania
as a premium destination.

These findings and their associated implications also provide a timely and data-driven
justification for leveraging broader macroeconomic and policy frameworks. For instance,
the identified gaps in digitalization, infrastructure, and staff training directly align with
the strategic objectives of key national and European funding programs, such as those
within the Relaunch and Resilience Facility or EU cohesion funds (European Commission,
2021). Consequently, our study’s recommendations are not only actionable for industry
stakeholders but also serve as an empirical basis for public policy decisions, enabling
Romania to effectively bid for and utilize available funding for tourism-specific projects.
Furthermore, a focus on regional cooperation, particularly in promoting cross-border
tourist routes and sharing best practices, could address infrastructure and marketing short-
comings that individual destinations cannot resolve alone. This macro-level perspective
underscores how addressing the weaknesses identified in our CIPA analysis can directly
contribute to strengthening Romania’s overall competitive position within the wider Euro-
pean tourism ecosystem.

Moreover, beyond these national and regional policies, our findings directly align
with and respond to key global tourism trends. The identified gap in digitalization and
mobile services is particularly critical in a post-pandemic world, where tourists increasingly
expect contactless and technology-driven experiences for safety and convenience. This
shift towards digital readiness is a major trend identified in recent reports on the future
of tourism (UNWTO, 2020b). Similarly, the competitive advantage in natural landscapes
and outdoor activities positions Romania as a prime destination for the growing segment
of eco-conscious and adventure tourists, a trend fueled by climate change awareness and
a desire for authentic, nature-based experiences (Gossling et al., 2020). By strategically
focusing on these strengths and addressing weaknesses, Romania can not only improve
its competitive standing but also align its tourism model with the future demands of the
global market.

Ultimately, by integrating these strategies at a macro, meso, and micro level, lever-
aging the competitive advantages identified in the CIPA (such as the beauty of natural
landscapes, quality accommodation, authentic gastronomy, and outdoor activities), com-
bined with improvements in weaker areas like digitalization, cleanliness, and hospitality,
will indirectly, but significantly, enhance Romania’s standing in global tourism competitive-
ness indicators, including the Travel and Tourism Development Index (TTDI). Consistent
implementation of these proposals should lead to an ascension in the TTDI rankings and

s

improved scores across “tourism infrastructure,” “digital readiness,” “safety & security,”
and “cultural resources.” This enhanced performance will not only boost Romania’s in-
ternational image but also attract foreign investment, fostering sustainable sector-wide

development. Ultimately, these practical implications extend beyond merely improving the
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tourism offering; they contribute to solidifying a sustainable, inclusive, and competitive
tourism development model. By embracing these strategic directions, Romania can truly
transform its natural and cultural resources into lasting strategic advantages, benefiting its
economy, communities, and global positioning.

Beyond its practical and managerial implications, this research offers significant theo-
retical contributions to the understanding of tourism, particularly concerning destination
competitiveness and tourist perceptions. First, this study validates and expands the ap-
plication of both Importance-Performance Analysis (IPA) and Competitive Importance-
Performance Analysis (CIPA) within an emerging market, like Romania. This highlights
the tools’” relevance in pinpointing specific competitive advantages and disadvantages.
A crucial theoretical insight emerges from the detailed comparison of these methods: a
participant’s absolute perception of a destination (IPA) can diverge considerably from
their relative perception when compared to competitors (CIPA). This distinction is vital for
theoretical models of destination competitiveness, suggesting that performance evaluations
should always include both perspectives for a comprehensive understanding of market
positioning (Ribeiro et al., 2020; Song, 2025). This finding helps to explain why an attribute
seen as problematic in absolute terms (e.g., staff hospitality or cleanliness, as found in
our IPA analysis) might be perceived differently when benchmarked internationally (in
our CIPA analysis), thus influencing differentiation strategies. Second, by identifying
the key attributes contributing to Romania’s latent competitive advantage (i.e., natural
landscapes, gastronomy, accommodation, outdoor activities) and those acting as barriers
(i.e., digitalization, hospitality, cultural events), the study enriches existing literature with
concrete empirical evidence from Eastern Europe. This region is often underrepresented in
studies compared to more mature tourism markets. Such findings lay the groundwork for
developing more nuanced theoretical frameworks that incorporate the unique character-
istics of destinations with authentic resources but facing infrastructural and service-level
challenges. Finally, this research deepens our understanding of how natural and cultural
resources, even when recognized as valuable, can remain underutilized without integrated
management, marketing, and digitalization strategies, providing empirical support for
the gap between a destination’s inherent potential (as per RBV) and its actual market
performance (as per Ritchie & Crouch’s model).

6. Limitations and Directions for Future Research

This study has several limitations, which we have analyzed in detail to understand
their potential influence on our findings. First, we used a non-probabilistic convenience
and snowball sampling method, relying exclusively on online data collection. While this
approach has limitations regarding the generalizability of findings, it is widely recognized
and frequently employed in tourism research, particularly when collecting data from niche
markets where on-site surveys are challenging (Cunha et al., 2021). The reliance on online
platforms for community engagement and data collection is a common practice in modern
tourism studies (Hung & Linh, 2025). This approach helps to quickly gather insights,
despite the inherent limitations.

While efficient for reaching many respondents, the sample size of 235 respondents
impacts the statistical generalizability of our findings. Therefore, the results cannot be
considered representative of Romania’s entire tourist population, and the statistical power
for any in-depth subgroup analysis (e.g., by nationality or age group) may be low. This
sampling method may have introduced a bias towards digitally active tourists, and it could
have led to an overemphasis on the importance of mobile applications and interactive
maps, potentially explaining the large performance gap observed in this attribute. Further-
more, letting respondents choose their competitor destination introduces a high degree
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of variability in the comparison baseline, complicating the interpretation of CIPA results
against a single, unified benchmark. This study’s conclusions should be interpreted as an
exploratory analysis, highlighting specific perceptions and trends rather than definitive,
nationwide truths.

Another limitation is the relatively small number of attributes analyzed (10 items),
selected based on a pilot study. While these attributes are considered essential, a broader
investigation could include a more diverse range of factors influencing competitiveness,
such as destination sustainability, sanitary infrastructure specific to medical tourism, or as-
pects related to cultural diversity at a micro-destination level. The omission of these factors
from our analysis means that our conclusions about Romania’s competitiveness are not
exhaustive and do not provide a complete view of all potential strengths and weaknesses.

Additionally, this research focused on a general evaluation of Romania as a tourist
destination without analyzing the competitiveness of specific tourism forms (e.g., adventure
tourism, thematic cultural tourism) or particular micro-destinations in detail. This general
approach, while necessary for an initial national diagnosis, may obscure specific competitive
advantages or disadvantages that are unique to certain regions or niche tourism products.

Building on these limitations, future research directions emerge to deepen and extend
the understanding of Romania’s competitive advantage. First, given the potential sampling
bias and generalizability issues identified in our study, future research could employ
probabilistic sampling methods or combine online and offline approaches to ensure a more
representative sample and more robust results.

Second, in light of our findings being based on a limited number of attributes, a
promising direction would be to expand the set of evaluated attributes to cover more
facets of the tourist experience, such as sustainability, safety, and sanitary infrastructure,
providing an even more detailed picture of tourist perceptions.

Third, considering our study’s focus on a general evaluation of Romania, investi-
gating competitiveness within specific tourism segments (e.g., adventure tourism, the-
matic cultural tourism) or particular micro-destinations represents another important
avenue. This would allow for the identification of niche strategies and more granular
competitive advantages.

Furthermore, given the high degree of variability resulting from respondents choosing
their own competitor destination, a future analysis could use clustering methods to group
competing destinations by type (e.g., Eastern European, Western European, urban, seaside)
to reduce data variability and provide a more robust competitive comparison.

Finally, to understand the motivations behind the perceptions we measured, quali-
tative research, such as in-depth interviews or focus groups with tourists and industry
stakeholders, could offer a more nuanced understanding of the reasons behind our findings.
As several studies highlight, quantitative research, while excellent for statistical generaliza-
tion, has inherent limitations in capturing the depth of personal experiences and emotional
states (Yuli, 2024; Bideci & Bideci, 2021). Qualitative approaches are uniquely suited for
exploring emotional aspects or subjective experiences that were not fully captured by our
quantitative questionnaire.
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