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Abstract: Visitors’ increasing interest in nature-based and cultural tourism, especially in the context
of ecotourism destinations, has generated a heated debate in tourism literature. Some authors
consider that ecotourism should be approached through a niche strategy rather than through mass
marketing. Therefore, identifying the main characteristics of visitors to ecotourism destinations
is very important in setting management and marketing strategies adapted to their specific needs.
The present paper aims to identify the profile of visitors to Romanian ecotourism destinations,
considering the ecotourism potential of this country and the scarcity of empirical studies on these
types of destinations. To reach this aim, a survey was conducted in four Romanian ecotourism
destinations. By computing the data collected from a sample of 1157 visitors, four visitor segments
have been identified based on a single characteristic (visit purpose). Crosstabulation and Chi-square
analysis were used in order to identify the profiles of these segments. The results reveal that most
of respondents are nature travellers, followed by culture travellers. The findings may be used by
ecotourism destination managers in order to target specific market segments and establish proper
management and marketing strategies.

Keywords: ecotourism destination; visitor segmentation; visitor profile; nature traveller; culture
traveller; leisure traveller; eclectic traveller; sustainable development; marketing and management strategies

1. Introduction

Given the growing interest worldwide in ecotourism, based on natural and cultural
resources, it is in these special areas that the challenges of marketing are the greatest. Eco-
tourism sites have moved away from mass marketing, toward target marketing: identifying
market segments, selecting one or more of them, and developing tailored products and
programs [1]. A challenging task for ecotourism marketers is to study the changing nature
of tourism consumers [2]. Marketing activities should target identified appropriate markets
only, rather than the generic mass market. Therefore, research needs to be undertaken
to provide a systematic basis for policy and planning where the information content in
marketing should be matched to market segments [3].

Profiling visitors to tourism destinations is particularly important for tourism mar-
keters. Profiling is one of the phases in market segmentation [4]. Segmentation and market
targeting are the best strategies for recognising potential tourist behaviours [5] in different
types of tourism destinations. Understanding visitor profiles helps to identify target mar-
kets, craft meaningful messages, and develop products and resources in such a way that
they meet particular demands [6]. Visitor profile and behaviour is a critical determining
factor that influences the management approach for achieving multiple aspirational goals
such as high visitor satisfaction and site sustainability [7].

Researchers have profiled visitors from various ecotourism areas—North America
(e.g., [8]), South America (e.g., [9]), Africa (e.g., [10]), Asia (e.g., [11]), Australia (e.g., [7]), Eu-
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rope (e.g., [12])—using variables such as age, education and income [7,8,11], nationality [10],
motivations [9,13], on-site activities [13], accommodation preferences [10], information
sources [7], etc. However, little research [14,15] has been published on the Romanian
ecotourism market to understand the characteristics of visitors to ecotourism areas from in
this country, particularly of domestic tourists.

Romania has a unique natural heritage that offers an excellent chance of transforming
the country into a special attraction for both the international and domestic ecotourism
market. It has some of the largest areas with virgin forests still remaining in Europe
and the large majority of European brown bears, wolves, and globally outstanding flora
and fauna [16]. In the last decade, ecotourism in Romania has evolved from isolated
ecotourism programs proposed by local /national tour operators to integrated ecotourism
destinations, which are developed through strategic partnerships (between local authorities,
local communities, business owners) and promoted through the efforts of local or national
(eco) tourism associations [17].

Nevertheless, the profile of visitors to ecotourism destinations from Romania has
not been studied, as far as we know. In this respect, our study seeks to fill this gap
given that identifying some segments of visitors could be helpful for planning, managing,
and marketing a tourist destination. The information about the typology and profile of
visitors allows ecotourism destination managers to approach their different motivations
and experiences in order to understand which types of visitors are more likely to be found
in different stages of tourist areas’ development. Moreover, when problems arise in terms
of sustainability, especially in certain types of destinations (e.g., protected areas), it is
necessary to outline a typology of visitors in order to manage the access flows in the
destination. The tourist facilities and other resources should also be tailored to the visitors’
typology and profile. Starting from these considerations, the following objectives have been
established for our research: (O1) to identify the demographic and travel characteristics of
visitors to the main ecotourism destinations from Romania; (O2) to define the segments of
visitors to these destinations according to their visit purpose; (O3) to compare the repetitive
visiting behaviour to the ecotourism destinations of the identified segments; (O4) to profile
these segments as regards their dominant demographic characteristics.

In order to reach the above mentioned objectives, a survey was conducted in four
ecotourism destinations from Romania. The questionnaire design and data collection
process were conducted by the Association of Ecotourism in Romania (AER), with the aim
of offering the information support for developing and professionalising the management
of ecotourism destinations in Romania. The present study only used the questions meant
to accomplish the objectives regarding the identification of visitors’ profile in the studied
ecotourism destinations. The data collected were analysed using univariate and bivariate
methods to summarize the responses, and the Chi-square test was used in order to highlight
the statistical significance of the differences between the encountered visitors groups. The
findings emphasize four visitors segments determined on an “a priori segmentation”
approach: nature, culture, leisure, and eclectic travellers. They have different dominant
and travel characteristics highlighted in the conclusion section.

2. Literature Review

According to a definition provided by the Global Ecotourism Network (GEN), “eco-
tourism is responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the environment, sustains the
wellbeing of the local people, and creates knowledge and understanding through interpre-
tation and education of all involved (visitors, staff and the visited)” [18]. In this respect,
ecotourists are interested in exploring both natural attractions and cultural or historical
sites [19]. They have a genuine interest in environmental responsibility in tourism and
support the green tourism suppliers [20]. According to the findings highlighted in the
specialty literature, ecotourists are mainly interested in relatively undisturbed ecosystems
and want to learn more about natural phenomena with the aim of contributing to the sus-
tainable development of natural sites [21]. The following activities are mentioned among
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the most popular: photography and landscape painting, studying the flora and fauna,
cultural sightseeing, and special guided hikes [22]. Such activities and motivations could
be considered as segmentation criteria in ecotourism [23].

The abovementioned characteristics of ecotourism are mainly related to the protected
areas, which are considered “clearly defined geographical spaces, recognised, dedicated
and managed through legal or other effective means, to achieve the long-term conservation
of nature with associated ecosystem services and cultural values” [24]. The main objectives
are to develop sustainable tourism based on the minimization of negative impact and the
maximization of positive impact at the social, cultural, ecologic, and economic levels [25,26].

Along with the natural attractions, the cultural resources are considered very impor-
tant due to their contribution to the social coherence of the communities [27]. Thus, the cul-
tural tourism activities stimulate the preservation of the natural and cultural heritage [28].
Finally, both nature and culture motivations of ecotourism activities may contribute to the
sustainable development of the local community [29].

As regards the profile of visitors to ecotourism destinations around the world, the
main findings in the literature are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Previous studies about visitors” profile and motivations from several world destinations (America, Australia, New

Zeeland, Asia, Europa, and Africa).

Authors Destination/Country The Survey Sample Variables Visitors’ Profile
America, Australia, and New Zealand
- High-level NBT: mostly females, older,
A rural area in the Nature-based tourists Motivation to observe well-educated, and afﬂuent. § X
Deng and Li [30] Appalachian Region, (NBTs), and learn - Repeaters: More dedicated to nature than first timers.
USA non-local visitors about nature - Those who travelled with kids were more likely to be
’ ’ NBTs at the low level.
- Nature segment: visitors who had high scores for
nature-related motivations.
. . - Multiple motives segment: not interested in sunshine
Carvache-Franco, Foreign and national and beaches, but place greater value on other
Segarra-Ofiab, ' Machalilla National ecotourists _who Vi.Sited Motivation for activities: aufhentic rural experiences, heritage,
and Carrascosa- Park, Ecuador the Machalilla National ecotourism. nature, learning local dances and languages,

Lépez [23]

Weaver and

Lawton [7]

Cleaver and
Muller [31]

Lamington National
Park, Australia

Canada, Australia,

New Zealand, and the

United States (the
CANZUS countries)

Park between August
and September of 2018.

Individuals who had
stayed at least one night
in either of two
well-known ecolodges in
Lamington National
Park, Australia.

Baby boomers.

Opinions about
ecotourism, general
environmental and
social attitudes, and

motivations for
visiting ecotourism

destinations.

Lifestyle
characteristics,
attitudes, reason for
holiday travel, and
behavioural patterns
with regard to
ecotourism related
holiday activities.

birdwatching and fishing.

- Reward and escape segment: interested in fun,
exploration of the unknown, and escape
from routine.

— Softer ecotourists: multi-purpose trips, short trips,
physically passive, larger groups, services expected,
emphasis on interpretation.

- Harder ecotourists: specialized trips, long trips,
physically active, small groups.

- Structured ecotourists: multi-purpose trips, short
trips, physically active, larger groups.

— Harder ecotourists are younger than structured
ecotourists, they are more likely to have attained a
university degree (61.5 vs. 46.5%).

Equivalent lifestyle segments in the four CANZUS baby
boomer populations:

United States

Actualizers 15%: 95% have at least some university, 68% in
white-collar jobs, highest median income.

Canada

Autonomous rebels 25%: higher levels of education,
professionals with higher incomes, assertive about
egalitarian ideals in society, strong concern for the
environment, experiential hedonists, love the unexpected
and spontaneous.

New Zealand (Consumer Research Group, 1996)

Educated liberals 18%: very highly educated, professionals
who like the big city, above average income, concerned with
social issues, support environmental issues, seek activities
that stimulate intellect, like travelling and exploring new
places.

Australia

Socially aware 18%: highly educated, holding the top jobs,
not money worries, tend to be wealth managers, green and
progressive in attitudes, avid arts goers,

experiential tourists.
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Table 1. Cont.

Authors

Destination/Country

The Survey Sample

Variables

Visitors’ Profile

Asia

Gu et al. [32]

Sheena, Mariapan,

Changbai Mountain
Biosphere Reserve
(CMBR),
China

Kinabalu Park, Sabah,

Domestic visitors to the
CMBR.

The domestic Malaysian

Visit motivations.

Ecotourists” trip
characteristics; their
expectations towards

- Nature travellers: mostly interested in experiencing
nature, one-third of them being 45 or older, and
about half of them were either in the highest or
lowest income groups.

- Cultural landscape tourists: expressed a similar
interest in natural landscapes, attracted by the
cultural environment of the CMBR.

- Three-fourths were 34 or younger, being the most
educated group overall, with 76% having at least a
university degree.

— Food and shopping enthusiasts: significantly higher
interest in food and shopping, almost three-fifths
were from 25 to 44 years of age and more than a
quarter were company staff.

- Eclectic adventurers: expressing a broad range of
motivations for visiting the area, from an educational
perspective, closely paralleled food and shopping
enthusiasts at all levels, extremely low percentage of
scientific and technical workers (3.2%).

— Hard ecotourists (40%): autonomous in their travel
arrangements.
- Structured ecotourists (27.5%).

and Aziz [33] Borneo, Malaysia ecotourists. services and - Soft ecotourists (33.3%), who expected services
preferences for during their trip and made arrangements via
arranged travel. travel agents.
Europe
Natural Parks in The young tourist chooses, in order of preference:
Romania (Apuseni, Young . ecotourism, nature tourism, rural tourism, cultural tourism,
Hornoiu, Retezat, people—consumption Identifying the forms and adventure tourism
Padurean, Nica, Piatra Craiului, habits r:gi:rfie?glgigesm Additionally, the consumer’s preferred tourism activities
and Maha [22] Vanatori-Neamt and specific to protected P activities are, in decreasing order, photography, landscape painting,
Maramures natural areas. ’ studying the flora and fauna, cultural sightseeing, and
Mountains). hiking.

Adalilar et al. [34]

Oom do Valle,
Pintassilgo,
Matias, and
André [35]

Kim and
Weiler [36]

Derek, Wozniak,
and Kulczyk [37]

Juravle et al. [38]

Ten ecological farms in

the Aegean Region,
Turkey

Algarve, a typical sun
and beach destination
Portugal

Charmouth coastal
area, South
West of England,
Great Britain

The Great Masurian
Lakes,
Poland

Bucovina,
Romania

Domestic and foreign
consumers in Turkey
regarding eco-villages.

Tourists older than
15 years
old, only one
person from each family.

English-speaking day
visitors aged 18 and over.

Domestic visitors in nine
towns or villages
throughout the area,
particularly interesting
for sailors.

40 individuals using the
messenger of a social
network.

Consumer perceptions,
attitudes, and
preferences regarding
eco-villages.

Tourist attitudes
towards an
accommodation tax
for environmental
protection in the
Algarve.

Visitors” attitudes
towards an
environmentally
responsible
tourist behaviour.

Typology of tourists
visiting a nature-based
destination.

The destination image
of Bucovina among the
Romanian tourists.

Most of the respondents (53;8%) are in the 35-54 age group,
most of them married (56.9%) and college graduates (76.9%).
Seventy-nine percent of the respondents had some
knowledge about the eco-villages. The majority of people
(84.5%) who had some degree of knowledge were between
35-54 years old.

Country: Turkey (53.6%), Europe (34.3%), and Northern
America (12.1%).

A large proportion of tourists are British (40.6%), aged
between 37 and 45 years old (30.2%) or older than 55 (30.4%),
with secondary (43.6%) or college education degrees (43.4%)
Landscape (58.1%) and proximity (33.9%) were the main
determinants of beach choice

Two distinct groups of tourists: prefer traditional beach
recreations (89.8%) or prefer other activities, such as walking
on the beach (10.2%).

Dominant profile: female, 36 and 55 years old, having
university degree.

64% of respondents were revisiting the Charmouth coastal
area, and 45% had visited natural areas 10 or more times in
the past.

Travel motivations: “relaxing and having fun with

family /friends” (56%), “enjoying the beauty of nature”
(23%), “learning about fossils” (15%), and “doing physical
exercise/leisure activities” (6%).

Two segments: tourists with “high environmental attitude”
or with “low environmental attitude”.

Six clusters were identified: angling sailors: university
degrees, between 25 and 34 years old, living mostly in
smaller towns non-angling sailors: living in larger cities
cyclists: young people (18-24 years old) living in large cities
anglers: live in villages and small towns water
re-creationists passive tourists: university degrees, 35-44
years old.

Education: 43.2% have a graduate degree, and 40.2% have a
higher degree.

Age: range between 26 and 40 years old

62.2% of respondents were married, 29.7% were single.
Additionally, 75.7% of the respondents were women and
24.3% men.
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Table 1. Cont.

Authors Destination/Country The Survey Sample Variables Visitors’ Profile
Africa
Demographic profile: in both years, the respondents are
mostly married, Afrikaans speaking tourists who travel in
groups of approximately three people and have a
Demographic, proifessional occupation. ]
Saayman and The Kruger National Local and non-local socio-economic, Socio-economic profile: most of the tourists were well
Slabbert [39] Park/South Africa visitors. geographic, and educated. . . . .
psychographic profile. Gec_)graphlc proﬁlle: tourists wh_o V1.51ted this park were
mainly South Africans who reside in the Gauteng province.
Psychographic profile: more than 50% of the tourists in both
surveys indicated that they had visited one of the national
parks on average three times per year.
- Statistically significant relationship between
education and being an ecotourist.
- The number of ecotourists in the age group of 18-24
. . years was approximately 6% higher than
The study population Relationship between normal tourists.
Nheta, The Capricorn District consisted of tourists and age, doccgp ation, - As for the age group of 35+ years, it also indicated a
Madzunyea, and Municipality /South visitors found within the h%)ﬁe;gfg Cs(t)er\rtls; positive representation of ecotourists that exceeded
Tshipala [40] Africa Capricorn District education. and normal tourists by approx1matfely 12%.
Municipality. ¢ s aid - Female 37.4% and male 24.8% indicated as
ecotourism behaviour. being ecotourists.
— The self-employed occupational group is highly
significant in influencing one to become
an ecotourist.
Ecotourist profile: 74.6% of the sampled respondents were
between 21 and 40 years old with a mean age of 31.1 years;
Gender, marital status, 70.0% were male, while 29.1% were female; more than half
income, household, of the respondents (58.6%) were single, and 41.4% were
The population for the religion, loyalty, married. About 82.6% of the ecotourists had household
study was the ecotourists nationality, members sizes of 1 to 5 members. In terms of education, 50.6% of
to the parks as at the of environmental them had a bachelor’s degree/higher national diploma.
Ogunjinmi [41] Nigeria time of the study non-governmental, Most ecotourists (61.1%) had professional /management
(October 2008 to May organisations (NGOs),  occupation, while 38.9% were students.92% of the
2009 and October 2009 to profiles, trip ecotourists were Nigerians, about 4.8% were Britons, 2.1%
May 2010). characteristics, were Americans, and 1.1% were French. Around 32.0% of
motivations of the respondents were members of environmental
ecotourists. non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and 82.0% of the
travellers visited the area several times, which is an
indicator that they are experienced ecotourists.
Profile of the tourists: single (66%); female (58%); had
Visitors in Kakum ) finishef:l eitheg a first degree (56%) or postgraduate
National Park Ghana. Education, gender, education (21%). o . o .
Amuquandoh [42] Ghana Target population: natlor}ahty, religion, Plr:,ices of orlgnm: Europe (59 %), i\lorth Amerlc;?\ (20 /(:)), Africa
q L motivations, and (9%), Asia (7%), Scandinavia (6%), and Oceania (0.3%). The
visitors above 18 years 1 £ origi . for visitine Kakum National Park b
old. places of origin. major reasons for visiting Kakum National Park can be

summarized into four general categories: adventure,
education, escape and relaxation, or sociability.

According to the studied literature, visitors’ motivations were significantly different
depending on the continent that they travelled to. Some visitors chose America as a
destination because they wanted to observe nature and learn about it, to have authentic
rural experiences, to learn local dances and languages, for birdwatching and fishing, to
have fun, to explore the unknown and to escape from their daily routine. Visitors to
Asian ecotourism destinations were looking to have natural and cultural environmental
experiences, to integrate in their travel experience distinctive elements such as food and
shopping, and were willing to forget the usual comfort of tourism services. Visitors
who wanted multi-purpose and specialized trips visited Australia. Europe has the best
destinations for photography, landscape painting, studying the flora and fauna, cultural
sightseeing, and special guided hikes. The visitors who chose destinations in Africa
were interested in adventure, education, escape from their daily routine, relaxation, and
socialization with the local people.

The study of Nheta et al. [40] has shown a statistically significant relationship between
education and being an ecotourist for the visitors that made a trip to the Capricorn District
(South Africa). Another interesting finding was that the younger tourists who decided to
visit Romania had chosen some activities included in the travel package, such as practicing
ecotourism, nature tourism, rural tourism, cultural tourism, and adventure tourism [22].
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Wight [43] discovered that from 70 of the variables included in the studies carried
out in order to understand what motivates tourists to go on a trip, only 25 referred to the
intrinsic motivations regarding the destination’s characteristics. So, visitors are more likely
to choose a destination that reflects their preferences, matching their individual perceptions
about the destination. In fact, there is an obvious lack of understanding (there is no clear
theoretical approach in order to understand the tourists” motivations, as mentioned by
Fodness [44]) as to why visitors decide to visit a tourism destination, especially when they
claim that they are interested in nature-based experiences.

3. The Presentation of the Ecotourism Destinations Included in the Research

The Romanian National Tourism Authority [45] define the ecotourism destination as
a tourism destination that respects the following principles: (1) the destination projects a
responsible marketing image; (2) businesses with a sustainable management predominate
in the destination; (3) there is a real support for local communities within the destination; (4)
tourists and locals are made aware of and informed about the natural characteristics of the
destination; (5) clear nature conservation measures are implemented within the destination.

The ecotourism destination includes at least a protected area and the local commu-
nities around or within it, including the protected area administrator in the management
of the whole destination. The management of the destination focuses on tourism prod-
ucts, small-scale infrastructure development, and marketing having sustainability and
nature conservation as core values. The nature conservation objectives of the protected
area are integrated in the overall tourism management plan of the destination. There-
fore, the ecotourism destination is a model of local sustainable development based on
ecotourism [46].

The above definition is in line with Buhalis [47], who define a tourism destination as
“that area clearly delimited from a geographical point of view, perceived by tourists as a
distinct/independent entity and which has a unitary legislative and political framework”.
It can vary in size from whole continents to countries, provinces, and resorts [48].

In 2012, the Ministry of Regional Development and Tourism of Romania, in partner-
ships with the National Institute for Research and Development in Tourism (INCDT) and
the Association of Ecotourism in Romania (AER), developed the framework for evaluating
and certifying ecotourism destinations in Romania [16]. This initiative is based on the
recommendation of the World Tourism Organization to use the European Ecotourism
Labelling Standards (EETLS) [49], developed and refined in the frame of several EU funded
projects as part of the [50]. By adopting this framework, destinations that meet the criteria
are awarded with the title of “ecotourism destinations”, and they will be included in the
national tourism promotion campaigns, targeting the domestic and foreign markets [46].
There are ten ecotourism destinations developed and promoted by AER in Romania. The
present study focuses on four of them that were selected because they can ensure accu-
rate data collection. As they are located in different geographical areas of the country
(see Figure 1), they were considered appropriate for the purpose of this research. The
ecotourism destinations included in the research are presented in red, as follows.
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Figure 1. The geographical distribution of the Romanian ecotourism destinations. Source: [46].

Padurea Craiului

The destination is situated in the Western Carpathians, with large areas of Karst
landscape: caves, gorges, and plateaus. The profile of the destination is a mix of nature-
based and cultural activities, with a focus on families and children as its market segment.
The proximity of two large Romanian cities makes it mostly a one-day destination, so
the efforts of the destination management organization are on developing infrastructure
and attractions in order to convince its visitors to extend their stay. Because of this, the
accommodation infrastructure is poorly developed, with only 33 accommodations and
729 beds.

Transylvanian Highlands

Located in the centre of the country, it overlaps with the second largest Natura 2000 site
in Romania. This area in southern Transylvania is known for its Saxon cultural heritage, and
the identified unique selling proposition is the last medieval landscape of Europe. Although
the destination is known mainly due to cultural attractions (fortified churches, preserved
medieval villages, fortresses and mansions, traditional cultural landscape), the destination
also has a rich natural heritage represented by avifauna, meadows of high conservation
value, meadows with secular oaks, etc., and an impressive cycling infrastructure with more
than 500 km of trails. It is the largest of the four destinations included in the study, and it
offers 82 registered accommodation units with a total of 1421 beds.

Eco Maramures

This is a small destination situated in Maramures county, in the north of Romania.
The area is known for the wood carving civilization; therefore, it has a wide range of
cultural attractions and activities. It differentiates from the rest of Maramures by including
nature-based activities and infrastructure (hiking and cycling trails, thematic trails, and
others), and it is promoted under the image of the “green heart of historic Maramures”.
Although it is a small area, the accommodation capacity totals 1805 beds in 134 units.
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Tara Dornelor

The destination is in the north of the country and partially overlaps the Calimani
National Park. The uniqueness characteristic is given by the well-preserved volcanic
landscape and the active character of the destination, the area being excellent for a varied
range of nature-based activities. This area has a long-standing tradition in Romanian
tourism, especially due to the Vatra Dornei spa resort, which acts as a service hub for the
destination. This fact is also reflected in the accommodation capacity at the destination
level, which totals 4692 places in 227 accommodation units.

4. Research Methodology

The present research is part of the efforts made by AER to develop and to professional-
ize the network of ecotourism destinations in Romania, with the support of the Romanian-—
American Foundation, the Romanian Partnership Foundation, and the Swiss—Romanian
Cooperation Programme. AER coordinates and offers technical tourism assistance to a
network of local NGOs that act as destination management organizations. The aim of the
research was to gather valuable data regarding visitors” and destination profile that will
then help the management teams in planning their management and marketing activities.

The data were gathered over a period of an entire year and consisted of direct inter-
views with visitors, based on a questionnaire. The data contain a range of closed questions
aimed at reaching the goals of the abovementioned research. The measurement scales
used for questions design are mainly nominal and 5-level Likert scales at equal distances.
Nevertheless, for the purpose of this article, only eight categorical variables have been
considered (see Table 2).

Table 2. The variables used in the research.

Variable Response Categories
Age Under 18 years; 18-29 years; 30-50 years; 51-65 years; over 65 years
Monthly income * Under EUR 215; EUR 215-430; EUR 431-645; EUR 646-1077; over EUR 1077
Education Lower-secondary education; upper and post-secondary education; higher education
Occupation Active people (employee, self—employed);.retlred; inactive people (students, without
occupation, etc.)
Country of residence education Romania; other countries
Visit purpose Nature purpose; culture purpose; leisure purpose; other activities
Visit frequency First visit; many times per year; once a year; every few years

Ecotourism destination

Eco Maramures; Tara Dornelor; Padurea Craiului; Transylvanian Highlands

* The income levels were expressed in the Romanian currency and converted into EUR.

The methodology of data collection included identifying the interview spots in each
destination, as well as the days in which the interviews were performed. There were
randomly chosen days within the season, as well as during the off-season, during the week
and the weekend. In order to prevent data alteration, the application of the questionnaires
was avoided in accommodation units or on the occasion of events. The main aim of this
methodology was to identify the characteristics of the visitors that visit the ecotourism
destinations in different seasons and during the entire week period.

The questionnaires were applied with the help of voluntary interview operators who
were previously trained within a session of face-to-face teaching. The data gathering was
accomplished using an application developed for Android smartphones. It was able to store
data directly into an online database that could then be exported in Excel format, which
allowed the researchers to check for inconsistencies between answers. It also facilitated the
data transfer and processing into other data processing system (such as SPSS). At the same
time, the app stamped each questionnaire with the GPS coordinates, where it was filled
in. This proved that each volunteer collected the data at the designated locations, which
ensured the validity of the data.
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The data were collected from a sample of 1157 visitors from the above mentioned
ecotourism destinations: 363 people (31.4%) from Eco Maramures, 237 people (20.5%) from
Tara Dornelor, 355 people (30.7%) from Padurea Craiului, and 202 people (17.5%) from
the Transylvanian Highlands. The data from Excel files were taken into the SPSS system
and processed by using univariate and bivariate analyses. The statistical significance of
the differences between the segments of visitors was tested with the Chi-square test. The
aim of these analyses is to find answers to the following research question: “Which are
the profiles of the main segments of visitors in the studied ecotourism destinations?” A
number of eight categorical variables were considered in this research. They are related to
the demographic and travel characteristics of the visitors. The variables and their response
categories are presented in Table 2.

A segmentation based on the a priori approach from a single characteristic has been
computed [30]. Four segments were identified according to the answers given by re-
spondents to a question, which contains a single-choice list of motivations to visit the
destination: skiing, ice climbing, rafting, hiking, ziplining, mountain biking, flora and
fauna observation, culture and traditions, visit painted churches, relaxing in the guesthouse
courtyard, visit friends and relatives, secondary residence, health treatment, team building,
or other activities. These segments were labelled as follows: nature travellers; culture
travellers; leisure travellers, and eclectic travellers. The labels were established in line with
other research and adapted to the present context [23,32,51].

By applying bivariate analyses, the profile of visitors in the analysed Romanian
ecotourism destinations was designed. The results were computed from the valid cases
of every question by excluding missing answers. Furthermore, the profiles of the four
mentioned segments according to the purpose of the visit have been computed. The
differences between the subgroups resulted according to the demographic and travel
characteristics could be considered statistically significant, as in all cases, the p-value is
lower than 0.05. Finally, the dominant profile of each segment was summarized in an
intuitive graphical representation and discussed in relationship with the relevant literature.

5. Results

Taking into account the first objective of the research to identify the demographic
and travel characteristics of visitors to the main ecotourism destinations in Romania (O1),
the results based on the responses to the questionnaire are presented in Table 3. Most of
the interviewed subjects are active people (77.5%), with a medium income (32.7%) and
higher education (70.8%), aged between 30-50 years old (56.2%). As regards the country
of residence, the majority of visitors are Romanians (79.9%), while international visitors
represent 20.1% of the total sample. As to the ratio of visitors according to their country of
residence, the structure is similar to the official statistics about the visitors” provenance in
the main tourist destinations of Romania (80% domestic, 20% international) [52].

Table 3. The profile of visitors to Romanian ecotourism destinations.

Characteristics %
Age
Under 18 years 1.6%
18-29 years 20.5%
30-50 years 56.2%
51-65 years 17.8%
Over 65 years 3.9%
Monthly income
Under EUR 215 5.2%
EUR 215430 19.9%
EUR 431-645 32.7%
EUR 646-1077 23.0%

Over EUR 1077 19.2%
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Table 3. Cont.

Characteristics %
Education
Lower-secondary education 1.7%
Upper and post-secondary education 27.5%
Higher education 70.8%
Occupation
Active people 77.5%
Retired 12.8%
Inactive people (students, without occupation, 9.7%
etc.) ’
Country of residence
Romania 79.9%
Other country 20.1%

The visitors in the abovementioned sample were segmented into four categories
according to their travel purpose (O2). In this respect, four visitor segments were computed:
nature travellers (41.7%), culture travellers (29.5%), leisure travellers (15.0%), and eclectic
travellers (13.8%). Nature travellers are active people that visit the ecotourism destinations
in order to do sports (skiing, ice climbing, rafting, hiking, ziplining, mountain biking,
etc.) or to observe flora and fauna. Culture travellers are mainly interested in learning
more about culture and traditions and in visiting painted churches or other heritage-based
attractions. Leisure travellers are oriented towards soft activities such as relaxing in the
guesthouse courtyard or at their secondary residence, visiting friends or relatives, etc.
Eclectic travellers are mainly in transit or visit the destinations with various other purposes,
which are not included in the above mentioned categories.

The third research objective (O3) was to identify the repetitive visiting behaviour to
the ecotourism destinations of the identified segments. The results presented in Table 4
reveal that most of the respondents (45.3%) are at their first visit in the four ecotourism
destinations. Another 22.8% visit the destination many times per year, 16.8% once a year,
and 15.1% every few years. Taking into consideration this behaviour in relation to the visit
purpose, it is observed that by excluding the first visit travellers, who represent most of
the respondents in all categories, nature travellers visit the destination many times per
year (29.4%), culture travellers visit the destination mainly every few years (12.6%), leisure
travellers revisit the destination mainly once a year (25.6%), while eclectic visitors usually
go many times per year (34.4%).

Table 4. The relationship between visit frequency and visit purpose % within columns total.

Visit Frequency in

Destinati Nature Travellers  Culture Travellers  Leisure Travellers  Eclectic Travellers Chi-Square p-Value
estination
First visit 39.6% 66.8% 32.0% 31.2% 123.08 0.00
Many times per year 29.4% 10.3% 18.6% 34.4%
Once a year 17.9% 10.3% 25.6% 17.8%
Every few years 13.1% 12.6% 23.8% 16.6%
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

The differences in behaviour patterns between the groups resulting from the main pur-
pose of their visit are statistically significant in relation to the visit frequency given to the re-
sults of the Chi-square test for bivariate analysis (Chi square = 123.08, p value = 0.00). In con-
clusion, the visit purpose determines tourists’ return to the analysed ecotourism destinations.

As to the profile of the different visitor segments regarding their dominant demo-
graphic characteristics (O4), significant relationships were also found between the travel
purpose and the main demographic characteristics. The Chi-square test for bivariate
analysis returned p-values smaller than 0.05 for all cross tabulations included in Table 5.
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Table 5. The profiles of the visitors segments according to the demographic characteristics % within rows total.

Characteristics  Nature Travellers Culture Leisure Travellers  Eclectic Travellers Chi-Square  p-Value
Travellers
Age
Under 18 years 61.1% 11.1% 11.1% 16.7% 79.039 0.00
18-29 years 51.9% 23.4% 9.8% 14.9%
30-50 years 44.0% 28.8% 12.6% 14.6%
51-65 years 26.5% 38.7% 27.9% 6.9%
Over 65 years 17.8% 44.4% 22.2% 15.6%
Monthly
income
Under EUR 215 64.9% 13.5% 16.2% 5.4% 51.32 0.00
EUR 215430 45.1% 16.2% 26.1% 12.7%
EUR 431-645 53.6% 20.2% 18.0% 8.2%
EUR 646-1077 47.0% 32.3% 12.2% 8.5%
Over EUR 1077 36.5% 43.8% 13.9% 5.8%
Education
Lower-
secondary 50.0% 16.7% 22.2% 11.1% 84.29 0.00
education
Upper and
post-secondary 34.6% 17.3% 24.4% 23.7%
education
Higher 44.7% 34.2% 12.2% 8.8%
education
Occupation
Active people 43.8% 29.5% 13.8% 12.9% 50.52 0.00
Retired 21.0% 42.0% 26.6% 10.5%
Inactive people 56.9% 17.4% 10.1% 15.6%
Country of
residence
Romania 45.2% 23.3% 17.2% 14.3% 93.60 0.00
Other countries 27.8% 55.7% 7.0% 9.6%
Ecotourism
destination
Eco Maramures 14.3% 48.8% 14.3% 22.6% 668.42 0.00
Tara Dornelor 44.3% 13.5% 39.2% 3.0%
Padurea 82.0% 3.1% 14.9%
Craiului
Transylvanian o o o o
Highlands 16.8% 65.3% 8.9% 8.9%

The results presented in Table 5 are computed in percentages calculated by reporting
the absolute frequencies to the totals of table rows in order to obtain comparable figures.
In Table 5, we can observe that the majority of people aged below 50 years old visit
the ecotourism destination for nature purposes, while people over 50 years visit it for
culture purposes. Regarding the dominant characteristics of the analysed segments, the
nature travellers are young people (aged under 30 years old), culture travellers are mainly
65+ years old, leisure travellers are between 51-65 years old, and eclectic travellers are
under 18 and over 65 years old.

As regards the income, most of the respondents with low and middle incomes (up to
EUR 1077) travel for nature purposes, while those with high incomes have mainly culture
purposes. The dominant income categories for the named segments are: very low income
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(under EUR 215) for nature travellers, high income (over EUR 1077) for culture travellers,
and low income (EUR 215-430) for leisure and eclectic travellers.

From an education point of view, most of the respondents in all categories visit
the destination for nature purposes, but the dominant characteristic for nature travellers
is lower-secondary education, for culture travellers, it is higher education, and upper-
secondary for leisure and eclectic travellers. According to the occupation, most of active
and inactive people travel for nature purposes, while the retired persons for culture
purposes. Inactive people are the dominant group for nature and eclectic travellers and
retired people for cultural and leisure travellers. Finally, as regards the country of residence,
Romanians prefer nature activities, being the dominant group in this segment, and foreign
visitors prefer cultural activities.

Even if the ecotourism destination in which data were collected is not a characteristic
of the visitors, the results of cross-tabulation analysis reveal interesting aspects about the
main activities sought out by visitors. Thus, in Pddurea Craiului and Tara Dornelor, most
visitors go for nature purposes, while in Eco Maramures and the Transylvanian Highlands,
they go for culture purposes. The majority of leisure travellers were found in Tara Dornelor,
and the most eclectic travellers were in the Eco Maramures destination.

6. Discussions, Conclusions, and Implications

People visit various tourism destinations in order to fulfil their objectives, to satisfy
their needs and curiosities, to be included in a specific social group, and so on. When it
comes to choosing a destination, a series of interactions between perceptions of that desti-
nation and the personal reasons of the trip occur. The value of an ecotourism destination
consists in the meaning that it gives to the visitors, and this can vary from the engagement
with the nature to interactions with other people.

The main purpose of this study was to identify the profile of visitors to four ecotourism
destinations from Romania, considering the ecotourism potential of this country and the
fact that there are very few empirical studies regarding these ecotourism destinations. Start-
ing from the visitors’ segmentations based on the main purpose of their visit and continuing
with the analysis of other socio-demographical and travel characteristics, we are convinced
that this profile is useful for destination marketers and managers. We also consider that
maintaining under control the number of visitors and targeting some narrow segments
could contribute to a sustainable development of the studied ecotourism destinations.

The research findings provided us with valuable information about the profiles of the
visitors to the four studied ecotourism destinations from Romania. The profiles of the four
segments of visitors, according to the main visit purpose, are presented in Figure 2. They
are based on the dominant characteristic obtained for every demographic variable. For
managerial reasons, other characteristics have been selected when the differences from the
dominant group are considered quite small. As from a statistical perspective the differences
are globally significant, the abovementioned associations were made on logical judgment
in order to help the decision makers in the segmentation process based on these profiles.

The research results reveal that the visitors to Romanian ecotourism destinations
are middle-aged, with middle income and higher education, and they visit the destina-
tion several times a year. This profile is in line with certain findings highlighted in the
tourism literature for several places around the world: Africa, America, New Zeeland,
and Australia [23,30,39,41,42]. The main segment identified within the present paper,
nature travellers, includes visitors under 50 years old, with low and middle income and
having secondary education level. This finding is not in line with the profile found in
USA, excepting the repetitive visit behaviour [30]. Culture travellers are another important
segment of visitors to Romanian ecotourism destinations. They are over 50 years old, with
a high income, being highly educated and retired. The results show that more international
visitors than Romanians are motivated to visit the analysed destinations for cultural pur-
poses. These findings are partially contrary to the ones from China, where culture travellers
are mainly young people with a low income [32]. Leisure travellers prefer soft activities,
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mainly around the accommodation. They are over 50 years old, with a low income, having
a secondary education and being retired. Eclectic travellers are mainly Romanian visitors,
under 50 years old, with a low income, and a secondary education level. The general
profile of the visitors in the studied ecotourism destinations has three characteristics: the
age between 30-50 years old, middle income, and high education level. Those visitors have
a broad range of visit purposes that are not focused on specific activities in the ecotourism
destination, being similar to the eclectic adventurers identified in the literature [32].
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Figure 2. The main visitor segments and their profiles according to the demographic and travel characteristics.

In our opinion, nature and culture travellers are the most attractive visitor segments
of an ecotourism destination, which can be targeted using tailored management and
marketing strategies. Thus, the results of our research have strong implications for the
ecotourism destination management and marketing. The highlighted profile can help
destination management organizations (DMOs) to better understand who their visitors
are in order to make proper decisions meant to ensure a sustainable development on
three pillars: (1) protection of the natural sites and avoidance of excessive pollution, (2)
protection of local communities against destination over-crowding, and (3) local economic
growth in different fields in order to avoid mono-industry dependence.

The information regarding age, income, and occupation, correlated with education,
can help DMOs to develop new tourism products and experiences, in accordance with the
visitors’ profile. It enables them to craft meaningful messages and adapt their promotion
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materials to meet their market segments expectations. By comparing the visitors’ profile
with the existing tourism infrastructure and service offers, some of the weaknesses and
strengths of the destination can be discovered (for example, if in a destination most of
the visitors spend money on fuel or there is overcrowding, it could be due to the lack
of local public transport, which should be addressed together with the local authorities).
Additionally, the DMOs should be aware of the necessity to have up-to-date statistical data
about their visitors’ profile and to measure the impact of their management activities and
the overall performance progress of the destination. Such data could be obtained through
the support of academic institutions as well as non-profit organisations.

7. Limitations and Future Research

The research was conducted throughout a year in all seasons including weekdays and
weekends. Even if the days of data collection were randomly selected, the participation in
the survey was on a voluntary basis. This selection method can cause certain data bias. The
relatively small number of questionnaires applied in every location could be considered one
of the main limitations of this study. The limited number of ecotourism destinations could
also be considered a research limit taking into account that such destinations have unique
attractions and tourism offers. Another limitation is the application of research before the
currently difficult situation regarding the COVID-19 pandemic, which certainly determined
significant changes in the visitors” motivations when visiting ecotourism destinations.

Future research should replicate this study in order to find changes in the visitors
profile and behaviours. In this respect, AER aims to repeat the study every two years, with
the help of its local partners, in order to measure the tendencies but also the efficiency of
the marketing and management activities put into practice. The study is intended to be
expanded to other destinations, as well as other time periods, in order to highlight the
changes in the visitors” behaviour. Further research regarding visitors’ responsibility in
ecotourism destinations could also be useful for finding solutions to achieve sustainable
development of these destinations. Such an approach is also proposed in the literature.
Jeong [53] mentions that: “responsible behaviour occurs when tourists understand the
impact of their behaviour on the environment and local people, and abide by the sociocul-
tural and environmental norms of the site”. For the sustainable destination management,
it is important to be able to differentiate between the categories of tourists interested in
protecting destination and the ones with a harmful behaviour. This information may
help DMOs to make the best decisions for a sustainable development of the ecotourism
destination. The outcomes of these decisions should satisfy both the economic interest of
the local community and the goals to conserve the natural areas and cultural attractions.

Modern research tools, such as social network analysis, could be used in order to find
possible relationships between the ecotourism destinations [54,55]. The results of such
research could contribute to building “blockchains” [56] of information that can contribute
to the sustainable development of the ecotourism destination by learning from the others’
experience.
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