<@ sustainability

Article

European Funds in Tourism Sustainability—A Case Study of
Beneficiaries” Satisfaction Regarding the Process of Accessing

Anamaria-Catalina Radu ', Ivona Stoica (Ripan) 1"*, Aida Catana 2, Andra-Victoria Radu 3 and

Monica-Lavinia Dan !

check for

updates
Citation: Radu, A.-C.; Stoica (Rapan),
1,; Catana, A.; Radu, A.-V.; Dan, M.-L.
European Funds in Tourism
Sustainability—A Case Study of
Beneficiaries’ Satisfaction Regarding
the Process of Accessing.
Sustainability 2021, 13, 9109. https://
doi.org/10.3390/5u13169109

Academic Editors: Eduard
Gabriel Ceptureanu, Ovidiu Bordean

and Violeta Radulescu

Received: 18 June 2021
Accepted: 4 August 2021
Published: 14 August 2021

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral
with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2021 by the authors.
Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.
This article is an open access article
distributed under the terms and
conditions of the Creative Commons
Attribution (CC BY) license (https://
creativecommons.org/licenses /by /
4.0/).

Institute of National Economy, Romanian Academy, 050711 Bucharest, Romania;
anamaria_radul5@yahoo.com (A.-C.R.); lavinia.monica.dan@gmail.com (M.-L.D.)

Faculty of Management, “Andrei Saguna” University, 900196 Constanta, Romania; apcatana@gmail.com
Faculty of Medicine, University of Medicine and Pharmacy “Carol Davila”, 050474 Bucharest, Romania;
andra352002@yahoo.com

*  Correspondence: stradivonas@gmail.com; Tel.: +40-733503338

Abstract: The scope of this research was to identify the degree of satisfaction experienced by benefi-
ciaries as a result of accessing and implementing a project using European funds in tourism. The
whole research identified more than 1000 projects that were financed from European funds in tourism
in the period 2007-2013 through the operational programs. The survey was conducted on a sample
of 312 respondents, and the method used was a quantitative, research-based survey. This research
aims to collect the necessary data for understanding how the process of accessing European funds
in tourism is perceived. A few important objectives, such as the effect of the benefits perceived
by beneficiaries as a result of accessing projects using European funds in tourism on the degree of
satisfaction experienced by them as a result of their development and the effect of risks perceived by
beneficiaries as a result of accessing European funded projects in tourism on the degree of satisfaction
experienced by them as a result of their development, were highlighted in this research. The most
important objective proposed in this research is strategic planning, which is the main way in which
the beneficiaries can be fulfilled in regards to the process of accessing European Funds.

Keywords: sustainability; European funds in tourism; beneficiary satisfaction; quantitative research;
conceptual model

1. Introduction

The integration of European funds in tourism and sustainability is a greatly debated
topic because of this huge and attractive industry but also for recovery within the pandemic.
This means we need new strategies and operational plans based on econometric models
and correlations to improve the accessing process for the beneficiaries” satisfaction and
to encourage initiatives. The main objective of marketing in tourism is to meet the needs
and wishes of consumers in a superior way. In this context, understanding the dimensions
of consumer behavior [1] and satisfaction is important [2,3]. Field research has shown
that users’ satisfaction quickly leads to their loyalty [4-6] and leads to a return to the
destination [7-11]. In the literature, we meet three approaches to satisfaction measurement:
meeting expectations, benchmarking, and direct assessment [12]. Thus, in this condition, it
should be noted that marketers should orient their strategies so as to satisfy the needs and
wishes of consumers in a superior way [13,14]. An important role in improving customer
service is also their involvement in making the packages they want. Thus, the beneficiaries
in accessing European funds must identify the priority directions and the most eligible
open calls because in tourism, people have distinct needs and desires; it is very important
for them to be able to build their own packages together with the company’s staff [15]. If
the beneficiaries collaborate with a company, they must follow the needs of the company
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and the region to develop and also to follow the needs of people if they are the target of the
opened call.

Marketing planning in tourism [16] has great importance, providing enterprises with
all the information they need to draw up their strategic and tactical plans [17] (pp. 241-247).
Previous research in the field of tourism has shown that, in the marketing-planning process,
it is very important that all departments within the organization communicate with each
other so that each of them can react in case of unforeseen situations. This can be applied in
the field of tourism both at the destination level and at the level of service providers [18]
(pp. 258-281). Some authors believe that when applying marketing planning at the destina-
tion level, it should be regarded as a tourism organization that aims to meet the needs and
wishes of the market [19].

Like in any other field, in order to achieve these plans, tourism requires a careful
analysis at both micro and macro levels [20,21]. As a result of the studies developed in
tourism organizations, it has been observed that they have the opportunity to set out the
strategies and tactics they want to follow in the near future, taking into account a number of
criteria. Usually, they are chosen considering the organization resources and the proposed
objectives [21]. In addition, when marketing strategies are being implemented, we must
take into account both the markets on which the organization operates and the existing
competitors [22] (pp. 37-47). Having a clear picture of the environment in which they
operate, managers can make the best decisions about marketing activity in the organization.

In addition, the analysis conducted in financial and marketing departments should
provide a clear vision of the organization’s activity and support the implementation of the
chosen strategies [23,24].

2. Literature Review

In an era in which technologies are constantly changing [25,26] and the needs and
desires of consumers are increasingly diversified, marketing and, implicitly, planning start
to hold a much more important place in organizations [27,28]. A few representative studies
have shown that marketing is no longer seen as a mere activity but as a strategic function
that has the role of creating and providing innovative solutions to organizations [29-31].

Strategic marketing has increasing importance in companies [32,33] and provides
managers with basic information in decision making [34]. Marketing establishes the value
that must be conveyed to customers, the way in which they must be satisfied [35], the way
in which long-term relationships with them must be established, etc. [36,37]. The value
offered to customers has begun to occupy an increasingly important place in this field of
activity, with consumers giving importance to the additional elements they receive after
purchasing various products or services [38] (pp. 69-71).

Marketing planning [39,40] is defined in the literature [41] (p. 152) as “a complex
process that includes successive operational stages, values, and assumptions in which,
based on the existing analysis of a company, its strategic objectives, the means by which they
may be achieved and the possibilities for assessing their level of completion, are identified
and established.” In order to observe the role and necessity of marketing planning in
an organization, some authors conducted various studies through which they tried to
determine the differences between companies that plan their marketing activity and those
that modify their activities according to existing influences from the external environment.
In addition, some of them have tried to build inductive marketing-planning models to
support managers in their work. These were intended to illustrate the factors that firms
should focus on in order to achieve the best possible market position [42—44].

Studies have shown that organizations that apply the principles of marketing planning
perform much better than those that do not use this concept. The results of these studies
have led many authors to mention that marketing planning offers a number of benefits to
businesses, as they have the ability to achieve much better results financially. However,
managers need to be aware that the results of marketing planning can only be seen over a
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longer period of time and not immediately, as planning aims to achieve long-term and not
short-term goals [45].

Sustainable marketing refers to the marketing mix elements, and one of the important
components is promotion practices and values at the social and environmental pillars. It
refers to 100% recyclable products or products that can be manufactured locally. They have
a higher cost precisely for these reasons, whether they are made from raw materials that
are only found in certain geographical locations or can be recycled and have a considerably
reduced negative impact on the environment.

More and more companies are beginning to focus on sustainability and giving due
respect to the nature without placing an emphasis on production in terms of quantity.
Thus, sustainable production is encouraged, and the advantage lies on both sides of the
balance sheet; both the environment and the company are able to gain. In this case, since
the emphasis is on sustainability and not on producing as much as possible in a short time,
the environment is able to gain because the amount of resources being used decreases
significantly, and other elements necessary for the production process, such as electricity,
will have lower costs.

Sustainable marketing, in comparison to traditional marketing, shows the existent
properties of a product without creating new ones in order to sell it faster. Sooner or
later, all companies will have to resort to sustainable marketing, at least because of the
limited resources that the environment can generate. The Brundtland report refers to
sustainable development as “development that meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” [46]. In this way,
today’s generations can use the necessary resources to meet their needs without depriving
the environment of all its resources, thus allowing future generations to have a life at
least as good as theirs. For example, the production of copier paper required will be met
but without causing irreversible damage to the environment and massive deforestation.
Sustainable marketing is seen as the fusion of green, ethical, and social marketing with a
long-term impact on the social and environmental pillars [47,48].

Sustainable development has three pillars: economic (the companies” and enterprises’
capability of sustaining their activity on the long term), social (equal benefits distribution
and mitigation of poverty), and environmental (preservation of natural resources). Sustain-
ability and sustainable development are, in some cases, used in alteration [49]: sustainable
development refers to the process leading to the achievement of sustainability [50].

There is a confusion between the nature of the alternative use of the concepts of
sustainability, sustainable development, and green marketing. Some researchers men-
tioned that sustainability and sustainable marketing are two different concepts [51,52],
while others have used them interchangeably. The same is true for green marketing with
sustainability and sustainable marketing [53,54]:

Tourism has great potential to speed up progress across the economic sectors in a
sustainable manner; through integrated policies, tourism can generate quality
employment opportunities for durable economic and social growth, hence reduce
poverty and provide encouragement for environmental protection, and thus offer
a triple-win situation for nations to move toward an inclusive and resilient
economy:. [55]

The role of sustainability in tourism development is very critical because tourism
is a significant factor in resource use, global environmental, and social change. [56]

Economic growth would be the result, among other things, of the expansion
of the tourism sector, tourism creates links between economic sectors and its
development facilitates the propagation of economic effects that are wider than
the direct ones we usually consider, ignoring the related ones. [57]
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3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Scope of the Research

The scope of this research is to identify the degree of satisfaction experienced by
beneficiaries as a result of accessing and implementing a project using European funds
in tourism for the period 2007-2013. This research aims to collect the necessary data for
understanding how the process of accessing European funds to tourism is perceived. In
addition, the results can contribute to reviewing this process over the period 2014-2020 so
that the results obtained from the implementation of the projects are some of the best. By
highlighting the benefits and risks perceived by the beneficiaries, managers of different
programs will know what they are supposed to do and the attributes they need to take into
account to reduce the perceived risks. In addition, they can identify the techniques and
web tools perceived by the beneficiaries as having a particular importance in the process of
accessing European funds in tourism. The research also illustrates how the implementation
of marketing planning in the projects financed by European funds in tourism has the ability
to influence the degree of satisfaction subsequently experienced by the beneficiaries. In this
way, the most appropriate structure of projects can be identified so that the results obtained
from their implementation will have a stronger impact on the development regions where
they are implemented.

3.2. Research Sample

The survey was conducted on a sample of 312 respondents (project managers); the
method used was a quantitative, research-based survey. The collectivity research is repre-
sented by the all beneficiaries that accessed, at the time of writing, at least one EU fund
grant in tourism during the period 2007-2013. Referring to the period 20142021, according
to previous research, we noticed a lower rate of integration of EU funds. The observing
unit is equal to the survey unit in which the subjects had the opportunity to apply and
develop a tourism EU fund grant. “The instrument used to collect data was the online ad
hoc survey” [58].

We used the following formula to identify the sample dimension:

_txpx(1-p)
N= Aw?

N—the required size of the sample; t—the coefficient associated to the probability
of guaranteeing results; p—the share of respondents with the required characteristics;
maximum admitted error (limit of error).

We set the sampling size considering the following parameters: a coefficient associated
to the probability of guaranteeing results of 95% (t = 1.96, respectively); maximum admitted
error of 5% with p value of 0.5.

3.3. Survey Design

The entire research identified more than 1000 projects developed by the subjects,
who were project managers or top management (survey unit), who were financed from
European funds in tourism in the period 2007-2013 through the operational programs POR,
PNDR, and POSDRU. It is worth mentioning that the beneficiaries were able to access
one, two, or more projects funded through these programs. The databases comprising the
representatives of the projects funded by European funds in tourism have been obtained
both from the online environment and from the authorities operating in this field.

The method by which the proposed research model was estimated is the so-called
method of variation. The analysis was done by using the Warp-PLS 3.0 software, which uses
the smallest square technique. At this point in the analysis, the regression algorithm “Warp3
PLS regression” was chosen. This method is very important, allowing for the determination
of the curvilinear relationships between the S- and U-shaped model variables.

The questionnaire made for this study includes 30 questions, which had the role of
fulfilling the purpose of the research. The first question was a filter and aimed at selecting
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beneficiaries who accessed at least one project funded by European funds in tourism in
the period 2007-2013. The following nine questions aimed to identify the characteristics
that defined the subjects. In the questionnaire, there were several questions specific to
the 10 latent variables studied in the proposed econometric model. Each latent variable
corresponds to several items, according to which the respondents were instructed to express
their agreement/disagreement. The 7-step Likert scale was used for the measurement. At
the end of the questionnaire, six questions were used to build the demographic profile of
the respondents.

3.4. Regression Model

Conceptually, the research contributes by using a regression model to analyze the
intensity of the relationship between factors. In terms of the connection types existing at
the level of analyzed dependent and independent constructs, the conceptual model can be
described as a multiple regression model:

Satisfaction (x) = B¢ + B1*Benefits(xq) + f2*Risks (xp) + f3z*Communication(xz) +
B4*Technologies(xs) + B5*Planning(xs) + B4*Perceptiveness(xg) + f7*Promotion(xy) + Bg*
Attitude(xg) + Bo*intention(xg) + B1p*interpersonal promotion(xyg)

3.5. Constructs and Items

The hypotheses raised are supported by the previous literature, which concerns the
conceptual definition of the constructs we have chosen as relevant items for each latent
variable, and we reviewed the SERVQUAL model [59], TPB model [60], SaaS-QUAL model,
and TAM model (Technology Acceptance Model), which we had also done in previous
research.

The conceptual model comprises the following constructs:

(a) The perceived benefits (Benefits) represent the first latent variable measured in the
study. They aim to pass on the advantages that the beneficiaries of the projects financed
from European funds in tourism consider to have obtained as a result of their implementa-
tion. This is a formative variable measured using the 7-step Likert scale. The formative
construct is based on five items: the possibility to start a tourism business, the possibility
to improve/expand the accommodation/food or leisure unit owned, the possibility to
improve the tourist activity in the project implementation area, the possibility to contribute
to the economic development of the tourist destination and of the development region at
the level of which the project financed from European funds were implemented, as well as
the contribution to the increase of the number of jobs at its level.

(b) The perceived risks (Risks) have also been previously analyzed by a number of
specialists in the field, reflecting to a large extent the fears that respondents have about
a number of variables from the external or internal environment that may affect their
activity when accessing projects financed from European funds in tourism or during their
implementation. The formative construct is based on six items: the allocation of resources
for the implementation of the project was carried out in the terms established in the
project; the time allotted for making the (deliverable) reporting materials was sufficient;
the specialized training of the experts employed in the implementation of the activities was
adequate; clear and correlated definition of the activities undertaken through the project;
reporting a limited number of documents during the implementation period as well as
the fact that during the implementation of the project, no new instructions appeared to
regulate the activity developed at the project level.

(c) Communication with those within the Managing Authority (MA). In the field of
accessing European funds in tourism, the communication process with those within the
Managing Authority is very important, as it facilitates the transmission and reception of
the necessary information and documents during the implementation process. For this
latent variable, we selected eight items: good communication between the two parties
during the project; receiving permanent feedback from project representatives during
its development; the time to receive the necessary information about the project was
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short; receiving counseling services during the project; the information provided by the
beneficiary’s guide was sufficient to ensure the progress of the project; obtaining the same
feedback regardless of the person contacted; providing technical support for uploading
documents on the platform; the communication through the Help Desk system of the
Managing Authority was prompt and complete.

(d) Web technologies and tools are those that facilitate the transmission of information,
notifications, or supporting materials enabling the contact between the parties and allowing
them to have instant access to the information transmitted. The formative construct was
built around seven items that aimed to identify the way in which project beneficiaries per-
ceive the web tools and technologies they came in contact with during the implementation
process. The items used covered the following aspects: the normal operation of the Action
Web reporting platform; highlighting comments on claims for reimbursement/payment
and approved eligible expenditure and expenditure declared ineligible; providing auto-
matic answers to frequently asked questions through the Help Desk system; the efficiency
of communication by e-mail; the importance of the Management Authority (MA) website
in providing information to beneficiaries; the importance of social networks in providing
information to beneficiaries; the importance of specialized forums in providing information
to beneficiaries.

(e) The use of marketing planning in the process of accessing projects financed from
European funds (Marketing planning). Through this, we wanted to illustrate the way
in which the application of the principles of marketing planning for projects financed
from European funds has the capacity to influence the satisfaction of the beneficiaries.
Seven items were considered for this variable. The seven existing items at the level of
this construct concerned the following: the existence of a marketing plan included in
the business plan through which the project financed from European funds in tourism
was accessed; the usefulness of the marketing plan realized in the implementation of the
project; specifying in the marketing plan the financing sources used; carrying out within the
marketing plan an environmental analysis in which the project will take place; specifying
in the marketing plan the objectives to be pursued; specifying in the marketing plan the
strategies pursued; specifying the estimated results within the marketing plan.

(f) Receptiveness of the staff within the Managing Authority (MA)—(Staff). Through
this, we wanted to observe how the openness and receptiveness of the staff have the ability
to influence the degree of satisfaction felt by the beneficiaries regarding the process of
accessing European funds. At the level of this variable, seven items were formulated,
targeting the following: efficient management of the problems by the Managing Authority
so that the beneficiaries have the possibility to quickly obtain the necessary information;
promptness of employees in solving problems encountered; providing complete informa-
tion on the launch of applications for projects financed from European funds in tourism;
ensuring by the Managing Authority (MA) the evaluation of projects, the display of results
and the signing of financing contracts; the ongoing support provided by MA employees,
project beneficiaries, and the time allocated by MA employees to solve problems posed by
beneficiaries.

(g) Project promotion. Through this, we wanted to identify how the promotion carried
out within the project had the ability to influence the degree of satisfaction felt by users after
accessing and implementing a project funded by European funds in tourism. This latent
variable was based on four items aiming to identify the following attributes: the usefulness
of the launch conference; the contribution of promotional materials to the knowledge of
the activities and results of the project; how the online promotion ensured the operational
information of the target group; popularizing the results of the project during the launch
conference.

(h) Normative attitude. This concerned the way in which beneficiaries were influenced
by those close to them before accessing the project financed from European funds in
tourism. At the level of this variable, seven items were built: the influence of the family
on the decision to access a project financed from European funds in tourism; the influence
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of friends on the decision to access a project funded by European funds in tourism; the
influence of the relevant Ministry on the decision to access a project financed from European
funds in tourism; the influence of local authorities on the decision to access a project
financed from European funds in tourism; the influence of the Managing Authority (MA)
on the decision to access a project financed from European funds in tourism; the influence
of the beneficiary’s guide on the decision to access a project financed from European funds
in tourism; the influence of consulting firms on the decision to access a project financed
from European funds in tourism.

(i) Satisfaction of beneficiaries. This illustrates, in fact, how the provision of services in
this area has risen to the level of expectations of beneficiaries. To measure the satisfaction
of the beneficiaries, four items were used to identify the degree of satisfaction of the
beneficiaries regarding the way in which the process of accessing the projects financed
from European funds in tourism took place: the degree of the delight of the beneficiaries
regarding the way in which the process of accessing the projects financed from European
funds in tourism took place; the joy felt by the beneficiaries regarding the way in which
the process of accessing the projects financed from European funds in tourism took place;
the degree of satisfaction felt, in total, by the beneficiaries regarding the way in which the
process of accessing the projects financed from European funds in tourism took place.

(j) Intention to re-access. This variable indirectly illustrates the degree of satisfaction
that the beneficiaries felt after accessing these projects. Thus, the more satisfied they are, the
more they will intend to re-access such projects in the future. At the level of this variable,
three items were used that aimed to identify the possibility of beneficiaries to access such
projects: the intention of beneficiaries to access such projects, the desire of beneficiaries to
access such projects, the hope of beneficiaries to access such projects.

(k) Interpersonal promotion. This variable refers to the intention of the beneficiaries
to recommend such projects to those close to them. At the level of this variable, three
items were used as follows: the possibility for the beneficiaries to recommend the projects
financed from European funds in tourism; the desire of the beneficiaries to recommend
the projects financed from European funds in tourism; as well as the intention of the
beneficiaries to recommend the projects financed from European funds in tourism.

All the construct items were measured on a 7-point Likert scale.

The following research hypotheses were formulated:

Hypotheses 1. The benefits perceived by the beneficiaries following the accessing of projects
financed from European funds in tourism have a direct and positive effect on the degree of satisfaction
that they feel.

Hypotheses 2. The risks perceived by the beneficiaries following the accessing of projects financed
from European funds in tourism have a direct and negative effect on the degree of satisfaction that
they feel.

Hypotheses 3. The communication process between the beneficiaries and the Managing Authority
(MA) has a direct and positive effect on the degree of satisfaction that they feel following the
development of projects financed from European funds in tourism.

Hypotheses 4. Technologies and web tools have a direct and positive effect on the degree of
satisfaction felt by beneficiaries following the development of projects financed from European funds
in tourism.

Hypotheses 5. Marketing planning has a direct and positive effect on the degree of satisfaction felt
by beneficiaries following the development of projects financed from European funds in tourism.

Hypotheses 6. The receptiveness of the staff within the Managing Authority (MA) has a direct
and positive effect on the degree of satisfaction felt by the beneficiaries following the development of
projects financed from European funds in tourism. This variable has been previously measured in
the SERVQUAL model [57].
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Hypotheses 7. The promotion of the project has a direct and positive effect on the degree of
satisfaction felt by the beneficiaries following the development of projects financed from European
funds in tourism.

Hypotheses 8. The normative attitude has a direct and positive effect on the degree of satisfaction
felt by the beneficiaries following the development of projects financed from European funds in
tourism. This variable has been previously measured in the TPB (Theory of Planned Behavior)
model [58].

Hypotheses 9. The degree of satisfaction felt by the beneficiaries following the development of
projects financed from European funds in tourism has a direct and positive effect on their intention
to re-access such projects in the future.

Hypotheses 10. The degree of satisfaction felt by the beneficiaries following the development
of projects financed from European funds in tourism has a direct and positive effect on their
interpersonal promotion in the future.

The method used in the estimated model of the research was the variation. The
analysis was done using the Warp-PLS 3.0, OLS technique. At the analysis, we chose the
regression algorithm “Warp3 PLS regression”. This method is very important to determine
the curvilinear relations between the variables of the U- and S-shaped models.

4. Results and Key Findings

In order to observe if the constructs presented in the conceptual model influence
the satisfaction of the respondents regarding the process of accessing and implementing
the project using European funds in tourism, we assessed the beta coefficients and the
significance in Table 1. These two coefficients were used to validate or invalidate the
research hypotheses.

Table 1. Testing the hypotheses.

Hypothesis B p Condition
H1 Perceptiveness Benefits—Satisfaction 0.190 <0.001 Validated
H2 Perceptiveness risks—Satisfaction 0.203 <0.001 Validated
H3 Communication with MA (Management 0.193  <0.001 Validated
Authority)—Satisfaction
Online tools and web .
H4 technologies—Satisfaction 0136 <0.001 Validated
H5 Marketing planning—Satisfaction 0.145 <0.001 Validated
Perceptiveness of MA (Management .
Hé6 Authority)—Satisfaction 0.142 <0.001 Validated
H7 Project promotion—Satisfaction 0.045 <0.21 Not Validated
H8 Regulative attitude—Satisfaction 0.043 <0.22 Not Validated
H9 Re-accessing intention 0.861 <0.001 Validated
H10 Satisfaction—Interpersonal promotion 0.881 <0.001 Validated

From the table above, it can be noted that 8 of the 10 hypotheses existing in this
research are validated. This means that the value of beta coefficients is greater than 0.1,
while significance thresholds are less than 0.05. The hypothesis H7 is rejected, with a
p-value greater than 0.05 (0.21), while the value of 3 is 0.045. Another hypothesis that
was rejected in the research is H8. It had recorded a p-value of 0.22, and (3 had the value
of 0.043.

Another indicator analyzed in this model is the determination coefficient R2 (Table 2).
This indicator suggests the extent to which the independent variables from the (exogenous)
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model have the ability to explain the variance of the dependent (endogenous) variables.
Their value was calculated only for the dependent variables of the model.

Table 2. The determination coefficients.

Satisfaction Beneficiaries Re-Accessing Intention Interpersonal Promotion

0.829 0.742 0.775

The obtained values show that the independent variables presented in the proposed
conceptual model have the ability to explain to a high degree the variance of the dependent
variables. Thus, the beneficiaries” satisfaction with the process of accessing European funds
in tourism is explained in a proportion of 82.9% by the independent variables presented.
The intention of the beneficiaries to recommend future such projects funded by European
funds in tourism is explained 74.2% of their satisfaction, while the interpersonal promotion
variable is explained 77.5% by the satisfaction of the beneficiaries.

The Warp-PLS program provides users with the opportunity to obtain some model
compliance metrics.

The obtained values showed us that independent variables are presented at the level of
the conceptual model proposed and are able to explain, in a higher measure, the variation
of the dependent variables. Therefore, we took into account the highest variables of the
R2 where the independent variables had the higher capacity to explain the endogenous
variables. The coefficient R2 was calculated to observe the relationship between constructs,
overall, at the level of the model; also taken into account were other indicators presented
in Table 3 in order to explain the validity of the tested model.

Table 3. Conformity measurement coefficients.

Indicators Validation Criteria
Average path coefficient (APC) = 0.284 p <0.001
Average R-squared (ARS) = 0.782 p <0.001
Average adjusted R-squared (AARS) = 0.780 p <0.001

Average VIF (AVIF) = 2.996

Threshold < 5, Ideally < 3.3

Average full co linearity VIF (AFVIF) = 4.773

Threshold < 5, Ideally < 3.3

Tenenhaus GoF (GoF) = 0.727

Small > 0.1, Medium > 0.25, Large > 0.36

Sympson’s paradox ratio (SPR) = 1.000

Threshold > 0.7, Ideally = 1

R-squared contribution ratio (RSCR) = 1.000 Threshold > 0.9, Ideally = 1

Threshold > 0.7

Statistical suppression ratio (SSR) = 1.000

Nonlinear bivariate causality direction ratio

(NLBCDR) = 1.000 Threshold > 0.7

In order to validate a model through structural equations using the PLS variation
method, a series of guidelines should be observed, such as p-values associated with APC,
ARS, and AARS are less than 0.05; the value of AVIF and AFVIF is less than 5; the value of
GOF is greater than 0.36; the SPR value is higher than 0.7; the RSCR value is higher than
0.9; and the value of SSR and NLBCDR is greater than 0.7.

From the table presented above, it can be noted that the conformity indicators of the
model obtained from the analysis recorded very good values, falling within the above-
mentioned values. In view of the above, we can mention that the proposed model is
validated by the variation method.
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5. Discussion and Conclusions

’

The conceptual model proposed in this paper aimed to test how the beneficiaries
satisfaction with the process of accessing European funds in tourism is influenced by
a series of factors, such as perceived benefits, perceived risks, communication with the
Management Authority (MA), web technologies and tools, marketing planning of European
funds, receptiveness of the Management Authority, project promotion, and regulative
attitude. In addition, through this research, we wanted to identify how the satisfaction of
the beneficiaries has the ability to influence their intention to respond to such projects as
well as their intention to promote them among those close to them.

The model created and tested in the paper presents a number of implications both
theoretical and practical. In terms of theoretical contributions, it should be noted that,
most importantly, this study refers to the proposal and validation from an econometric
perspective of a unique model in the literature. So far, no such model that observes how a
number of factors have the capacity to influence beneficiaries’ satisfaction with the process
of accessing European funds in tourism has been created theoretically. In the proposed
conceptual model, there were 10 main assumptions, of which only eight were accepted.
Additionally, the coefficients 3 and the determination coefficients R2 were estimated to
observe the degree of influence of the independent variables on the dependent ones.

5.1. Discussion

From the analysis presented, it was observed that beneficiaries” satisfaction is influ-
enced to a large extent by perceived benefits, perceived risks, communication with the
Management Authority, web technologies and tools, marketing planning of European
funds, and the receptiveness of those in the Management Authority. The p-value was
more than 0.05 for two variants: promotion of the project and normative attitude. The
indicators show that they do not have the ability to directly and positively influence the
degree of satisfaction experienced by users following the process of accessing European
funds in tourism.

At the level of the analysis, the coefficient R2 was also analyzed. Thus, it was noted
that beneficiaries” satisfaction with the process of accessing European funds to tourism
is explained 83% by the variables analyzed. Moreover, their intention to respond to such
projects in the future is explained 74% by the satisfaction of the beneficiaries, while the
interpersonal promotion variable is explained in a proportion of 78% by the variable
satisfaction. In view of the above, we believe that the purpose and objectives of the study
have been met. Thus, the main factors that have the capacity to influence the satisfaction
felt by the beneficiaries as a result of accessing a project funded by European funds in
tourism were observed. Moreover, the model presented in the paper was validated, and
the resulting conformity indicators obtained very good values.

The indicators presented in the model have shown that there is a direct and positive
link between the technologies used in the process of accessing European tourism funds
and the degree of satisfaction felt. Thus, as these web technologies and tools work better
to facilitate the process, the higher the degree of satisfaction [61]. Another validated
hypothesis showed that there is a direct and positive link between how recipients plan the
process of accessing European funds and the degree of contentment felt. This shows that
the more often users use the planning process and the more they use the principles of the
process, the higher the level of satisfaction [62].

Another variable that has the ability to influence user satisfaction is the responsiveness
of employees of the Management Authority. The study showed that the more open the
staff of the Management Authority and the more receptive to communicating with project
beneficiaries, the higher the level of satisfaction felt by the beneficiaries. Instead, if they are
not interested in solving the problems faced by the beneficiaries, the degree of satisfaction
decreases. In addition, from the analysis, we noticed that the degree of satisfaction felt has
the ability to directly influence the intention of the beneficiaries to respond to such projects.
The higher the degree of contentment, the greater the intention to respond to such projects.
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Moreover, the degree of resulting contentment has the ability to also influence their desire
to promote such projects among those close to them. If the beneficiaries are more satisfied,
their intention to promote such projects is greater.

As mentioned above, the compliance metrics obtained in this model have shown
that the proposed model is approved. In view of the above, we believe that the results
obtained in this paper bring added value both in practical and theoretical terms. However,
in order to obtain a thorough overview of the subject under discussion, other studies of a
quantitative nature should be carried out to confirm or refute those presented.

5.2. Conclusions

In terms of practicality, we note that this work brings added value, showing the
main points that managers of the Management Authority should focus on to increase the
level of satisfaction experienced by beneficiaries of projects funded by European funds
in tourism. In order to increase the absorption rate and achieve the best results from the
implementation of such projects, all aspects presented should be considered. From the
model presented, we have noticed that the benefits perceived by the beneficiaries have
a strong impact on the satisfaction of individuals. Thus, the more they perceive these
advantages, the more satisfied they are. In terms of risks, it has been noted that risks
negatively influence the degree of contentment felt. The more risks perceived, the lower
the satisfaction level, and the lower the perceived disadvantages, the higher the satisfaction
level. Another variable that influences the satisfaction of the beneficiaries of European
funds in tourism is communication with the Management Authority. As a result of the
analysis, it was noted that the easier the communication process and the more easily the
information circulates between the two parties, the higher the level of satisfaction.

5.3. Limits of the Research

In addition to the important results that were obtained at the research level, it should
be mentioned that they also have some limitations. Thus, one of the most important refers
to the way in which the data were collected. As the research tool was distributed online,
we are not sure that it was completed exclusively by subjects who were involved in projects
funded by European funds in tourism. Moreover, the quantitative study was conducted on
a small sample of 312 respondents. In order to better understand this field and to have a
much clearer picture on the analyzed subject, other studies should be carried out on a larger
number of respondents, which should present in detail the perception of the beneficiaries
involved in this field of activity.

Another limitation of the research refers to the variables that were taken into account.
Thus, at its level, eight variables were studied that have the ability to influence the satisfac-
tion of beneficiaries. In addition, there may be others that have not yet been considered. For
this reason, other variables that are intended to influence the satisfaction of the beneficiaries
of European funds in tourism should be analyzed at the level of subsequent studies.

As for the future directions of the research, they have as a starting point the limits
mentioned above. In order to increase the quality of the quantitative study, an analysis
should be performed on a larger number of respondents that would allow us to extrapolate
the results to the entire research community.

Future research should be based on several qualitative studies upon which to build
the basis of quantitative research. They should take into account several variables that
have the potential to influence the satisfaction of beneficiaries in the process of accessing
European funds in tourism. Future research may also consider studying, in this situation
of pandemic, strategies for redressing and resilience.
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