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Abstract

Croatia’s tourism market is highly exposed to digital platforms and peer-to-peer infor-
mation flows, yet evidence on how Croatian users differentiate between promotional for-
mats (digital channels, agency websites, traditional media and word-of-mouth) remains
fragmented and rarely translated into actionable priorities. This study aims to identify the
underlying dimensions of perceived promotional influence and to prioritize promotional
formats for destination choice in Croatia by integrating PCA and the Analytic Hierarchy
Process (AHP). An online survey (N = 299) was used to extract promotional dimensions
via PCA and to test group differences by gender, age and primary information source,
while AHP translated expert judgments into a comparative priority structure. Results con-
sistently indicate that word-of-mouth is the most persuasive driver of destination choice,
but its perceived importance varies significantly across demographic segments and infor-
mation-source profiles. Younger respondents place greater emphasis on digital channels
(especially social media and travel agency websites), whereas older respondents show
higher reliance on traditional formats. The combined PCA-AHP approach provides a
structured bridge between user perceptions and managerial prioritization, offering seg-
ment-specific guidance for more efficient allocation of promotional resources in Croatian
destination marketing.

Keywords: destination promotion; word-of-mouth; tourist behavior; digital media; PCA;
AHP

1. Introduction

Tourism represents one of the most important economic sectors in Croatia, charac-
terized by strong international visibility, pronounced seasonality, and increasing compet-
itive pressure among Mediterranean destinations. In such an environment, destination
promotion is no longer defined solely by the volume of communication activities, but by
their perceived credibility, relevance, and effectiveness among different segments of tour-
ists. Croatian destination managers are therefore faced with a strategic challenge: how to
allocate limited promotional resources across traditional media, digital platforms, inter-
mediaries, and interpersonal communication in a way that maximizes destination choice
and long-term competitiveness.
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In an increasingly saturated global tourism market, the ability of destinations to
stand out hinges more than ever on the effectiveness of their promotional strategies. Sus-
tainable local food and drink, health-related services, and entertainment are pivotal attrib-
utes that influence responsible tourists’ choices (Gallardo-Vazquez, 2023). As traditional
forms of advertising lose ground, modern promotional approaches, particularly those
rooted in digital platforms and personal recommendations, are becoming central to influ-
encing tourist behavior. The shift from conventional media to social media and other in-
teractive channels reflects broader changes in how consumers engage with information
and make travel decisions. Studies by Ray (2022) and Sarker and Dash (2024) emphasize
that digital transformation allows for more authentic and dynamic communication be-
tween destinations and potential tourists, fostering deeper emotional engagement and
trust.

Although previous studies have extensively documented the growing importance of
digital platforms and the credibility of word-of-mouth communication, empirical evi-
dence remains fragmented when it comes to understanding how tourists simultaneously
evaluate multiple promotional formats. Most existing research examines individual chan-
nels in isolation or focuses on single outcome variables such as visit intention, without
capturing the combined roles of perceived influence, trust, and accurate information.
Moreover, within the Croatian tourism context, there is a lack of studies that move beyond
descriptive assessments and translate user perceptions into clear promotional priorities
relevant for strategic decision-making.

Digital storytelling, video-sharing apps like TikTok, and interactive platforms such
as WeChat and Baidu Baijia have revolutionized the way destinations are marketed. Re-
search by Lei and Gao (2022) shows that these tools significantly increase both tourist vis-
its and destination revenues. In the context of Southeast Europe, Dramicanin et al. (2023)
found that platforms like TikTok have a particularly strong influence on Millennials and
Gen Z in their travel planning and inspiration phases. This highlights the need for desti-
nations to adapt their promotional efforts not only to new media but also to evolving au-
dience expectations.

However, modern tourism promotion goes beyond technological novelty. Word-of-
mouth (WoM) remains a highly credible source of influence, often surpassing formal ad-
vertising in shaping destination image and traveler intentions. According to Govers et al.
(2007), personal experience and peer recommendations are often more influential than
official campaigns. Similarly, Solomon et al. (2022) argues that narrative-based promotion,
particularly when rooted in local culture and identity, can enhance emotional bonds be-
tween tourists and destinations. Moreover, in times of uncertainty or crisis, as Xu et al.
(2020) demonstrated, word-of-mouth becomes a key mediator between perceived desti-
nation image and tourist behavior, helping restore confidence and drive visitation.

This study addresses these gaps by combining Principal Component Analysis (PCA)
and the Analytic Hierarchy Process (AHP) to examine destination promotion from both
the users’” and decision-makers’ perspectives. While PCA is employed to identify and val-
idate the underlying dimensions of promotional influence among Croatian tourists, AHP
is used to translate these dimensions into a structured priority model that supports stra-
tegic promotional decision-making. The novelty of this approach lies not in confirming
the importance of word-of-mouth, but in integrating perception-based evidence with a
multi-criteria prioritization framework, while simultaneously accounting for differences
related to age, gender, and primary information sources.

In this context, analyzing the impact of various promotional channels on tourist de-
cision-making is not just timely but essential. The Croatian tourism sector, while well-
developed, faces similar challenges as other destinations in adapting to this media and
behavioural shift. By exploring different forms of promotion and their perceived
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influence, trustworthiness, and accuracy, this study aims to offer evidence-based and seg-
ment-sensitive insights relevant for tourism marketers, destination managers, and policy-
makers in the Croatian tourism context.

2. Literature Review
2.1. The Role of Promotion in the Selection of a Tourist Destination

Promotion is a key component of tourism marketing, as it shapes the perception of a
destination, increases its visibility, and influences tourists” decisions when choosing a
place to travel. Through various forms of promotion, destinations position themselves in
a competitive market and attract the attention of potential visitors. Y. Li et al. (2021) em-
phasizes that a combination of promotional elements, such as information about the des-
tination, cultural attractions, and sustainability, strongly influences the formation of a pos-
itive destination image. In the same vein, Kennedy et al. (2023) recommend the develop-
ment of unique tourism products and targeted promotion as ways to increase competi-
tiveness in both domestic and international markets. In the context of developing coun-
tries, the example of Cameroon shows that promotion often relies on traditional media
such as television, leaflets, and roadshows. However, despite efforts, challenges such as
negative perceptions, limited resources, and a lack of infrastructure significantly hinder
promotional activities (Bishar & Roberetine, 2023).

Setegn and Japee (2025) point out that public relations are a powerful intermediary
tool that enhances the effects of promotional activities, while Guo et al. (2024) stress that
abstract advertising-based on emotions and tourist identification with the destination’s
image-has a greater impact on visit intention than concrete advertising. An important as-
pect of successful promotion is strategic planning and integrated communication between
all stakeholders, as confirmed by Sotiriadis (2021) and Ali (2021). Danylyshyn et al. (2020)
further emphasizes an integrated approach that includes the development of tourism
products, infrastructure, and promotion through cross-sector collaboration.

In the digital era, visual content and user engagement via the internet have become
key promotional tools. Afren (2024) and Ghorbani et al. (2023) highlight that visual ele-
ment, such as attractive photographs, strongly influence tourist interest and their percep-
tion of a destination. On the other hand, Adam et al. (2023) reveals that marketing strate-
gies themselves do not necessarily have a direct impact on tourism appeal, but certain
elements of strategy improve destination perception, especially when based on unique
natural and cultural resources. Destination branding is also a crucial step for building
market recognition. Pogrebova and Ulyanchenko (2020) underline the importance of slo-
gans and a clear brand strategy, while Islam (2021) adds that social media—enabling two-
way communication and experience sharing, enhances destination visibility and influ-
ences tourist decisions. Technological advancements are further transforming tourism
promotion. Artificial intelligence brings content personalization, predictive analytics, and
improved user experience, significantly increasing the effectiveness of marketing activi-
ties (Bulchand-Gidumal et al., 2023).

Destination attractiveness, service quality, and image are especially important in
semi-urban and rural areas, as highlighted by the re-search of Chin et al. (2020). Positive
evaluations of service quality significantly enhance consumer perceptions of top hotels,
as reflected in the sentiment polarity of online reviews, underscoring the critical role of
service excellence in shaping customer attitudes in the Visegrad Group countries (Stefko
et al., 2020). Ortaleza and Mangali (2021) identify key factors influencing travel decisions,
including accommodation, storytelling, and accessibility. Traditional media still plays an
important role. Abdelaziz (2023) shows how printed brochures, and promotional maga-
zines can effectively shape a desirable destination image, as seen in the case of Egypt.
However, Kwabi et al. (2023) warn that increased media attention in more developed
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regions may also lead to socioeconomic inequalities, particularly between urban and rural
areas.

2.2. The Impact of Digital Media and Social Networks on Tourist Behavior

In today’s world, digital media and social networks play a key role in shaping tourist
behavior. Visual content, reviews, recommendations, and authentic user experiences
strongly influence destination choices. Research confirms that marketing activities on so-
cial networks, particularly Instagram, have a positive impact on the intention to visit spe-
cific locations (Fitri et al., 2023). Beyond mere presence on social platforms, visual ele-
ments and user comments are crucial, as positive or negative reviews can significantly
shape potential visitors” perceptions (Wibisono & Lale, 2024).

Destination marketing organizations increasingly use social media to showcase cul-
tural, natural, and gastronomic features of destinations, influencing place image and tour-
ist motivation (Kumar et al., 2021; Fatima et al., 2024; Agyapong & Yuan, 2022). This ap-
proach complements user-generated content, which becomes a source of trust and inspi-
ration. Destination advocacy by users, the creation of a positive brand impression, and a
sense of community are key success factors in digital tourism marketing (Deb & Mallik,
2023). Particularly during periods of uncertainty, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, digital
platforms and adaptable marketing strategies proved crucial for the recovery of the tour-
ism sector (Toubes et al., 2021). Digital technologies have enabled direct, personalized,
and interactive communication between destinations and users, significantly transform-
ing patterns of tourism promotion (Chen, 2020). Investments in digital campaigns, espe-
cially in advertising and the creation of visually appealing content, have led to increased
tourism demand and sustained interest during crisis periods (Florido-Benitez, 2024). Au-
diovisual content such as films and TV series further shapes destination perceptions, high-
lighting the need for interdisciplinary research that connects media and tourism (Nieto-
Ferrando et al., 2021).

Short videos and promotional content have a particularly strong impact, as their au-
thority, emotional component, and appeal stimulate user emotions and travel decisions
(Jiang et al., 2022, Wang and Han, 2022; Guerrero-Rodriguez et al., 2020; Dias &
Lavaredas, 2024). The use of popular TV shows in promoting destinations further con-
firms this influence—the series Game of Thrones had a lasting positive effect on tourism
performance in Spain, Croatia, and Malta (Contu & Pau, 2022). The visual aesthetics of
destinations portrayed on screen play a decisive role in creating positive impressions and
travel decisions (Deng et al., 2021). A similar influence is observed in video games featur-
ing real-world locations. Players develop emotional connections with virtual environ-
ments, which can translate into interest in visiting the actual locations featured in the
games (Shuhua et al., 2024). Despite the strong influence of digital platforms, traditional
media such as television, radio, and print still play a significant role, especially in rural
areas with limited internet access (Madonado et al., 2019). However, their effectiveness is
considerably lower among younger generations of tourists, who rely more on digital
sources (Hussain et al., 2024). Media content, especially TV shows and films, strongly im-
pacts the formation of a positive image of a destination. It fosters emotional connections
between viewers and the depicted locations, enhancing their attractiveness (Hua et al.,
2021). Watching travel shows positively affects viewing satisfaction, the feeling of pres-
ence, and attitudes toward the locations shown (Nieto-Ferrando et al., 2024), while par-
asocial relationships between viewers and media personalities increase the likelihood of
travel decisions (Tkalec et al., 2017). Awareness of the location, along with motivation, are
also key factors influencing visits to destinations featured in popular series (Vila et al.,
2021).
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Mass media, such as television and radio, still serve an important informational func-
tion, particularly in raising awareness of tourist destinations and sparking public interest
(Enemuo & Amaechi, 2015). Interestingly, music can also have promotional value, popu-
lar songs associated with specific locations create mental images and emotions that en-
courage positive perceptions and increase visit intentions (Yin et al., 2020). On the other
hand, specific communication strategies, such as the use of cognitive language on Face-
book, can increase eWOM and user engagement (Silva et al., 2020).

Social networks also serve as platforms for promoting sustainable tourism practices,
encouraging responsible behavior among tourists (Chatterjee & Dsilva, 2021; Alzaydi &
Elsharnouby, 2023). Studies show that digital media significantly influence user percep-
tion and behavior, shaping their decisions toward sustainability, economic development,
and cultural heritage preservation (Majeed & Gupta, 2024). A study from Portugal specif-
ically highlights those online platforms strongly influence destination choice and enhance
their attractiveness (Esteves et al., 2022). The effectiveness of social networks varies de-
pending on the type of attraction and audience. Instagram has proven most effective for
natural destinations, YouTube for cultural content, while Twitter has considerably less
impact (Suryana et al., 2024). Through digital marketing and active stakeholder involve-
ment, it is possible to build a strong destination image and increase visibility in the global
market (Armutcu et al., 2023; de las Heras-Pedrosa et al., 2020). Decision-makers are in-
creasingly recognizing the importance of websites, smart technologies, and digital tools
for promoting cultural attractions, thereby enhancing competitiveness in the modern tour-
ism landscape (Florcic¢ et al., 2023).

2.3. Word-of-Mouth Promotion and Emotional Factors in the Decision-Making Process for
Choosing a Tourist Destination

In the contemporary tourism context, word-of-mouth (WOM) promotion, especially
its electronic form (e-WOM), increasingly influences tourist behavior and their decision-
making when selecting destinations. Electronic word-of-mouth, due to its rapid dissemi-
nation and accessibility, has a far-reaching impact on the image of a destination, while
traditional WOM retains a positive but weaker effect (Siang et al., 2020). Numerous stud-
ies confirm that authentic, visually appealing content on social media—often created by
influencers —significantly shapes the perception of potential tourists (Hernandez-Méndez
& Baute-Diaz, 2023).

Tourist satisfaction, service quality, and emotional connection with a destination di-
rectly affect their willingness to share positive experiences, which in turn increases inter-
est among others to visit (Taheri et al., 2021; Lopez et al., 2022). Through e-WOM, tourists
express their impressions and experiences in an online environment, where elements such
as source credibility, perceived value, and attachment to the destination play a crucial role
in visit intention (Luong, 2024; Setiawan et al., 2021).

Atmospheric factors of a destination, such as cultural features, spatial aesthetics, and
ambiance, strongly influence tourists” emotions and thus their readiness to share recom-
mendations (Loureiro et al., 2020; Nieves-Pavon et al., 2024). Positive emotions encourage
the spread of favorable WOM, whereas negative experiences may reduce the desire to
share. At the same time, visual content and reviews on platforms like TikTok further in-
crease travel intention, confirming the power of digital emotions (Zhou et al., 2022). The
role of the local population in creating a positive image of a destination is also important.
Friendliness of local people and the natural beauty of a destination significantly contribute
to the generation of positive WOM among visitors (Meenakshy et al., 2024). Residents’
perception of tour-ism benefits also increases their willingness to promote the destination
through personal recommendations (Blasco Lépez et al., 2020; Seri¢ et al., 2022).
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Online reviews, especially positive ones, influence expectations and behavior of po-
tential tourists, and their effectiveness increases with the credibility of the source and the
quality of the e-WOM communication (Akhi et al., 2023). However, some studies suggest
that the quality of e-WOM alone does not necessarily lead to visit intention if it is not
mediated by the destination’s image (Rahjasa et al., 2023). On the other hand, negative
reviews have a stronger effect on Chinese tourists than on Korean tourists, indicating the
need for strategic reputation management (W. Li & Liu, 2022). Cultural experiences fur-
ther strengthen emotional bonds with a destination and encourage sharing of experiences
via social media and digital channels (Nanggong & Mohammad, 2020). In the context of
specific tourism niches, positive e-WOM about halal services increases trust and interest
among religiously oriented tourists (Warapsari & Rusfian, 2021). Emotional aspects also
play a key role in the hospitality sector, where satisfaction with a restaurant and emotional
attachment to it significantly influence the intention to recommend it (Lopez et al., 2022).
Additionally, tourist satisfaction acts as a moderator between destination perception and
behavior, amplifying the effect of WOM (Arismayanti et al., 2024). The alignment of resi-
dent identity with the destination and their positive evaluation of the place fosters a
greater willingness to promote their own community (Segota et al., 2021). Positive WOM
communication can be further enhanced through authentic and consistent promotional
activities that build emotional connection with the audience (Jalees et al., 2023). The
COVID-19 pandemic has led to significant shifts in consumer behavior, with psychologi-
cal factors playing a pivotal role in altering purchasing habits, thereby necessitating
adaptable and sustainable business strategies to meet the evolving needs of consumers
(gostar & Ristanovi¢, 2023a). During the COVID-19 pandemic, WOM communication
proved even more significant. Trust in local authorities, low risk perception, and per-
ceived tourism benefits influenced residents” willingness to promote their destination
even in times of crisis (éerié et al., 2022). In this context, studies show that the pan-demic
did not diminish the importance of e-WOM, on the contrary, it amplified its influence on
shaping destination image (Goyal & Taneja, 2023). In conclusion, word-of-mouth promo-
tion, both traditional and electronic, is largely shaped by emotional factors and the quality
of the tourist experience. Authenticity, satisfaction, cultural and religious connection, and
engagement of the local population play a crucial role in creating positive impressions
and spreading recommendations. Destinations that recognize the importance of these fac-
tors can position themselves as desirable, emotionally resonant, and highly competitive
in the global tourism market.

3. Materials and Methods

The online survey was conducted between March and May 2025, during the pre-sea-
son period of Croatian tourism, allowing respondents to reflect on recent travel experi-
ences and destination planning behavior. The online questionnaire was created and dis-
tributed using Google Forms (Google LLC, Mountain View, CA, USA). Statistical anal-
yses, including Principal Component Analysis (PCA), the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO)
test, Bartlett’s test of sphericity, reliability analysis (Cronbach’s alpha), Spearman’s rank
correlation, and non-parametric tests (Mann-Whitney U and Kruskal-Wallis tests), were
performed using IBM SPSS Statistics version 26.0 (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA). The
Analytic Hierarchy Process (AHP) calculations, including pairwise comparison matrices,
eigenvalue computations, consistency index (CI), and consistency ratio (CR), were con-
ducted using Microsoft Excel (Microsoft Corp., Redmond, WA, USA). Drawing on in-
sights from the existing body of literature, this research aims to examine how different
forms of promotion influence tourists’ decision-making when selecting a destination.
Based on research objectives, the study examines differences in the perceived impact of
tourism promotion, the relative importance of word-of-mouth communication,
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demographic effects, the role of information sources, and interrelationships among pro-
motional formats. The hypotheses of the study are formulated as follows:

e HI: There are statistically significant differences in the perceived impact of different
forms of tourism destination promotion on destination choice.

e H2: Word-of-mouth promotion has a significantly stronger influence on destination
choice compared to other promotional forms.

e HB3: Perceptions of the effectiveness of tourism promotion differ significantly accord-
ing to gender.

e H4: Perceptions of the effectiveness of tourism promotion differ significantly across
age groups.

e HB5: Perceptions of promotional effectiveness differ depending on the primary source
of information used when choosing a tourist destination.

e Hé6: There are statistically significant correlations between different forms of tourism
destination promotion.

The process of prioritizing the tourist destinations’” promotion in the Croatian tourist
offer begins with defining the general context of the tourist offer in which this prioritiza-
tion will be realized. In the existing environment, like Hammadi et al. (2016), we will ar-
range the elements for the internal and external environment analysis to set the criteria
and parameters for the prioritization process. The tourist offer, like any other system, gen-
erates its promotional activities. This requires a systematic approach to prioritizing types
of promotions to determine the classes of promotions in Croatia’s overall tourism offering.
Such an approach is crucial both in the decision-making process due to the high exposure
to making the wrong choice and to allow everyone to recognize different approaches to
promotional activities (highlight, hide, update). It is also crucial when deciding whether
a type of promotion is acceptable and how directly it can lead a user to make it the best
choice for themselves. This paper focuses on establishing the elements of tourist destina-
tion promotion. In this section, a promotion evaluation model using the AHP model is
presented. The task is to use the model to determine the priorities of promoting tourist
destinations as efficiently as possible. The following steps were considered to form an ap-
proach to destination promotion priorities (Figure 1): Problem decomposition—the AHP
model structuring, Pair comparison—normalized weights determination, Prioritization—
individual criteria and sub-criteria, and Synthesis—finding a solution to the problem.

Obtained User Responses
via Questionnaires

| {—‘ PCA Analysis ‘
4—‘ Factor Analysis ]
4

l—{ VARIMAX Rotation Method ‘

A

Liberary Service Quality Problem Decomposition l
I Pair Comparison ‘
4—1 AHP Hierarchy |
v Prioritizing ‘
Priority Structure of the Synthesis l
Quality Aspect

4—| Results } l:: Overall Weights 1

v Rang

Decision Making

Figure 1. Outline of the Methodological Procedure.
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The questionnaire was distributed via social media platforms, allowing for the col-
lection of responses from a total of 299 participants from Croatia. Out of a total of 299
respondents, 46.82% are male, while 53.18% are female. In terms of age structure, the larg-
est group of respondents is between 26 and 40 years old (38.13%), followed by the 18 to
25 age group (22.74%). The 41 to 55 age group accounts for 27.43%, while 11.71% of re-
spondents are aged 56 and above. Regarding employment status, most respondents are
employed (75.92%), while 24.08% are unemployed. In terms of monthly income, 36.79%
of respondents earn over 1000 euros, 36.12% earn between 501 and 1000 euros, 13.38%
have an income of up to 500 euros, and 13.71% have no income. When it comes to the most
important source of information about tourist destinations, 57.19% of respondents primar-
ily use the internet (social media, portals/forums, travel agencies), while 23.41% consider
personal recommendations from friends, family, or acquaintances to be the most im-
portant source. Television and radio account for 16.72%, while print media represent the
smallest share at 2.68%. In terms of influence on the decision to choose a tourist destina-
tion, personal recommendations from friends, family, or acquaintances have the greatest
impact on 47.49% of respondents, while the internet (social media, portals/forums, travel
agencies) influences 45.82% of respondents. Television and radio influence 4.68% and
print media influence 2.01% of respondents (Table 1). Exploratory factor analysis with
Varimax rotation identified five promotional dimensions. The extracted structure
grouped items measuring trust, perceived influence, and informational accuracy across
different communication channels. General Destination Promotion encompassed social
media and online portals/forums, reflecting respondents’” trust in these platforms, their
influence on destination choice, and the perceived accuracy of the information provided
(loadings 0.854-0.929). Digital Travel Agency Promotion captured trust in travel agency
websites, their influence, and perceived accuracy (0.885-0.894). Word-of-Mouth Promo-
tion included recommendations from friends, family, and acquaintances and demon-
strated the strongest loadings (0.935-0.954). Traditional Electronic Media Promotion re-
ferred to radio and television (0.926-0.955), while Print Media Promotion covered news-
papers, magazines, and other printed publications (0.910-0.943).

Table 1. Sample Characteristics and Summary of Exploratory Factor Analysis.

No.of Loading

. .. o
Variable/Factor Category/Description n Yo Items Range
Gender Male 140 46.82 - -
Female 159 53.18 - -
Age 18-25 68 2274 - -
26-40 114 38.13 - -
41-55 82 2743 - -
56+ 35 11.71 - -
Working status Unemployed 72 24.08 - -
Employed 227 75.92 - -
Monthly income No income 41  13.71 - -
Up to 500 euro 40 13.38 - -
501-1000 euro 108 36.12 - -
Above 1000 euro 110 36.79 - -
Most important source of information  Internet 171 57.19 - -
Personal recommendations 70 2341 - -
Television/radio 50 16.72 - -
Print media 8 2.68 - -
Greatest influence on destination choice Personal recommendations 142 47.49 - -
Internet 137 45.82 - -
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Television/radio 14 4.68 - -

Print media 6 2.01 - -
General Destination Promotion Social media & online portals/forums - - 6 0.854-0.929
Digital Travel Agency Promotion Travel agency websites - - 3 0.885-0.894
Word-of-Mouth Promotion Friends/family recommendations - - 3 0.935-0.954
Traditional Electronic Media Promotion Radio & television - - 3 0.926-0.955
Print Media Promotion Newspapers & magazines - - 3 0.910-0.943

The questionnaire consisted of items that measured the perceived influence, trust-
worthiness, and accuracy of information related to five main forms of promotion: promo-
tion through social media and portals, websites of travel agencies, personal recommenda-
tions (WOM), traditional electronic media (TV/radio), and print media. To validate the
measurement instrument, a Principal Component Analysis (PCA) with Varimax rotation
was performed.

The results of the Principal Component Analysis (PCA) show that the first compo-
nent has an eigenvalue of 6.721 and explains 37.337% of the total variance in the data,
making it the most important component that represents the largest portion of the infor-
mation contained in the original data. The second component explains an additional
18.835% of the variance, increasing the total percentage of variance explained by the first
two components to 56.172%. The third component adds 13.795% of the variance, raising
the cumulative variance to 69.968% for the first three components. The fourth component,
with 11.910% of the variance, increases the cumulative variance to 81.878%. The fifth com-
ponent explains an additional 7.660% of the variance, resulting in a total cumulative per-
centage of 89.538% of the variance explained by the first five components (Table 2).

Table 2. Initial Eigenvalues from Principal Component Analysis.

Initial Eigenvalues

Component Total % of Variance Cumulative %
1 6.721 37.337 37.337
2 3.390 18.835 56.172
3 2.483 13.795 69.968
4 2.144 11.910 81.878
5 1.379 7.660 89.538
6 0.347 1.926 91.464
7 0.243 1.348 92.811
8 0.202 1.123 93.935
9 0.162 0.900 94.835
10 0.147 0.818 95.653
11 0.141 0.786 96.439
12 0.132 0.734 97.173
13 0.115 0.638 97.811
14 0.103 0.570 98.381
15 0.093 0.515 98.896
16 0.077 0.428 99.324
17 0.066 0.365 99.689
18 0.056 0.311 100.000

The results of the communality analysis show that recommendations from friends,
family, and acquaintances have a high communality of 0.892, meaning that 89.2% of the
variance of this item is explained by the common factors. Trust in friends, family, and
acquaintances when recommending a tourist destination has an even higher communality
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of 0.923, while the accuracy of information coming from them has a communality of 0.891,
indicating a high level of explained variance. Print media also play a significant role, with
a communality of 0.845 for their influence on destination choice, trust level of 0.913, and
information accuracy of 0.880. Radio and television show similar results, with a commu-
nality of 0.879 for their influence, trust at 0.928, and information accuracy at 0.904. Social
media has a communality of 0.855 for their influence, trust of 0.891, and information ac-
curacy of 0.895, while portals and forums show an influence communality of 0.869, trust
of 0.889, and information accuracy of 0.855. Tourist agency websites show the highest val-
ues, with a communality of 0.916 for their influence, trust level of 0.948, and information
accuracy of 0.943. All these items exhibit very high communalities, indicating a high de-
gree of variance explained by common factors and confirming the quality of the con-
ducted factor analysis (Table 3). The results of the KMO measure of sampling adequacy
and Bartlett’s test of sphericity indicate that the data are highly suitable for factor analysis.
The KMO measure is 0.844, which suggests a very good level of sampling adequacy. A
value between 0.8 and 1 indicates that the data are very well suited for factor analysis.
Bartlett’s test of sphericity, with an approximate chi-square value of 6306.143, degrees of
freedom of 153, and a significance level of 0.000, shows that the correlation matrix is sig-
nificantly different from the identity matrix. This means that the variables are sufficiently
correlated to justify factor analysis (Table 4).

Table 3. Factorability, Communalities and Reliability Statistics.

Panel A. Sampling Adequacy

Test Value

KMO Measure of Sampling Adequacy 0.844
Bartlett’s Test x2 6306.143
df 153
Sig. <0.001
Panel B. Communalities (Extraction)

Range Value
Minimum communality 0.845
Maximum communality 0.948
Panel C. Reliability and Normality

Factor Cronbach’s a K-S test (p)
General Destination Promotion 0.969 <0.001
Digital Travel Agency Promotion 0.966 <0.001
Word-of-Mouth Promotion 0.944 <0.001
Traditional Electronic Media Promotion 0.944 <0.001
Print Media Promotion 0.927 <0.001

Table 4. Spearman’s Correlations Between Promotion Types.

Word-of-Mouth Print Media Trad.ltlonal Elec- General Des-

. ) tronic tination Pro-
Promotion Promotion . . .
Media Promotion motion

. . rho 0.02
Prm.t Media Pro- P 0727
motion

N 299

Traditional Elec- rho 0.103 0.109
tronic Media Pro- P 0.075 0.059
motion N 299 299
General rho -0.215** 0.008 -0.118 * 1
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Destination Pro- P <0.001 0.896 0.041

motion N 299 299 299 299
Digital Travel rho -0.009 0.048 -0.041 0.505 **
Agency P 0.881 0.406 0.485 <0.001
Promotion N 299 299 299 299

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-
tailed).

The high KMO value and the significant result of Bartlett’s test confirm that the data
are highly appropriate for factor analysis. The results of the principal component analysis
after rotation reveal that the variables are grouped into five key components representing
different aspects of tourism destination promotion. The first component, labelled General
Destination Promotion (GDP), primarily captures promotion through social media and
online portals/forums, reflecting user-generated and platform-based digital communica-
tion rather than institutionally controlled promotional activities. The term “general” is
used to denote the broad, decentralized, and non-intermediated nature of these channels.
The high values indicate a significant impact and the perceived accuracy of information
from these sources. The second component, associated with digital agency promotion, en-
compasses items related to trust in and the influence of travel agency websites. These are
accompanied by high communalities, indicating their importance in destination promo-
tion (Tables 1 and 3). Cronbach’s alpha, which measures the internal consistency of vari-
ables within each component, shows very high value for all aspects of promotion. Specif-
ically, for general destination promotion, the Cronbach’s alpha value is 0.969, while for
digital agency promotion of the destination it is 0.966. Word-of-mouth promotion and
promotion via traditional electronic media both have an alpha value of 0.944, while pro-
motion through print media has a slightly lower, but still high value of 0.927. These high
Cronbach’s alpha values (greater than 0.70) indicate a very high level of internal con-
sistency and reliability of the measured scale within each component. On the other hand,
the K-S test (Kolmogorov-Smirnov test) is used to examine the normality of data distribu-
tion. In all cases, the K-S test shows a value of less than 0.001, indicating a statistically
significant deviation from a normal distribution. This means that the data distribution for
all aspects of promotion significantly deviates from normality (Table 3).

To further investigate the prioritization of different promotional forms, the Analytic
Hierarchy Process (AHP) model was applied (a multi-criteria decision-making method
based on pairwise comparisons that derive relative priority weights among alternatives).
AHP allowed the development of a hierarchical structure comprising five promotional
categories as main criteria and 24 sub-criteria (e.g., trust in social media, information ac-
curacy, influence of websites, etc.). Experts in tourism and marketing evaluated the rela-
tive importance of each element through pairwise comparisons. The weights of criteria
and sub-criteria were calculated, and the consistency of judgments was tested. The AHP
approach provided a deeper understanding of the promotional priorities in tourism, of-
fering clear insights into which channels exert the greatest influence on consumer behav-
ior. Research by (Sostar & Ristanovié, 2023b) confirms that personal and psychological
factors, especially individual budget constraints, are the primary determinants of con-
sumer purchasing behavior, underscoring the need for businesses to tailor their strategies
to these dominant influences.

In this research, the AHP method was used to determine the priorities for promoting
a tourist destination. The model was developed in the early 1970s by Saaty and is suitable
for multi-criteria situations. It represents a practical approach to solving relatively com-
plex problems. Within a hierarchical structure, questions are merely organized through a
series of comparisons, rankings, and synthesis of results. The great model flexibility and
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simplicity make it a favorite tool for decision analysts. It has wide applications in numer-
ous areas, such as management (Vargas, 2010), supply chains (Hammadi et al., 2016;
Singh, 2013), agribusiness (ToSovi¢-Stevanovi¢ & Ristanovi¢, 2024), marketing (éostar &
Ristanovi¢, 2024), green economy (Ristanovic et al., 2024), etc.

The first step involves decomposing the appropriate AHP hierarchy. The structure
consists of four levels: target, criteria, sub-criteria, and solutions (Figure 2). The target, i.e.,
research problem, is to prioritize the promotion of tourist destinations by making deci-
sions regarding tourist travel. In the hierarchical structure, the target is placed at the first
level of the hierarchy. At the second level, five strategic promotion frameworks (criteria)
are identified to achieve the target from the first level of the hierarchy. The third level of
the hierarchy consists of 24 sources of promotion from the five strategic promotion frame-
works. The strategic frameworks and their sub-criteria, these two levels of hierarchical
structure, are analyzed using the basic AHP approach. Pairwise comparisons are made of
elements at each level to each previous element located one level above. The final or fourth
level of the hierarchical structure consists of the solutions.

Touristic Destination Choice

a— v > >

GDP DDA WoM TEM PMP

i v v v v
e TSN e TF e |ISA e TRT e TPM
e ISNA e F e IS e |RTA e IPMA
e SN e |ITFA e TIS e RT e PM
e TPF
e PF
e |PFA

Ve—

Effective prioritizing of the tourist destinations' promotion

Figure 2. Hierarchical structure of integrated touristic destination choice. Note: General Destination
Promotion—GDP, Digital Destination Agency Promotion—DDA, Word-of-Mouth Promotion—
WoM, Traditional Electronic Media Promotion—TEM, Print Media Promotion—PMP, Trust in So-
cial Networks—TSN, Information of Social Networks is Accurate—ISNA, Social Networks—SN,
Trust in Portals/Forums—TPF, Portals/Forums—PF, Information of Portals/Forums is Accurate —
IPFA, Trust in Friend —TF, Recommendation of Friends—RF, Information of Friends is Accurate—
IFA, Information of Internet Sites is Accu-rate—IISA, Internet Sites—IS, Trust in Internet Sites—TIS,
Trust in Print Media—TPM, Trust in Radio and Television—TRT, Radio and Television is Accu-
rate—IRTA, Radio and Television—RT, Information of Print Media is Accurate—IPMA, Print Me-
dia—PM.

The evaluation process begins with determining the normalized weights for the ma-
trix. To evaluate promotional activities, it is necessary to prioritize the criteria and sub-
criteria used in the AHP hierarchy. Based on their relative importance, a pairwise com-
parison matrix is formed. The comparison pairs are established based on the assessment
of a team of experts (two from the fields of marketing and tourism and one from
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academia), who use Saaty’s nine-point scale (Saaty, 1994). The scale aims to convert hu-
man preferences into available alternatives by scaling them equally, moderately, strongly,
moderately strongly, and extremely desirable and takes the values of 1, 3, 5, 7, and 9, re-
spectively (Hammadi et al., 2016). The median values between two adjacent values are 2,
4, 6, and 8, which can also be used when a compromise is needed (Singh, 2013). Within
the matrix (A = aij), the corresponding reciprocal values 1, 1/2, 1/3,..., 1/9, in the form (A
=1/aij) are used for the reverse comparison. The process of creating the matrix is complex.
The importance of one element relative to another is measured from the same or different
levels of the hierarchical structure, shown in Figure 2. For example, value 1 is assigned to
a pair of elements of equal importance, and so on. A series of reasoning matrices were
created, and doubts regarding controversial elements were resolved through discussion
between experts. This use of the scale reduces subjectivity in comparison pairs. This is
followed by calculating the relative weight of the elements of each hierarchical level for a
given element. They are computed as components of the normalized vector linked with
the largest eigenvalue of matrix A. The consistency test further includes the eigenvalues,
and based on their maximum values (Amax), the consistency index (CI) and, finally, the
consistency ratio (CR) are estimated, as shown in Equations (1) and (2).

A —

c] = Zmax — 1 1)
n—1
CI

R=— 2

CR= o 2)

where RI takes the values 0.58 for 3 elements and 1.24 for 6 elements, which are part of
Saaty’s average random index values.

It is an established practice that CR should be less than or equal to 0.1 for each pair-
wise comparison matrix. Saaty (1994) goes a step further and sets out acceptable CR values
for different matrix sizes: 0.05 for a 3 x 3 matrix, 0.08 for a 4 x 4 matrix, and 0.1 for large
matrices. If the level of consistency is not within the acceptable range, the weight results
are not valid, and the pairwise comparison should be repeated. Adequate use of the AHP
procedure can contribute to the consistency of results.

The final phase involves synthesizing solutions for prioritizing the promotion of
tourist destinations. It consists of evaluating the global composite priority weight of all
sub-criteria by combining them at successive hierarchical levels. It should be acknowl-
edged that the AHP evaluation was based on a limited expert panel (n = 3), which repre-
sents a methodological limitation of the study. However, this approach is consistent with
prior applications of the AHP method, where a small number of highly knowledgeable
experts are considered sufficient for structured pairwise comparisons. The purpose of the
AHP analysis in this study was not to statistically generalize expert opinions, but to pro-
vide a decision-oriented prioritization framework that complements the perception-based
findings obtained from the tourist survey.

4. Results

In this section, the results of the analyses are presented, providing in-sight into the
perceptions and prioritization of different forms of tourism promotion. The findings are
based on factor analysis, correlation testing, group comparisons, and AHP prioritization,
offering a comprehensive overview of the key trends observed in the sample.

Word-of-mouth promotion has a median of 4.00, with an inter-quartile range (IQR)
between 3.33 and 5.00, and an overall range from 1.00 to 5.00. This indicates that respond-
ents, on average, rated this form of promotion highly, with a wide distribution of re-
sponses. Promotion through print media has a median of 2.67, with an interquartile range
between 2.00 and 3.00, while the rating range varies from 1.00 to 5.00. This suggests that
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respondents consider print media to be less important compared to other forms of pro-
motion, although there is still some variation in responses. Promotion via traditional elec-
tronic media has a median of 3.00, with an interquartile range from 3.00 to 4.00 and an
overall range from 1.00 to 5.00. This shows that the perception of traditional electronic
media as a promotional tool is moderate, with a relatively widespread response. General
destination promotion has a median of 3.50, with an interquartile range between 3.00 and
4.00 and a range from 1.00 to 5.00. These results suggest that respondents view general
destination promotion as moderately important, with a fair range of responses. Digital
agency promotion of destinations has a median of 3.00, with an interquartile range be-
tween 2.00 and 3.33, and a range from 1.00 to 5.00. This median indicates that digital
agency promotion, while rated somewhat lower compared to word-of-mouth promotion,
is still considered significant, with notable variation in perception among respondents.

Word-of-mouth promotion is not significantly associated with promotion through
print media, with a rho value of 0.02 and a p-value of 0.727. Additionally, word-of-mouth
promotion shows a weak but statistically non-significant positive relationship with pro-
motion via traditional electronic media, with a rho value of 0.103 and a p-value of 0.075.
General destination promotion is significantly negatively correlated with word-of-mouth
promotion, with a rho value of -0.215 and a p-value of less than 0.001, suggesting that a
greater emphasis on word-of-mouth promotion may be associated with a reduced empha-
sis on general destination promotion. On the other hand, general destination promotion
is not significantly associated with promotion through print media and traditional elec-
tronic media, with rho values of 0.008 and —0.118 and p-values of 0.896 and 0.041, respec-
tively. Digital agency promotion of destinations is significantly positively correlated with
general destination promotion, with a rho value of 0.505 and a p-value of less than 0.001,
suggesting that a higher importance of digital agency promotion may be associated with
a greater importance of general destination promotion. However, digital agency promo-
tion is not significantly associated with word-of-mouth promotion, print media, or tradi-
tional electronic media promotion, with rho values of —0.009, 0.048, and —0.041 and p-val-
ues of 0.881, 0.406, and 0.485, respectively (Table 4).

For male respondents, the median rating of word-of-mouth promotion is 4.00, with
an interquartile range (IQR) of 1.67, corresponding to a range between 3.00 and 4.67. For
female respondents, the median rating is also 4.00, but with a narrower interquartile range
of 1.33, corresponding to a range between 3.67 and 5.00. The results of the Mann-Whitney
U test show a Z value of 2.03 and a p-value of 0.021, indicating a statistically significant
difference in the perception of word-of-mouth promotion between men and women, with
higher values observed among women compared to men (Table 5).

Table 5. Differences in Perception of Word-of-Mouth Promotion by Gender (Mann-Whitney U
Test).

Word-of-Mouth Promotion N Me IQR V4 p
Male 159 4.00 1.67 (3.00-4.67)

2.03 0.021
Female 140 4.00 1.33 (3.67-5.00)

For word-of-mouth promotion, the median for the 18-25 age group is 1.17 with an
interquartile range (IQR) of 1.67, corresponding to a range between 3.33 and 5.00. These
ratings are significantly lower compared to other age groups. The median for the 2640
and 41-55 age groups is 4.00, while the median for the 56+ age group is 4.67, with an IQR
of 1.00, corresponding to a range between 4.00 and 5.00. A statistically significant differ-
ence between age groups is indicated by a Z value of 10.67 and a p-value of 0.014, suggest-
ing that the ratings for word-of-mouth promotion differ significantly among age groups.
The significance of word-of-mouth promotion was found to be statistically higher among
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the population aged 56 and over compared to the population aged 2640 years (p = 0.002)
and the population aged 41-55 years (p = 0.029), while no statistically significant differ-
ences were observed among the other age groups (p >0.050). For promotion through print
media, the median for the 18-25 age group is 2.33 with an IQR of 1.00, corresponding to a
range between 2.00 and 3.00. The other age groups have medians of 3.00, with an IQR of
1.00 for the 26-40 and 56+ age groups, and a median of 2.67 with an IQR of 1.00 for the 41—
55 age group. A statistically significant difference between age groups is shown with a Z
value of 20.76 and a p-value of less than 0.001, indicating significant differences in ratings
of print media pro-motion across age groups. For promotion via traditional electronic me-
dia, the median for all age groups is 3.00, with IQRs ranging from 0.33 to 1.00. A statisti-
cally significant difference between age groups is indicated by a Z value of 19.47 and a p-
value of less than 0.001, showing that perceptions of traditional electronic media promo-
tion differ significantly among age groups. For general destination promotion, the median
for the 18-25 age group is 4.00 with an IQR of 0.83, corresponding to a range between 3.50
and 4.33. The other age groups have medians of 3.67 for the 26-40 group, 3.17 for the 41—
55 group, and 2.00 for the 56+ group, with respective IQRs. A statistically significant dif-
ference between age groups is indicated by a Z value of 85 and a p-value of less than 0.001,
suggesting significant differences in the ratings of general destination promotion across
age groups. For digital agency destination promotion, the median for the 18-25 age group
is 3.00 with an IQR of 2.00, corresponding to a range between 2.00 and 4.00. Other age
groups have medians of 3.00, with IQRs ranging between 1.00 and 2.00. A statistically
significant difference between age groups is indicated by a Z value of 35.79 and a p-value
of less than 0.001, suggesting significant differences in the ratings of digital agency desti-
nation promotion among age groups (Table 6).

Table 6. Differences in Perception of Promotion Types by Age Group.

Word-of-Mouth Promotion N Me IQR Z p
18-25 68 417 1.67 (3.33-5.00)
26-40 114 4.00 1.33 (3.00-4.33)
10.67 0.014
41-55 82 4.00 1.67 (3.33-5.00)
56+ 35 4.67 1.00 84.00-5.00)
Print M?dla N Me IOR 7 .
Promotion
18-25 68 2.33 1.00 (2.00-3.00)
26-40 114 3.00 1.00 (2.00-3.00)
20.76 <0.001
41-55 82 2.67 1.00 (2.00-3.00)
56+ 35 3.00 1.00 (3.00—4.00)
Traditional
Electronic Media Promotion Me 1OR z P
18-25 68 3.00 0.33 (2.67-3.00)
2 . . .67-3.
6—40 114 3.00 0.96 (2.67-3.33) 19.47 <0.001
41-55 82 3.00 1.00 (3.00-4.00)
56+ 35 3.00 1.00 (3.00—4.00)
General Destination PromotionN Me IQR V4 p
18-25 68 4.00 0.83 (3.50-4.33)
26-40 114 3.67 1.00 (3.00—4.00
( ) 85 <0.001
41-55 82 3.17 0.83 (3.00-3.83)
56+ 35 2.00 0.33 (2.00-3.33)
Digital Travel Agency N Me IQR 7 p
Promotion
18-25 68 3.00 2.00 (2.00-4.00) 35.79 <0.001
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26-40 114 3.00 1.00 (2.33-3.33)
41-55 82 3.00 1.00 (2.00-3.00)
56+ 35 2.00 0.33 (1.67-2.00)

For word-of-mouth promotion, the median rating for the Internet (social media, por-
tals/forums, travel agencies) is 3.67 with an interquartile range (IQR) of 1.00, correspond-
ing to a range between 3.00 and 4.00. Television and radio have a median of 4.50 with an
IOQR of 1.00, corresponding to a range between 4.00 and 5.00, while personal recommen-
dations from friends, family, or acquaintances have a median of 5.00 with an IQR of 1.00,
corresponding to a range between 4.00 and 5.00. Print media have a median of 3.50 with
an IQR of 1.50, corresponding to a range between 3.00 and 4.50. A statistically significant
difference between groups is shown by a Z value of 61.52 and a p-value of less than 0.001,
suggesting significant differences in perceptions of the importance of different sources of
information about tourist destinations. Among the population for whom internet sources,
such as social media, portals, and forums, represent the most important source of infor-
mation, the significance of word-of-mouth promotion differs significantly compared to
the population that primarily relies on television/radio (p < 0.001) and personal recom-
mendations from friends, family, or acquaintances (p < 0.001). Additionally, in the popu-
lation for whom print media are the main source of information, the significance of word-
of-mouth promotion differs significantly compared to those who consider personal rec-
ommendations as their primary source (p = 0.010). No statistically significant differences
in the significance of word-of-mouth promotion were found among the other sources of
information (p > 0.050). For promotion through print media, the median for the Internet
group is 2.67 with an IQR of 1.00, corresponding to a range between 2.00 and 3.00. Televi-
sion and radio have a median of 2.33 with an IQR of 1.33, corresponding to a range be-
tween 1.67 and 3.00, while personal recommendations from friends, family, or acquaint-
ances have a median of 3.00 with an IQR of 1.00, corresponding to a range between 2.00
and 3.00. Print media themselves have a median of 4.00 with an IQR of 0.33, corresponding
to a range between 4.00 and 4.33. A statistically significant difference between groups is
shown with a Z value of 22.73 and a p-value of less than 0.001, indicating significant dif-
ferences in the perceived importance of different sources of information about tourist des-
tinations. For promotion through traditional electronic media, the median for the Internet
group is 3.00 with an IQR of 0.33, corresponding to a range between 2.67 and 3.00. Televi-
sion and radio have a median of 4.17 with an IQR of 0.33, corresponding to a range be-
tween 4.00 and 4.33, while personal recommendations and print media both have a me-
dian of 3.00 —with an IQR of 0.67 for personal recommendations and 0.00 for print media.
A statistically significant difference between groups is indicated by a Z value of 116.67
and a p-value of less than 0.001, suggesting notable differences in how the importance of
various information sources is perceived. For general destination promotion, the median
for the Internet group is 4.00 with an IQR of 0.83, corresponding to a range between 3.50
and 4.33. Television and radio have a median of 3.00 with an IQR of 1.00, corresponding
to a range between 2.00 and 3.00, while personal recommendations have a median of 2.83
with an IQR of 1.33, corresponding to a range between 2.00 and 3.33. Print media have a
median of 2.00 with an IQR of 0.17, corresponding to a range between 1.83 and 2.00. A
statistically significant difference between groups is shown with a Z value of 121.6 and a
p-value of less than 0.001, indicating significant differences in perceptions of general des-
tination promotion depending on the source of information. For digital agency destination
promotion, the median for the Internet group is 3.00 with an IQR of 2.00, corresponding
to a range between 2.00 and 4.00. Television and radio have a median of 3.00 with an IQR
of 1.00, corresponding to a range between 2.00 and 3.00, while personal recommendations
have a median of 2.33 with an IQR of 1.00, corresponding to a range between 2.00 and
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3.00. Print media have a median of 2.00 with an IQR of 0.87, corresponding to a range
between 1.67 and 2.00. A statistically significant difference between groups is shown with
a Z value of 28.13 and a p-value of less than 0.001, suggesting significant differences in
perceptions of the importance of various information sources for destination promotion
(Table 7).

Table 7. Perception of Promotion Types by Primary Source of Tourist Information.

Word-of-Mouth Promotion N Me IOQR Z p
Internet 171 3.67 1.00 (3.00—4.00)

TV/Radio 50 45 1.00 (4.00-5.00)

Personal recommendation of friends, family or acquaint- 70 5.00 100 (4.00-5.00) 61.52 <0.001
ances

Print media 8 3.50 1.50 (3.00—4.50)

PRINT MEDIA

PROMOTION N Me QR ‘ P
Internet 171 2.67 1.00 (3.00-4.00)

TV/Radio 50 2.33 1.33 (1.67-3.00)

Personal recommendation of friends, family or acquaint- 70 3.00 1.00 (2.00-3.00) 22.73  <0.001
ances

Print media 8 4.00 0.33 (4.00—-4.33)

TRADITIONAL

ELECTRONIC MEDIA N Me IQR zZ p
PROMOTION

Internet 171 3.00 0.33 (2.67-3.00)

TV/Radio 50 4.17 0.33 (4.00-4.33)

Personal recommendation of friends, family or acquaint- 70 3.00 0.67 (2.33-3.00) 116.67 <0.001
ances

Print media 8 3.00 0.00 (3.00-3.00)

GENERAL DESTINATION PROMOTION N Me IQR Z p
Internet 171 4.00 0.83 (3.50-4.33)

TV/Radio 50 3.00 1.00 (2.00-3.00)

Personal recommendation of friends, family or acquaint- 70 b 83 133 (2.00-3.33) 121.6  <0.001
ances

Print media 8 2.00 0.17 (1.83-2.00)

DIGITAL TRAVEL AGENCY

PROMOTION N Me QR ‘ P
Internet 171 3.00 2.00 (2.00-4.00)

TV/Radio 50 3.00 1.00 (2.00-3.00)

Personal recommendation of friends, family or acquaint- 70 233 1.00 (2.00-3.00) 28.13  <0.001
ances

Print media 8 2.00 0.87 (1.67-2.00)

For word-of-mouth promotion, the median value for the Internet sources (social me-
dia, portals/forums, travel agencies) was 3.67 with an interquartile range (IQR) of 1.00,
corresponding to a range between 3.00 and 4.00. Television and radio had a median value
of 4.00 with an IQR of 1.00, corresponding to a range between 3.00 and 4.00, while personal
recommendations from friends, family, or acquaintances showed a median of 4.67 with
an IQR of 1.00, corresponding to a range between 4.00 and 5.00. Print media had a median
of 3.00 with an IQR of 1.00, corresponding to a range between 3.00 and 4.00. A statistically
significant difference between groups was observed, indicated by a Z-value of 101.77 and
a p-value of <0.001, suggesting significant differences in the perceived importance of
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various information sources about tourist destinations. Among the population for whom
print media have the greatest influence on decision-making when choosing a tourist des-
tination, the perceived importance of word-of-mouth promotion was significantly lower
compared to those who primarily rely on personal recommendations (p = 0.001). Further-
more, respondents who consider the Internet (social media, portals/forums, travel agen-
cies, etc.) as their main decision-making source showed a significantly lower perception
of the importance of word-of-mouth compared to those relying on personal recommen-
dations (p < 0.001). Similarly, those who primarily depend on television/radio also re-
ported a significantly lower perceived importance of word-of-mouth compared to those
relying on personal recommendations (p = 0.006). No statistically significant differences in
the importance of word-of-mouth promotion were observed among the other sources of
information (p > 0.050) (Table 8).

Table 8. Pair-Wise Comparison Judgment Matrices.

GDP DDA WoM TEM PMP
0.09 0.06 0.38 0.28 0.19
TSN 0.44
ISNA 0.25
SN 0.14
TPF 0.09
PF 0.05
IPFA 0.03
IISA 0.49
IS 0.31
TIS 0.20
TF 0.68
RF 0.19
IFA 0.13
TRT 0.63
IRTA 0.20
RT 0.13
TPM 0.53
IPMA 0.22
PM 0.15

Source: Authors’ calculations. Note: Criteria: GDP — General Destination Promotion, DDA —Digital

WEIGHTS

Destination Agency Promotion, WoM —Word-of-Mouth Promotion, TEM —Traditional Electronic
Media Promotion, PMP—Print Media Promotion, Sub-criteria: TSN —Trust in Social Networks,
ISNA —Information of Social Networks is Accurate, SN—Social Networks, TPF—Trust in Por-
tals/Forums, PF—Portals/Forums, IPFA —Information of Portals/Forums is Accurate, IISA —Infor-
mation of Internet Sites is Accurate, IS—Internet Sites, TIS—Trust in Internet Sites, TF—Trust in
Friend, RF—Recommendation of Friends, IFA —Information of Friends is Accurate, TRT —Trust in
Radio and Television, IRTA —Radio and Television is Accurate, RT —Radio and Television, TPM —
Trust in Print Media, IPMA —Information of Print Media is Accurate, PM—Print Media.

The AHP analysis aims to determine the priorities of tourist destinations’ promotion
using the weight of the priorities as an indicator for measuring the tourist offer. Such a
measurable priority indicator will be facilitative, comparing the level of differences in the
tourist offer in keeping with different approaches and for performing priority rankings.
A higher promotion indicator corresponds to a higher perception of tourists, who require
a specific choice. The quantitative analysis presented in this way confirms the
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effectiveness of the proposed model. After the priority weights for each matrix in the AHP
hierarchy have been estimated, the next step is to discuss the results, as shown in Figure
3.

Gop
PMP 9% / ppA
19% 6%
TEM WoM
28% 38%

Figure 3. Final weights of the main criteria. Note: GDP: 0.086291951, DDA: 0.058113019, WoM:
0.383958338, TEM: 0.27915876, PMP: 0.192477931.

The results are shown in Table 8. Word of mouth (WoM) is the most important crite-
rion when choosing a tourist destination because it has the highest priority (0.38). Portals
and forums (GDP), where a detailed visual offer of tourist destinations is created, do not
correspond to standard offers for tourist destinations. They have a very low priority, as
indicated by a priority vector of 0.09. Travel agency websites (IDA) can choose a tourist
destination but require special treatment. Experience shows that consumers of tourist ser-
vices seek additional information from agencies despite the availability of all information
on their websites. This treatment is influenced by numerous issues, including hidden
costs, benefits, internal capacity, risk assessment, refund in case of cancellation, reserva-
tions, and so on. Therefore, they have the lowest priority weight of 0.06. Radio and televi-
sion (TEM) are traditionally the largest sources of information and have a high priority
(0.28). Surprisingly, written media (newspapers, magazines, other printed publications)
have a mid-level priority with a PMP weight of 0.19. Although GDP is strongly associated
with social media and digital platforms at the perceptual level, its relatively low priority
in the AHP model indicates that experts differentiate between high user engagement and
strategic promotional importance.

Otherwise, the development of a priority model in the tourist offers helps determine
the main promotion frameworks. It also provides answers to questions about where to
direct resources for the next tourist season, what type of promotion is relevant to tourists,
the preferences of target groups, and so forth. Finally, it allows us to quantify the promo-
tional activities of the tourist offer in a way relevant for decision-making.

It should be noted that the priority structure obtained from the AHP model differs
from tourists” survey-based preferences, particularly regarding the relatively higher im-
portance assigned by experts to traditional electronic and print media compared to digital
channels.

5. Discussion

The results of the conducted research indicate multiple layers of differences in the
perception and influence of various forms of promotion among respondents. The
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interpretation of these findings gains further weight when placed in the context of existing
literature.

Hypothesis 1, which addresses the differences in the impact of various promotional
formats, has been confirmed by results showing statistically significant variations among
the types of promotion, as well as the influence of demographic variables on their percep-
tion. New media, such as TikTok, WeChat, and other interactive platforms, have demon-
strated a particularly strong influence on younger respondents. This is in line with find-
ings from Lei and Gao (2022) and Dramidanin et al. (2023), who emphasized the role of
new media in increasing tourism flows and inspiring travel. These platforms are not
merely communication tools, but emotionally and visually engaging channels, especially
for Generation Z and Millennials. On the other hand, Govers et al. (2007) suggest that
official promotion has a limited impact, while personal experiences and peer recommen-
dations have a more lasting influence—an observation supported by this study as well.
Furthermore, research by Madonado et al. (2019) and Belarmino et al. (2021) indicates that
traditional media have a weaker effect on younger audiences, whereas Abdelaziz (2023)
and Hussain et al. (2024) highlight that print media, though limited in reach, still maintain
a certain role, particularly among older consumers and within specific market niches.

Hypothesis 2, which assumes the dominance of word-of-mouth (WOM) promotion,
is also fully confirmed. An additional point requiring clarification concerns the construct
labelled General Destination Promotion (GDP) and its relatively low weight in the AHP
results. While GDP is strongly linked to social media and online platforms in the PCA,
experts assigned it a lower strategic priority compared to word-of-mouth and traditional
electronic media. This finding may appear counterintuitive at first glance; however, it re-
flects a distinction between visibility and engagement, on the one hand, and strategic con-
trollability and reliability, on the other. Social media and portals enable rapid dissemina-
tion and high interaction, but they also involve fragmented messaging, limited institu-
tional control, and increased exposure to reputational risk, which may reduce their per-
ceived strategic value from a managerial perspective. From this perspective, the lower
AHP weight assigned to GDP does not imply that social media is unimportant for desti-
nation promotion. Rather, it suggests that experts view these channels as supportive and
complementary tools, effective for engagement and inspiration, but less suitable as pri-
mary instruments for long-term positioning, crisis communication, and coordinated des-
tination branding. This distinction helps explain why GDP, despite its strong presence in
tourists’ perceptions, received a comparatively lower priority in the expert-based decision
model.

5.1. Misalignment Between Tourist Preferences and Expert Priorities

A critical insight emerging from this study is the misalignment between tourists’ pro-
motional preferences and the priorities derived from the expert-based AHP model. While
the survey findings show a strong preference for digital channels, particularly among
younger respondents, the AHP results assign comparatively higher importance to tradi-
tional electronic and print media. This divergence does not indicate methodological in-
consistency but rather reflects the fundamentally different perspectives captured by the
two approaches. Tourists tend to evaluate promotional channels based on immediacy,
convenience, and personal relevance, whereas experts assess them from a strategic per-
spective that emphasizes message control, institutional credibility, risk management, and
broad population reach. Consequently, the expert-based prioritization should not be in-
terpreted as superseding tourists’ preferences, but as complementing them by incorporat-
ing managerial and long-term strategic considerations that are less visible at the individ-
ual user level.
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Traditional media, although perceived as less influential by many respondents, can
play a stabilizing role in destination branding, crisis communication, and awareness-
building among older or less digitally active audiences. The observed gap between user
preferences and expert priorities therefore represents a valuable managerial signal, high-
lighting the need for hybrid promotional strategies that integrate user-driven digital en-
gagement with strategically maintained traditional communication channels.

It is important to emphasize that the priority weights obtained through the AHP
model are based exclusively on expert evaluations, whereas the survey-based results re-
flect consumer perceptions and preferences derived from responses provided by 299 tour-
ists. The highest scores in the hierarchical analysis using the AHP model showed that
WOM is the most influential form of promotion when it comes to travel decision-making.
This finding aligns with multiple studies, including those by Xu et al. (2020) and Aprilia
and Kusumawati (2021), who identified WOM as a strong driver of tourist intention and
destination perception. Interestingly, traditional WOM still exerts a stronger emotional
impact than electronic WOM (e-WOM), according to Setiawan et al. (2021), although both
contribute to shaping tourists’ attitudes. Meenakshy et al. (2024) and éegota et al. (2021)
further emphasize that emotional engagement and personal experience stimulate further
recommendations, forming a self-reinforcing cycle of influence that is difficult to replicate
through formal promotional channels.

Hypothesis 3, concerning gender differences, has also been confirmed. The results
show significant differences in how promotional content is perceived based on gender,
particularly in terms of satisfaction and loyalty. Research by Martins et al. (2025) advo-
cates for the development of tailored promotional messages that target specific demo-
graphic segments. Meanwhile, Grubor et al. (2020) note that although WOM is generally
dominant, its intensity and emotional resonance may vary depending on gender. In this
study, women exhibited greater sensitivity to emotionally driven promotional messages
and demonstrated stronger loyalty toward recommended destinations. The study of
(Sostar et al., 2024) confirm that online reviews significantly influence consumers’ percep-
tions of hotel attractiveness, with men showing a greater shift in ratings after reading re-
views than women, highlighting the importance of gender-sensitive marketing strategies
in the digital environment. By using a fuzzy logic-based system, tourist destinations can
better promote themselves to people with disabilities (men and women) by offering per-
sonalized information about accessibility, making tourism marketing more inclusive and
adapted to real user needs (Gavurova & Polishchuk, 2025).

Hypothesis 4, regarding age group differences, has also been con-firmed. Younger
respondents showed a stronger preference for digital and interactive channels, while
older individuals favored more traditional information sources. These findings are in line
with Madonado et al. (2019), who reported a clear generational divide in preferences for
promotional media. Similarly, Suryana et al. (2024) noted that younger users more often
rely on platforms like Instagram and TikTok, whereas older groups value educational and
informative content on platforms like YouTube. Kennedy et al. (2023) support the idea of
developing targeted promotional strategies based on demographic profiles, which is also
validated by this study’s results.

Hypothesis 5, which explored the influence of information sources on the perception
of promotion, was also supported. Depending on whether the information originated
from friends, online portals, social media, or official websites, respondents’ perceptions of
its reliability and credibility varied significantly. Deb and Mallik (2023) argue that user-
generated content often alters how others perceive a destination. Luong (2024) confirms
that e-WOM plays a mediating role between the source of information and the intention
to visit, while Silva et al. (2020) highlights the importance of Facebook posts and com-
ments in shaping the perceived image of a destination.
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Hypothesis 6, which posits the existence of correlations between different forms of
promotion, was confirmed through strong positive correlations between awareness, sat-
isfaction, and loyalty. This finding corresponds with research by Zhou et al. (2022), which
highlights the synergistic effect of positive reviews and visual content, as well as Akhi et
al. (2023), who demonstrate that different forms of e-WOM reinforce each other. Adam et
al. (2023) takes this further, asserting that marketing elements do not function in isolation,
but interact in integrated and complementary ways, an idea that is strongly supported by
the findings of this study.

5.2. Limitations

Several limitations of this study should be acknowledged. First, the expert-based
AHP evaluation relied on a relatively small expert panel (n = 3), which may limit the
breadth of strategic perspectives captured, despite being consistent with established AHP
practices. Second, the survey sample was limited to Croatian respondents, which con-
strains the generalizability of the findings. Finally, the cross-sectional design does not al-
low for observing changes in promotional preferences over time.

5.3. Future Research Recommendations

Future research should further investigate the identified misalignment between tour-
ist preferences and expert priorities by incorporating additional stakeholder groups, such
as destination management organizations and private sector marketers. Longitudinal de-
signs and extended multi-criteria decision-making models, including Fuzzy AHP, could
provide deeper insights into how promotional effectiveness evolves across market seg-
ments and over time.

6. Conclusions

This study has confirmed that the promotion of tourist destinations should no longer
be viewed as a simple comparison between traditional and digital channels. Instead, it
calls for a more nuanced understanding of how different types of promotion are per-
ceived, depending on demographic factors such as gender and age, as well as the credi-
bility of the information source. One of the most significant findings is the continued dom-
inance of word-of-mouth (WOM) as the most influential form of communication, surpas-
sing even the most advanced digital tools. Importantly, the differences observed between
tourists’ preferences and expert-based promotional priorities indicate that effective desti-
nation promotion requires reconciling user-centered perceptions with strategic manage-
rial judgment, rather than relying exclusively on a single perspective.

The evaluation of different promotional forms using the AHP model offered addi-
tional depth to the analysis. By constructing a hierarchical structure and assigning relative
weights to various types of promotion, this approach has helped identify which channels
have the strongest impact on tourist decision-making. The aim was not only to assess the
effectiveness of promotional strategies but also to help tourists better navigate available
offers and make more informed choices. In that sense, the model provides both practical
guidance for marketers and useful reference points for consumers of tourist services.

The findings also reinforce the importance of personalization in tourism marketing,
particularly in addressing the distinct preferences of different demographic groups. Fur-
thermore, the strong correlations observed between awareness, satisfaction, and loyalty
highlight the need for integrated marketing efforts, rather than fragmented campaigns.

Despite the robustness of the methodology, some limitations must be acknowledged.
The AHP scale, which ranges from 1 to 9, can introduce subjectivity into the priority rat-
ings, and inconsistencies may arise during pairwise comparisons. Moreover, while AHP
effectively identifies promotional priorities, it does not offer guidance on addressing
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identified weaknesses. Future research could benefit from using Fuzzy AHP to reduce
ambiguity and to explore additional factors influencing tourism promotion.

This research also provides a solid foundation for rethinking promotional strategies
in tourism, particularly in the Croatian context. It also opens the door to more structured
and evidence-based approaches to helping both marketers and tourists make better deci-
sions.
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