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Abstract: Competitiveness of SMEs (Small or Medium Enterprise) within the tourism field has been
of a great interest for many scholars over time. Due to the crisis conditions specific to the present time,
the issue of competitiveness becomes a very sensitive one, giving rise to sometimes contradictory
points of view. Our research aims to analyze the opinions and perceptions of SME managers in the field
of tourism in terms of the concept of competitiveness, how to measure it and sources of competitiveness
still viable within the context of the current crisis or specific to it, etc. In order to be able to properly
analyze the above, qualitative research was initiated and conducted in the form of an in-depth
interview with 42 Romanian SME managers in the tourism field. The results of the study reflect
a mature approach of managers in terms of possible new sources of competitiveness—the emphasis on
technical solutions capable of managing the socio-medical dimensions of tourism consumer behavior,
a prevalence for an organic growth strategy and for additional investments in qualified personnel,
as well as online management of most aspects related to services and openness to collaboration within
tourism clusters.

Keywords: competitive advantages of SMEs; touristic SME’s competitiveness; in-depth interview;
organic strategy; crisis

1. Introduction

The broad context in which our research has been developed is referring to the evolution of the
competitiveness concept itself, with a closer look at the competitiveness concept that is specific for
the tourism field. Competitiveness can be seen as the basis for any competitive strategy. It comprises
a diversity of economic, managerial, normative, technical etc. factors organized as a system that
ensures the high quality of a product or service and a proper demand in the market [1].

Additionally, competitiveness can be analyzed from the perspective of the ideas related
with growth, economic impact, and multiple benefits for a specific targeted community through
economic activity.

Among the first efforts to analyze what may be the main basis for the competitiveness of tourism
organizations is the work of Morey and Dittman (1995), who used data envelopment analysis with
seven inputs and four outputs for the evaluation of 54 hotels dispersed all over the USA continental
area, from the point of view of management performance [2].

As another early approach of studying tourism companies’ competitiveness, the work of Baker and
Riley (1994) can be mentioned, who took into consideration management’s ability to forecast demand

Sustainability 2020, 12, 9191; doi:10.3390/su12219191 www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability


http://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
http://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0555-5171
http://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/12/21/9191?type=check_update&version=1
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/su12219191
http://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

Sustainability 2020, 12, 9191 2 0of 18

as well as the assessment of the actual performance of the hotels leading to a model of supply-demand
mismatch. At the same time, these authors proposed a holistic-type model of hotel productivity [3].

Later, Hwang and Chang (2003) analyzed managerial performance and the efficiency change for
45 hotels, using data envelopment analysis and the Malmquist productivity index. These authors
provide evidence that efficiency changes due to difference in sources of customer and management styles,
and the managerial efficiency of international tourist hotels is related to the level of internationalization
of hotels [4].

In the same line of work, we can review the research conducted by Barros (2004), which used
a stochastic cost frontier model in order to investigate the performance of a Portuguese hotel chain.
The results show non-varying efficient scores, mixed between different hotel units [5]. Another piece of
research conducted by the same author in 2005 used the data envelopment analysis technique in order
to assess the efficiency of individual hotels belonging to a bigger chain. The technique was capable of
evaluating the competitiveness of the whole organization through the grouping of the attributes of
efficient hotels and blockages of inefficient hotels, respectively [6].

More recent studies have analyzed the potential link between destination competitiveness,
efficiency, and firm competitiveness. Using the same data envelopment analysis techniques,
authors have tested a mediation model in order to link global technical efficiency, pure technical
efficiency and scale efficiency. Results confirm a positive relationship between destination
competitiveness and firm competitiveness, without the power of efficiency to play a mediating
role between them [7].

The tourism industry remains one of the most important branches contributing to the evolution of
the world economy, with a significant contribution from the perspective of investment and economic
growth in various regions worldwide [8-10].

The current context, characterized by the manifestation of an unprecedented crisis that has affected
even the tourism industry to a very large extent, raises a number of challenges for the competitiveness
of tourism companies, which face unpredictable phenomena—changes in the consumer behavior
of tourists, legislative changes that limit or even prohibit the development of the usual activity of
accommodation and dining, profound changes in the hotel and catering (HORECA) industry, etc.

The study of the companies’ competitiveness in the field of tourism in crisis conditions has been
approached only to a small extent in the literature, and research to investigate the intimate mechanisms
of competitiveness in the current economic, social and biological crisis, even less so. In this context,
efforts to analyze the perceptions of those who make decisions regarding the adaptation of companies
in the field to the challenges listed above acquire a certain importance.

The present research seeks to identify the perception of managers in tourism companies on
competitiveness and especially on sources that can create competitiveness in the harsh conditions
that the industry is currently going through. Thus, we used a qualitative approach to identify the
perceptions and attitudes of managers in the field to test ways to measure competitiveness in the
current conditions and to highlight the views on cooperation within clusters as a solution to increase
competitiveness in crisis conditions.

We have developed our approach based on the literature, applying a semi-structured in-depth
interview format designed for managers of tourism organizations. Within the in-depth interview
guide, we explored the main perceptions of the importance of the competitiveness concept applied for
tourism companies by their managers, as well as the opinion of managers about a set of indicators that
can “measure” the competitiveness of tourism companies.

The first part of the paper presents the literature review concerning competitiveness in tourism
and the specific competitiveness of a destination as being the most discussed approach specific to the
field. It also highlights the important role played by the affirmation of sustainability principles specific
for organizations within the tourism field and the activities they engage in as an essential framework
for the development of long-term competitiveness.
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The next section presents the research context and methodology, followed by a section comprising
the results and a discussion of the empirical research. The last part of the paper concludes by
highlighting theoretical and managerial implications of the research, as well as some possible future
research directions. Predictions for the evolution of the current crisis are very hard to make and,
as a consequence, tourism companies’ competitiveness will still be difficult to achieve.

2. Literature Review

We cannot discuss competitiveness in the field of tourism without connecting this concept to that
of sustainability. A truly competitive tourism service provider can only be an organization that is run
and developed according to principles that highlight long-term sustainability.

The substantiation of sustainable tourism should be a basic indicator of the achievement
of economic, social, and aesthetic goals, while the protection of cultural values, social integrity,
key ecological processes, and biological diversity is assured [11].

The development of new practices within the tourism industry, which intend to achieve high
levels of sustainability, has led to the proliferation of new concepts such as the “green hotel” or
“green tourism”. A green hotel can be defined as being an accommodation facility that was built
incorporating friendly environment materials and procedures, reduces the environmental impact of
current touristic activities through saving energy and water and promotes the same environmental
friendly attitude among different categories of employees [12]. This approach, eloquent for the new
models of implementing sustainability in tourism, becomes relevant for the modern dimensions
of tourism competitiveness. Research using 317 Italian SMEs in the HORECA domain shows that
investments in actions regarding food products/food-chains and customer information are strong
predictors of a positive perception regarding companies competitiveness in terms of a “green hotel”
strategy [13].

Sustainability that goes beyond a simple orientation towards environmental protection makes it
possible to obtain a certain social value for the green strategy of an accommodation unit. There are
two main orientation choices in establishing the green strategy: focusing on structure, such as waste
management, water saving, energy saving etc., or focusing on service such as obtaining differentiation
through the sustainability of food and beverages, which implies a different approach to supply chain
management, both choices require consistent efforts to apply green principles along the process [14].

Beyond the general framework offered by the application of the principles of sustainability,
the competitiveness concept approach implies the analysis of some practical ways through which
it can be interpreted/measured and finally highlighted. Thus, in the case of providers of tourist
accommodation services, it is possible to discuss a better positioning in relation to competition,
higher levels of consumer satisfaction and higher benefits as a result of a superior staff motivation.

The development of the term competitiveness in tourism was achieved gradually, starting with
analyses related to the concept of competitive advantage taken from the classic marketing literature and
reaching the development of the touristic destination competitiveness concept as a specific expression
of the conceptualization of competitiveness in tourism.

Thereby, Crouch and Ritchie (1999) developed the Calgary competitiveness model based
on the theory of competitive advantage (Porter, 1990) as well as comparative advantage
(Smith, 1776; Ricardo, 1817), adapted to the different features of a tourism destination [15].
According to them, the term refers to the destination competitiveness that encompasses natural features
of the region (beautiful scenery, species diversity etc.), climate, cultural features, services infrastructure
(transportation, touristic capacity etc.), cost/price ratio, social unique elements, political stability,
medical features, laws and regulations including visa procedures etc. [16].

Later, Dwyer and Kim (2003) proposed the “integrated model of competitiveness in tourism”,
which considers the inherited resources, the created resources and the support resources the main
components in the success of a tourism destination and the basis of tourism competitiveness [17].
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Overall, theoretical studies on tourism competitiveness emphasize the following factors (at least
at the level of economy branch): public policies, foreign direct investment, tourism marketing,
cultural resources, human resources, natural resources, infrastructure, quality and price [18].

Different authors consider that within the services field, the brand of the organization can be
an important source of competitive advantage, presenting the possibility to different organizations of
standing out individually and obtaining a strategic position in accordance with the advantages and
benefits associated with the provision of services. [19-23]

The potential of the brand as an important source of competitive advantage is presented by the fact
that within the structure of a service, we can see a significant intangible component. Thus, the brand
image can play a special role in reducing or even eliminating the perception of the potential risks
associated with consumption [24-26].

In the context of the assessment of the overall competitiveness of the tourism and travel industry,
we can talk about a strong relationship between the competitiveness and the business environment
along with the infrastructure, and of course with a specific regulatory framework [27]. Apart of these
factors, there are of course also influences from the areas of human, cultural and natural resources.

As we stated before, competitivity in tourism actually embraces the form of destination as part
of the competitiveness concept. This concept starts from the idea that before a visit, tourists develop
an image about the destination, as well as a set of expectations based on previous experiences,
word of mouth advertising, advertisements, etc. During their stay, they consume the destination as
an experience without realizing that all of the elements of the destination are produced and managed
by independent actors. The tourists” experience consists of multiple small meetings with a variety of
tourist agents, such as taxi drivers, hoteliers, and others not related to tourism such as local businesses
and infrastructure. Additionally, it is important to consider all the elements of the local attractions:
museums, theaters, parks, and other resources. A study conducted on major world-class tourist
destinations recognized by UNESCO World Heritage Sites (we are referring to the cities of Morelia
from Mexico and Alcala de Henares from Spain) revealed the fact that tourism competitiveness of
the cities where the fieldwork was conducted is the result of the relationships between the following
factors: marketing, foreign direct investments (FDIs), public policies, human resources and cultural
resources [18].

In this context, some regions may be regarded as a firm that tries to attract a maximum share
of tourist demand (national and international) through an efficient combination of input resources.
As a consequence, tourist destination performance can be evaluated through the measurement of its
efficient resource use. [28,29]

Through the creation of public policies, the tourism products of a given destination can be
improved through measures aimed at enhancing the quality of services and conditions of the sites and
thus increase their competitiveness. The public policies can ensure the viability and competitiveness
of tourism destinations and businesses, to be able to continue to prosper and achieve long-term
benefits [18].

A new dimension of the factors that can be used to assess the level of competitiveness for a certain
destination is related to new information technologies—true knowledge creation tools. Within the
decisional process involving the choice of a particular touristic destination, smart systems have become
very popular as they are considered to be capable of optimizing the choice process for almost every
destination available [30].

Within this context, a new concept has been developed—smart tourism—a concept that
implies an ICT-integrated tourism platform capable of offering access to different resources such as
artificial intelligence, cloud computing, Internet of Things, extensive touristic information databases,
mobile media communication integration etc. In order to expand the use of smart technologies,
different initiatives have emerged to transform former touristic destinations into smart touristic
destinations, such as web-based applications that offer touristic information, mobile applications for
virtual touristic guides and applications capable of booking reservations for local restaurants etc.,
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with many of them based on beacon technology, which allows real-time connection to devices that are
capable of transmitting information when the mobile phones are in range. [31].

From the point of view of the relation between competitiveness and innovation, qualitative
research conducted on nine cultural and balneotherapy touristic services providers from Romania
shows that the development of new products in tourism actually consists of new combinations of the
services provided, the use of complementary services or tourism products with novel content, with all
of the above actually being seen as new consumption experiences [32].

Despite the fact that, in most cases, innovation is one of the most important factors that leads to
competitiveness, in tourism much of the innovation is incremental, most of the time being the result
of everyday interactions with customers and less often the direct result of an internal research and
development activity [33,34].

3. Research Methodology

3.1. The Research Context and the Sampling Strategy

The methodology agreed by the specialists regarding the sampling applied in the case of qualitative
research involves the selection of a sample that is not based on probability, as it is not representative
of a targeted statistical population as is the case with quantitative research. In qualitative research,
the richness and quality of information are taken into account, and the certain dimension of a sample
in order to ensure statistical representativeness is not followed [35].

In the case of nonprobability sampling, which is used in qualitative research, researchers does
not want to select the sample based on probability theory, but to create a sample that is actually
a quasi-random sample [36].

The actual size of the sample used for qualitative research is influenced by a number of
specific factors from one research to another: the purpose of the research, the characteristics of
the studied population, the analytical approach considered and even the logistical resources available
to researchers [35,37].

Specialists consider that the optimal principle to be able to assess the adequacy of a deliberately
selected sample as it is used in qualitative research is that of saturation [38].

Saturation is seen as the best guarantee for the rigor and quality of qualitative research. Saturation
can be assessed—achieved at different levels—at the level of individual constructs or at the level of
the overall study. Therefore, we can speak about a kind of “code saturation” that is obtained at the
point when no additional issues can be added in the process of analysis of the data provided by the
respondents, and the codes used are beginning to “stabilize”. Additionally, we can refer to a “meaning
saturation” that is related to the point when no other new meanings, details or insights can be added
from the discussions carried out with those interviewed [35].

For this research, the authors have chosen a pool of hotel and tourist pension managers from
Romania, as the tourism field is representative for its contribution to the national GDP. The share of travel
and tourism in Romania has displayed a constant growing tendency between 1999 and 2018, ending at
5.3% of GDP in 2018 [39], and reaching 3% of total exports at the level of the national economy [40].
The goal of the present research is to analyze and explain the perceptions, opinions, and attitudes
of various touristic SME managers regarding the competitiveness of their companies, taking into
consideration the present crisis period. The tourism and HORECA industry in Romania as well as
in Europe, and worldwide, have been heavily affected by the present crisis. Therefore, finding new
solutions to increase competitiveness for touristic SMEs is both a challenge and a necessity at the
same time.

The criteria for including the respondents in the sample considered for the interview were chosen
to meet the objective needs related to the organization and the conduct of the research in good
conditions. Of particular importance were the purpose of the research, the objectives identified, and the
nature of the information provided [41].
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Thus, the criteria used for selection can be considered as:

- Experience in the field of hotel management for at least 5 years;

- The current executive position of SME tourism manager;

- Type of organization—hotel or pension with at least 3 stars and 2 daisies, respectively;

- Not participating in the last 3 months in another marketing research, such as an in-depth interview
or focus group;

- Existence of any conflict of interest of any kind with the people in the research team
(collaboration contracts, consultancy, joint projects or partnerships, etc.);

- The financial soundness and the stable situation of the manager’s tourist SME;

- The express written agreement to participate in the interview according to the ethical and
methodological norms in the field, requested from the manager.

The qualitative research was implemented in the format of in-depth interviews based on
a semi-structured interview guide. In the case of the present research, the need to define a conceptual
code referring to the indicators that can measure competitiveness of tourism SMEs required a greater
range of data, reaching 42 effective interviews capable of fully capturing the meaning of the defined
codes. In order to achieve true meaning saturation, an iterative process of sampling is needed,
capable of monitoring the depth of data, its diversity and clarity [42].

We have used the purposive sampling method, which means a kind of judgmental sampling that
is based on the researchers’ knowledge or expertise in relation to a certain group, in order to select
the subjects that can represent the specific population [43]. The selected sample was employed from
a population analyzed with the help of certain criteria.

Furthermore, at the same time, our sampling method was similar to the snow ball sampling
method generally used within qualitative research when the subjects are hard to reach from the
perspective of a certain specific knowledge level or characteristics (in our case, relevant managerial
experience and a certain level of seniority in the field). The initial selected managers have provided
referrals for other qualified subjects that have been further selected according to the established criteria.

For the research, we selected a final sample that comprises 42 managers that were willing to
participate in an interview and to disclose ideas, attitudes, opinions etc., on the explored topics.
The sample was selected from a group of hotel and pension managers as follows: 3 star hotel managers
(18), 4 star hotel managers (15), and 3 star (flowers or daisies) pension managers (9). They are
representing, in terms of seniority in the field of tourism SME management, the categories of 5-10 years
seniority (6), 10-15 years seniority (8), 15-20 years seniority (6), 2025 years seniority (10), and over
25 years seniority (12). In the process of establishing the final sample size, the number of respondents
took into account the requirements regarding reaching the saturation point in the collection of qualitative
data [35,44].

3.2. Interview Design

Interviews represent a very effective way to collect information if the research endeavor is
oriented toward a specific objective related to the need to understand perceptions or determining how
participants are attaching specific meanings to different phenomena and events [45]. Following literature
recommendations, the objectives of the research were established as follows:

e Identifying the respondents’ opinion about the SME’s competitiveness concept;

e Identifying the possibility for the development of a strategy based on organic growth of SMEs;

e  Determining the opinions regarding sources of competitiveness for touristic SMEs, before the
COVID-19 pandemic period and how they were affected during the pandemic period;

e  Characterization of managers’ concern for identifying new sources of competitiveness adapted to
post-pandemic conditions;

e  Measuring the availability of managers for cooperation in clusters aimed at increasing competitiveness.
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Regarding the hypotheses, in most cases of qualitative research a series of “working hypotheses”
are adopted, elements that capture the “suspicions” and the beliefs of the researchers in relation to
some aspects related to the object of the research. These working hypotheses may change during the
research process [41].

In the case of the present research, a series of working hypotheses were advanced that were
attached to the identified objectives. Hypotheses from which we later started to achieve the topics
addressed in the interview guide: there is a high level of awareness of the concept of competitiveness,
especially in the case of SME managers in the field of tourism who have more than 10 years of work
experience; most managers are in favor of implementing organic growth strategies in the current
context; before the pandemic of COVID 19, the main sources of competitiveness were considered to be
the reputation and number of stars of the location, while during the pandemic, competitiveness is seen
by managers as an expression of concern for the health of tourists and proximity to medical units that
can provide emergency medical services promptly; tourism SME managers are strongly motivated to
identify new sources of competitiveness adapted to the specific conditions of their organizations after
the onset of the crisis; the willingness of managers to engage in partnerships in the form of clusters is
determined by the degree of familiarity with this concept, and by local customs in terms of developing
business relationships.

The information was grouped into five different thematic categories, according to the objectives
of the interview and the semi-structured guide [46]. These were, respectively: (1) awareness and
understanding of the concept of competitiveness for a SME, and possible indicators that are capable to
measure competitiveness for the SME within the tourism field; (2) respondents” opinion about possible
sources of competitiveness for touristic SMEs before and during the current crisis; (3) the potential
competitiveness strategies for touristic SMEs; (4) respondents’ opinions regarding new potential
sources of competitiveness for touristic SMEs; (5) attitudes regarding the cooperation within clusters
and the possibility to consider it a viable solution for raising the touristic SMEs’ competitiveness.
For data interpretation, use was also made of references from previous research in the literature [47].

In developing the research instrument, authors have taken into consideration literature guidelines
regarding the measurement of competitiveness [48].

The in-depth interview method (one-to-one interviews) that was used to collect the data is ideal
when sensitive individual data are being obtained as is the case of this research, where the interviews
focused on face-to-face interviews with managers in the field of tourism, more precisely on managers
of hotels and pensions both from the coastal and the mountain areas. The data generated through the
research are notes and audio recordings that have then been transcribed according to the topics [49].

The interviews were conducted during August 2020, with audio transcripts and data analysis
being finalized during September 2020. After transcribing the interviews’ content and defining analysis
units, the information was organized as a grid that can also highlight the general image of the interviews
and the particular perspective offered by the opinions and perceptions of each manager regarding the
measurement of competitiveness, possible sources of competitiveness ante and during the pandemic
crisis, eloquence of new forms of tourism to identify sources of competitiveness and the importance of
cluster development and the implications of rising levels of competitiveness of individual touristic
SMEs [27].

Another important issue regarding the data analysis refers to the fact that reflexivity has been
taken into account during the analysis of the qualitative data. Authors try to avoid the subjective
interpretation of the assumptions made by managers, as the topic regarding how a touristic SME can
achieve competitiveness is closely related to the individual’s business culture, experience, and views
on the matter. The necessity of making a self-analysis of the degree of reflexivity is well established in
the literature [50,51].

In order to ensure a proper methodology and analysis of the information obtained through the
research process, authors organized the sampling, the implementation of the interviews, and the
data analysis according to the COREQ (Consolidated criteria for reporting qualitative research)
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comprehensive checklist, which is considered a proper method to preserve the quality of an demarche
in the field of qualitative research in the form of in-depth interviews [52,53].

4. Results and Discussion

4.1. Theme 1: Respondents’ Understanding and Awareness of the Concept of Competitiveness

Managers interviewed displayed a wide range of opinion regarding the concept of competitiveness
and its importance for a touristic SME activity. The varied perception of the importance of
competitiveness is seen from the following statements: “very important—makes you being present
on a specific market”, to “it depends, we are in competition with no one but ourselves”. The concept itself
is defined from a very practical perspective, due to the experience of every manager and their own
personal vision related to the marketing strategy implied by their companies: “competitiveness means
to come all the time with new stuff, new ideas, new solutions, and new offers. You have to improve all the
time”, “to be well represented on the market. To have good services and a quality employees”, “to invest all
the time, to strive to offer something different for the tourists, year after year”. Regarding the definition of
competitiveness, we can also see some radical opinions, stating that: “there is almost no competition.
Everyone offers some different services, with pluses and minuses, depending of the customers that are implied” .

As a general observation, the interviewed managers had a positive attitude about the interview
and a well-represented interest about the topic of research. Non-verbal cues such as body language,
gestures, directional gaze etc., displayed sufficient awareness about the importance of the discussion
and denoted a positive, sincere attitude, which is very important for the validity and reliability of the
qualitative research demarche [54].

Questioned about a list of possible indicators that are able to properly measure the competitiveness
of touristic SMEs, the managers were asked to give marks to the following elements that can be
considered as viable measurement units for competitiveness: the occupancy rate and the capacity of
the accommodation, the approved tourist standard corresponding to the company offering (number of
stars or flowers), the attractiveness of the locations that are part of the company offering, the diversity
of services offered, employees’ labor productivity, employees’ degree of motivation, employees’ level
of training/qualifications in the field, the positive ratio between the volume of the company’s activity
and the volume and structure of the employed staff, customers’ satisfaction degree, the degree of
tourists” likelihood to return to consume, willingness of customers to make recommendations to the
company, degree of market attractiveness for the prices charged by the company, degree of price and
offers of diversification, image capital accumulated by the company, ability to convey promotional
messages in the market, and income per visitor.

In order to assess the importance given to different elements that can define competitiveness
according to the opinion of the managers, a numerical scale was implemented, whereby the respondents
gave marks from 1 to 10 to the indicators that can measure competitiveness (where one represents the
respondents’ perspective that the indicator has the lowest capacity to measure competitiveness and
10 the highest capacity). Every manager gave a mark for each indicator, and the aggregate score for all
the respondents can be found in Figure 1.

The first two indicators are considered by some of the managers as being “relative”. The occupancy
rate and the capacity of the accommodation are considered to work better for in-town hotels that have
a pretty much constant demand of business-type customers. For the seasonal hotels in the seaside and
the mountain regions, this indicator was considered by some managers as being inappropriate to use
as a competitiveness measurement due to the externally influenced fluctuations of the numbers of
tourists. The issue of the attractiveness of the locations that are part of the company’s offering deserves
a special discussion, as it received the lowest average mark. The majority of the managers did not
consider it as a relevant competitiveness indicator due to the fact that their own organizations do not
have a proper relationship between their touristic services and the locations” attractiveness. This issue
deserves special future attention within research endeavors because different literature sources have
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previously shown that overall competitiveness of touristic SMEs is related and positively influenced
by the competitiveness of the destination. Full recognition for the capacity to measure competitiveness
in the opinion of managers has been awarded to both the degree of customer satisfaction and image
capital accumulated by the company. Both of these elements are important sources of competitive
advantage for any SME in the field, so it is relatively easy to explain why they have been preferred by
all the respondents. The income per visitor, although perceived as being very important in order to
measure the competitiveness of touristic SMEs, has revealed some conflicting feelings, ranging from
“it doesn’t show how much competitive you are, because prices are different from a period to another, maybe it

shows how competitive you are against others”, “it depends on the company vision: to make money or to make
customers” to “it is very important as it shows the mastery of the management” .

Figure 1. Average marks for each criterion regarding possible indicators that measure the
competitiveness of touristic SMEs. Source: own research results.

In the context of the topic discussed, we have also identified a correlation between the type
of the hotel, the level of seniority of the managers and opinions regarding indicators that measure
competitiveness: about 70% of the respondents who come from three and four star hotels and have over
15 years of experience gave maximum marks to the following indicators for measuring competitiveness:
the level of training in the field of employees, the degree of visitor satisfaction, the capital image
accumulated by the company and the degree of tourists returning to consume.

This can be interpreted in the sense that, in the case of companies providing better positioned
tourist services on the market (three and four stars), their competitiveness is seen at the management
level as being associated with classic elements for a proper grounded marketing strategy, related to
visitor satisfaction, the degree of return for consumption and employee motivation.

4.2. Theme 2: Possible Sources of Competitiveness for Touristic SMEs before and during Crisis

Discussion corresponding to the second theme can be divided into two broad categories of
answers—possible sources, factors that can bring competitiveness in normal socio-economic conditions
present before the current pandemic crisis and the potential sources of competitiveness during the
pandemic crisis.

The opinions regarding the potential sources of competitiveness before the crisis period can be
divided from the point of view of their link to the marketing mix elements. From the “product” point of
view, managers consider that everything surrounds the idea of “customer’s experience”, how customers
actually “feel” inside the location and how they build their experience upon “little details” that can
count. The “state of mind” is very important—confident, relaxed customers are very valuable from the
perspective of positive impressions transmitted to other customers. Other opinions consider that at the
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base of competitiveness, from the perspective of the product policy regarding the provision of tourist
services, are the quality elements that make the difference in regard to other competition—the generous
space and the possibility to diversify the services. The cross-analysis of the responses shows that 64%
of the managers that came from four star SMEs consider the existence of a generous open space at the
disposal of the resort as a source of competitiveness during the pandemic. Here, managers’ opinions
were very similar to the literature in the field that considers the aggregate level of quality as being
a factor that can enhance competitiveness [55,56]. The idea of competitiveness is built around the
constant strive to “invest, care for, preserve and develop”. It is a constant effort to balance the influence of
external business environment factors, especially in the field of legislation, taxation etc., which are
factors whose evolution and effect are difficult to predict with internal resources; for example, hotels can
sell a large amount of tickets in advance using early booking, and then later on find themselves in
a position where they have to deal with a raise of the local taxes.

For the price element, competitiveness is obtained by the possibility to offer more pricing schemes.
The majority of managers did see price as an element that helps positioning but “the level has to be
the expected one”. The danger of an SME to be sub-classified by customers because it practices a too
low price is real in the case of Romanian consumers. In normal economic conditions, price can be
adjusted according to demand, and thus is a proper instrument to measure competitiveness. In the
opinion of managers, the rise in bookings and the demand was a trigger for levelling up prices because
it was the middle of the season, so again opinions are in line with literature in the field, which regards
competitiveness through the fair ratio between quality, price and demand [57-59].

In terms of distribution, the situation is different according to the type of touristic SME. The middle
positioned hotels, pensions and the smaller ones are relying on top agencies’ collaboration and online
booking platforms, meanwhile the resorts and highly positioned hotels are dealing with their own
channels of distribution—autonomous online platforms and their own sales department. Accordingly,
for resorts and highly positioned hotels, competitiveness is obtained by the quality of their own sales
department, its cohesion and motivation.

In the case of managers of bigger hotels and resorts, opinions are centered on the idea that, for this
topic, competitiveness is merely a problem of perception “if you choose to work with the top agencies in the
country that means that you are competitive also for the little ones and everybody wants to work with you”.

On the other hand, managers of little hotels and pensions consider that, “working with
an agency that has 500 sales points all over the country is far more profitable”, “Agencies have
experienced salesmen network, which knows how to sell ... ”. Even before the current pandemic
crisis, utilization of social media for the distribution of touristic services was considered a tool capable
of ensuring competitiveness.

In relation to promotion, the general opinion amongst the interviewed managers pointed out,
as expected, the boom in online channels. However, as a particular element here, respondents
highlighted the fact that, for sure, a source of competitiveness before the current pandemic crisis was
building their own platforms and booking systems—especially in case of large resorts and hotels with
enough financial power to simultaneously invest in promotional activities and sales activities alike.

In connection to the contact staff, managers expressed a particular opinion about the proper way
“ ... You can’t deliver a proper experience without the intrinsic motivation of the
contact staff”. Competitiveness in the field of touristic services is strongly connected to the level of
competitiveness reached by the contact staff [60-62]. Other opinions stressed the issue that the typical
Romanian employee does not have enough intrinsic motivation, with their motivation most of the
time being connected to the material reward from the customer. Managers have to deal with the yearly
fluctuation of staff, and the poor quality of it, as it comes from the labor market. The current crisis
caused by the pandemic is also characterized by paradoxical phenomena of the labor market—despite

to motivate the staff.

the existence of an increased demand from case to case, there is a lack of highly qualified staff in
some areas. In the field of tourism, it is hard to find properly trained employees, who are capable
of developing an intrinsic motivation toward the goals of SMEs. The cross-analysis of the responses
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reveals that a correlation between the seniority of managers and the perceptions of staff motivation can
be made, as about 50% of managers with over 20 years of experience in tourism management consider
staff motivation dependent on the dialogue initiated by the manager and the degree of recognition
of the merits of the employee that he manages to display. It is worth remembering that there are
managers aware of the importance of recognition in the field of the relationship between management
and operational staff. Motivated staff have a high level of awareness regarding the recognition that
she/he gets from their superior.

In the conditions created by the current pandemic, the commitment of the staff, their deeper
involvement and the interest given to the problems that were caused by the rapid changes are basic
ingredients for competitiveness in terms of personnel management.

Regarding the current possible sources of competitiveness during the crisis, managers’ opinions are
diversified, ranging from “everything is blocked” to “things can be done if you implement the proper measures”.

The current situation was perceived as being very different to the one before the pandemic.
Managers considered that changes at the level of consumer behavior within touristic services are
dramatic: the destination is very different, tourists that are going abroad are just a few and mainly the
ones that enrolled before the pandemic, and that the use of holiday tickets is a must—especially for
local tourism inside Romania.

At the lowest level of confidence regarding possible new sources of competitiveness during
pandemic, we found opinions such as: “ ... we do not know anything, we are still in the middle of the
pandemic, and we do not know what will be next ... ”

Some managers pointed out that “people that never used a single online payment are now forced to
buy everything online”. The situation seems to be special for SMEs that also have their own touristic
agency—managers are afraid to lose their credibility if they expose their customers to the different
dangers related to the pandemic, for example, the risk associated with local quarantine for the desired
location, the danger to get ill themselves etc. A strong source of competitiveness for this period of
crisis is found in the capacity of the touristic SMEs to develop close communication with the customers,
people have a very strong, clear need to get emotional comfort regarding their buying decisions.
Maybe online platforms such as Booking.com are very competitive based on their prices, little waiting
time and the ease of the process, but clients want more than ever “personalized counseling, a warm,
humane dialogue, as well as information to effectively help them minimize risks and make the right decision” .

The main source of competitiveness during the pandemic crisis was considered by the sample of
managers to be the set of measures implemented by the touristic SMEs against the COVID pandemic.
Managers declared that: “All the guests, pay attention at how many measures against the pandemic we have
been implemented”, “people are coming because they feel safe—this is a source of competitiveness”.

Another source of competitiveness during the pandemic crisis, even if it is to a lesser extent,
according to the sample of mangers, consisted of a low price strategy, managers were in agreement
with the fact that “we do not afford the luxury to raise the price if we have just some rooms available like it
was before pandemic, . .. now we strive to obtain a lower price than our direct competitors”. The conditions
are very difficult as the summer season was almost lost because of the governmental interdictions
regarding the commercial activity of touristic SMEs.

Competitiveness is also given by the material conditions including available space, logistics of
events, and the possibility for a certain resort to be isolated. Some of the managers pointed out that
many of the customers need extra safety elements in order to become more relaxed “the people are not as
much relaxed as before, at least in the first stage, when they see the conditions, the cleanness, and interact with
the professional staff they become eventually more relaxed ... ”

A source of competitiveness indicated during the pandemic crisis refers to the quality of the
management, the level of training gathered by the SMEs” management team, the capacity to adapt
in real-time to the new restrictive conditions from the point of view of the serving process itself.
Many touristic SMEs do not have the possibility or capability to adapt quickly in order to serve meals
outside, successfully managing the cold and the need to preserve the fresh food. Another dimension of
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the managerial effort that can lead to competitiveness, or lack of competition, was the need to serve
breakfast in every room, the possibility to hire supplementary staff in order to do that, to create waiting
stations, and to recover crockery and cutlery. Every single implied new cost was a source for low levels
of competitiveness for the majority of touristic SMEs.

Investing in online platforms and booking systems during the pandemic crisis and afterwards
was also nominated as a possible source of competitiveness for hotels with more than 200-300 rooms.
Connecting with the latest achievements in terms of technology comes in line with studies
made regarding the importance of the implementation of new technologies in order to gain
competitiveness [63—65].

Managers think that “the consumer behavior seems to be changed, for touristic services it can be
observed the tendency to repress and use them as an outlet for consumption without being rational.”
Therefore, it becomes more and more important to be truly connected to the inner motives of the
consumption of people. Customers will search not only for comfort and rich experiences, but for safety
and tangible standardized elements of the touristic performance. Competitiveness will be achieved
by the companies that deeply understand these needs, and then invest in order to fulfill them and
develop creative ways to make services tangible before providing them.

4.3. Theme 3: Competitiveness Strategies for Touristic SMEs Adapted to the New Conditions

Touristic SME managers believe that the pandemic conditions have imposed a strategy based on
organic growth. There are some respondents who have highlighted the orientation of their companies,
which was traditionally focused on such a strategy that mainly uses the internal resources of the
organization “we are working with the banks only in relation with the bare necessities, ... we do not have
any current credits, if we afford to do something we implement it, if not we wait for the proper moment to take
initiative”. Using their own resources allows touristic SMEs to adapt better in crisis conditions. This is
similar to the findings from the scientific literature that shows that organic growth strategies are the
best solution in times of crisis for achieving competitiveness [66,67]. Best practices, such as using
own natural resources for the restaurant supply, green hotel principles (recovering electric power,
water, building’s heat etc.), are practical solutions for crisis challenges. However, some managers
believe that a real organic strategy is best suited for larger hotels, while for smaller ones a survival
strategy is more appropriate.

The scientific literature in the field emphasizes the importance of defining the touristic destination’
competitiveness concept [68-71]. The interviews highlighted the relationship between this type of
competitiveness and the touristic SMEs’ offering. Answers ranged from “we didn’t do anything special to
link the attractiveness of the region, its competitiveness with our services offer, and we do not intend to do so
anytime close”, to “it exists like a transfer from the touristic attractiveness of the region tour own competitiveness.
It can be integrated at the level of the tourism unit and be used to increase competitiveness, but it is even better
when you think at the level of the resort and you go with the whole resort on a niche ... ”

Maintaining the relationship between the offering of the company and destination competitiveness
is a solution for the future.

Resorts that can offer true all-inclusive packages, with a much-diversified range of services,
can differentiate and position themselves as superior to the competition. Some managers that stressed
their company’s intention was to invest in big future projects that are developing the competitiveness of
the region (e.g., biggest aqua park in Europe), and to include these elements in their own future offerings.

4.4. Theme 4: New Possible Touristic SMEs Competitiveness Sources

Underpinning the searching process for the new sources of competitiveness is direct competition
analysis: “where my competitor has a weak point I develop a strong point and I am becoming more competitive”.
This was indicated by the interviewed managers as an optimization process, consisting of closely
monitoring the competition and investing strategically. Other opinions were centered on the idea
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that the future belongs to the online channels and future strategies have to contain investments in
this direction.

Within this topic, the need to ensure the mental, psychic comfort of the customers was stressed,
through the best hygiene conditions ever. Companies that massively invest in best materials,
protocols, and techniques to prevent and contain the pandemic will have a strategic advantage.

There are practical solutions exposed from this point of view—the use of small groups for
excursions and a contract made with an emergency physician to deal with tourists that are having
diverse symptoms (other than COVID induced ones). An important source of competitiveness during
the current pandemic crisis seems to be the effort to provide advice for tourists and to actively
participate in their consumer experience.

Regarding new ways to communicate with the tourists, in addition to online channels that have
become a “standard”, some of the managers are implementing different personalized elements such as
a postcard or email on the occasion of birthdays if they fall within the out of season period, or a bottle of
champagne and a cake if the tourists are within the location. It is all about an integrated communication
that gives tourists the possibility to feel that they are in the spotlight. Managers are aware that in order
to be competitive during the current pandemic crisis they will have to take advantage of the fact that
the majority of Romanian tourists did not go abroad, preferring to go to Romanian resorts, and for
touristic companies to present a consistent offer in order to succeed in view of the changed mentalities.

Different types of niche tourism—such as dental tourism, religious tourism and weekend
tourism—are taken into consideration by the managers as possible sources of competitiveness, but the
general opinion is that the tour operators did not implement viable circuits adapted for this kind of
niche tourism (as it was, for instance, in the case of wine tourism).

The majority of managers are not familiar with the type of slow tourism consumers, but are
very close to scientific literature’s accepted definitions, considering that the concept of slow tourism
is arguably designed for young people and people with a higher level of education, capable of
appreciating a more authentic cultural local experience, slow food resources, longer traveling and
deeper immersion in local customs [72]. Therefore, implementing a slow tourism strategy is not
a viable competitiveness strategy, at least during this period of dramatic and unexpected changes.
Before the pandemic, slow tourism was in full development, being integrated with the strategy for
sustainability of many SMEs in the field, but during the crisis it has become rather problematic to
develop a slow tourism approach.

A similar situation is related to the concept of downshifting—reducing the life standard in order
to raise the quality of life. It is about changing the individual’s lifestyle in favor of a more fulfilling
state, which may entail reducing standards (income, comfort, facilitations etc.). The concept was
not very familiar with any of the respondents, and regarding the tourism field, it was seen as being
inappropriate especially during the COVID-19 pandemic crisis.

4.5. Theme 5: The Importance of Cooperation within Clusters as Viable Solutions for Rising the Competitiveness
of Touristic SMEs

The interviewed managers are relatively familiar with the concept of cooperation within clusters,
and perceptions regarding the possibility of getting involved in such partnerships are differentiated
according to the level of managerial knowledge, business culture and customs of the region in which
each SME operates. Thus, we can find opinions starting from “what is all about? I didn’t know about it
until very soon” to “I am much familiarized with the concept of clusters, as long as I attended a couple of days
ago a conference on this topic ... !”
is almost impossible for Romanian touristic SMEs from their region, as they are very individualistic
and do not have the proper organizational culture adapted for resource sharing and common strategy
implementation. Others gave a lot of credit for initiatives similar to this and considered it as a possible
source of competitiveness during the pandemic crisis. At this point, the cross-analysis shows that over
80% of the managers with over 25 years of experience in the field of management stated an openness

Some managers had the idea that working together within a cluster
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to the idea of involvement in partnerships in the form of clusters, seen as a solution to increase
competitiveness during the crisis caused by the pandemic. There were also opinions that considered
clusters a proper solution for the competitiveness at a bigger scale—that of a tourist city resort.
The managers that were most familiarized with the concept thought that “the cluster can be a solution
for merging different businesses and regarding the tourism field in particular, in order for the cluster to work
it is important to consider the whole supply chain (for example—SMEs from agriculture to have products for
hotels and pensions etc.), and thus a cluster can offer an enhancement of the individual competitiveness for each
member of the cluster”, opinions that are also supported by the literature in the field [73].

5. Conclusions

This study, conducted among managers of Romanian touristic SMEs, shows their perceptions and
opinions on a very important topic for any modern organization, and especially for the ones involved
in the tourism industry at the present time. Managers defined competitiveness from a practical
perspective, each opinion being related with their very own business experience and company’s vision.

Perceptions about possible indicators that can measure competitiveness revealed the following
as the top indicators: the degree of customer satisfaction and the image capital accumulated by the
company. For the interviewed managers, their general orientation before the beginning of the pandemic
crisis was that competitiveness is built around a constant strive to “invest, care for, preserve and
develop”. During pandemic, managers became fully aware of the strong and dramatic changes that
have occurred in terms of consumer behavior, legislation, incoming, and outgoing tourists’ flows.
They saw the capacity to develop a special communication with customers as a strong source of
competitiveness for this period of crisis, as it resulted in reducing the anxiety and negative emotions
associated with the danger of infection in regard to the new virus. Key words such as “little details”,
“customer experience”, “state of mind” and “feelings” are very valuable. For certain, a strong source of
competitiveness during the pandemic comes from the measures implemented against the pandemic as
tourists need safety and a relaxed atmosphere.

Managers agreed that an organic growth type strategy is prevalent, at least at the level of bigger
organizations such as hotels with 200-300 rooms, smaller hotels tend to have more of a survival strategy.
Different and new concepts and trends, such as niche tourism (religious, dental etc.), slow tourism
and downshifting, do not have much currency for the managers as possible instruments that would
allow competitiveness to grow during the pandemic. From a theoretical perspective, the research is an
overview of the managers’ vision on a possible competitiveness strategy during a very demanding
and complex event such as the current COVID-19 pandemic. Competitiveness of the touristic SMEs
is closely related with the destination competitiveness concept. Furthermore, for modern tourism
organizations, competitiveness cannot be conceptualized outside of the sustainability principles that
have to be implemented within their activity. Instruments capable of measuring competitiveness have
to take account of the internal and external driving forces that can shape the business environment of
the companies. From a managerial perspective, this paper gives professionals in the field, and especially
tourism SME managers, an overview of the complex process implied by the competitiveness developing
strategy. Making a comparison between ante-crisis sources of competitiveness and those sources during
the current crisis brings useful insights to this complex phenomenon. In fact, the themes discussed
in this research can be taken as a possible good practice guide, useful to be applied at the level of
touristic SMEs within the process of identifying and evaluating their own sources of competitiveness.
Additionally, policy makers in the field of tourism, local and central administrative authorities alike,
can benefit from the insights presented, especially surrounding the idea that many of the tourism SMEs’
managers declared their support for a proactive attitude of authorities regarding cluster cooperation in
the field. The consistent advantages of the clusters, seen as a potential tool for the competitiveness
achievement during the pandemic, were highlighted, particularly among managers with the longest
seniority in managerial activity, aware of the importance of creating effective supply-delivery chains
within the clusters.
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However, the present research has its limits too, having only been conducted at the level of hotels
and pensions, ignoring the situation of other important actors within the touristic industry such as
agencies, tour-operators etc. In the case of the latter, competitiveness is certainly developed based
on another set of variables and different factors can emerge within the external specific business
environment. The research was made using a limited amount of financial resources, respondents did
not have any financial incentives to take part in the research. Additionally, a limit that is inherent in
qualitative research is the lack of statistic representativeness of the implied sample. Future research
could make a comparative analysis of the customers, touristic agencies, and tour operators, with the help
of quantitative and qualitative research alike, in order to ascertain feasible sources of competitiveness.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, D.A.G., 1.D., LP.G., and C.A.P; methodology, D.A.G., 1.D., LP.G. and
C.AP,; validation, LP.G., C.A.P; formal analysis, D.A.G., LP.G., and C.A.P; investigation, D.A.G.; data curation,
D.A.G, ILPG,, and I.D.; writing—original draft preparation, D.A.G., LP.G.; writing—review and editing, D.A.G.,
I.D.; project administration, I.D.; funding acquisition, I.D. All authors have read and agreed to the published
version of the manuscript.

Funding: The article was funded by project POC-A1-A1.2.3-G-2015_ID_P_40_382 entitled: “Partnerships for
competitiveness for the transfer of knowledge through the development of innovative computational models for
economic growth and sustainability of the Romanian business sector” (ASECOMP).

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References

1.  Molinar, CM.A ; Llamas, 1.O.; Cornejo, N.C.S. Tourism competitiveness in academic literature in the
beginnings of the XXI Century. Teor. y Prax. 2015, 11, 35-77.

2. Morey, R.C,; Dittman, D.A. Evaluating a hotel GM’s performance: A case study in benchmarking. Cornell Hotel.
Restaur. Adm. Q. 1995, 36, 30-35. [CrossRef]

3. Baker, M.; Riley, M. New perspectives on productivity in hotels: Some advances and new directions. Int. J.
Hosp. Manag. 1994, 13, 297-311. [CrossRef]

4.  Hwang, S.N,; Chang, T.Y. Using data envelopment analysis to measure hotel managerial efficiency change in
Taiwan. Tour. Manag. 2003, 24, 357-369. [CrossRef]

5. Barros, C.P. A stochastic cost frontier in the Portuguese hotel industry. Tour. Econ. 2004, 10, 177-192.
[CrossRef]

6.  Barros, C.P. Measuring efficiency in the hotel sector. Ann. Tour. Res. 2005, 32, 456—477. [CrossRef]

7. Mendieta-Penalver, L.F; Perles-Ribes, J.E.; Ramén-Rodriguez, A.B.; Such-Devesa, M.]. Is hotel efficiency
necessary for tourism destination competitiveness? An integrated approach. Tour. Econ. 2018, 24, 3-26.
[CrossRef]

8.  Dwyer, L.; Forsyth, P.; Dwyer, W. Tourism Economics and Policy, 2nd ed.; Channel View Publications: Bristol,
UK, 2020.

9.  Sokhanvar, A. Does foreign direct investment accelerate tourism and economic growth within Europe?
Tour. Manag. Perspect. 2019, 29, 86-96. [CrossRef]

10. Lin, V.S; Yang, Y.; Li, G. Where can tourism-led growth and economy-driven tourism growth occur?
J. Travel Res. 2019, 58, 760-773. [CrossRef]

11. Angelkova, T.; Koteski, C.; Jakovlev, Z.; Mitrevska, E. Sustainability and competitiveness of tourism.
Procedia Soc. Behav. Sci. 2012, 44, 221-227. [CrossRef]

12.  Chen, Y.C.; Chen, Y.T. The advantage of green management for hotel competitiveness in Taiwan: In the
viewpoint of senior hotel managers. J. Manag. Sustain. 2012, 2, 211-218. [CrossRef]

13. Iraldo, F; Testa, F; Lanzini, P.; Battaglia, M. Greening competitiveness for hotels and restaurants. J. Small Bus.
Enterp. Dev. 2017, 24, 607-628. [CrossRef]

14. Khatter, A.; McGrath, M.; Pyke, J.; White, L.; Lockstone-Binney, L. Analysis of hotels” environmentally
sustainable policies and practices. Int. J. Contemp. Hosp. Manag. 2019, 31, 2394-2410. [CrossRef]

15.  Crouch, G.I; Ritchie, J.B. Tourism, competitiveness, and societal prosperity. J. Bus. Res. 1999, 44, 137-152.
[CrossRef]

16. Mihali¢, T. Environmental management of a tourist destination: A factor of tourism competitiveness.
Tour. Manag. 2000, 21, 65-78. [CrossRef]


http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0010-8804(03)90107-8
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0278-4319(94)90068-X
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0261-5177(02)00112-7
http://dx.doi.org/10.5367/000000004323142416
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2004.07.011
http://dx.doi.org/10.5367/te.2016.0555
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tmp.2018.10.005
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0047287518773919
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.05.023
http://dx.doi.org/10.5539/jms.v2n2p211
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/JSBED-12-2016-0211
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/IJCHM-08-2018-0670
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0148-2963(97)00196-3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0261-5177(99)00096-5

Sustainability 2020, 12, 9191 16 of 18

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.
37.

38.
39.

40.

Dwyer, L.; Kim, C. Destination Competitiveness: Determinants and Indicators. Curr. Issues Tour.
2010, 6, 369-414. [CrossRef]

Martinez, R.M.; Galvan, M.O.; Lafuente, A.M.G. Public Policies and Tourism Marketing. An analysis of
the competitiveness on tourism in Morelia, Mexico and Alcala de Henares, Spain. Procedia Soc. Behav. Sci.
2014, 148, 146-152. [CrossRef]

Ferreira, J.; Coelho, A. Dynamic capabilities, innovation and branding capabilities and their impact on
competitive advantage and SME’s performance in Portugal: The moderating effects of entrepreneurial
orientation. Int. J. Innov. Sci. 2020, 12, 255-286. [CrossRef]

Hussain, I.; Mu, S.; Mohiuddin, M.; Danish, R.Q.; Sair, S.A. Effects of Sustainable Brand Equity and Marketing
Innovation on Market Performance in Hospitality Industry: Mediating Effects of Sustainable Competitive
Advantage. Sustainability 2020, 12, 2939. [CrossRef]

Iyer, P; Davari, A.; Zolfagharian, M.; Paswan, A. Market orientation, positioning strategy and brand
performance. Ind. Mark. Manag. 2019, 81, 16-29. [CrossRef]

Rodriguez-Molina, M.A.; Frias-Jamilena, D.M.; Del Barrio-Garcia, S.; Castafieda-Garcia, J.A. Destination
brand equity-formation: Positioning by tourism type and message consistency. J. Destin. Mark. Manag.
2019, 12, 114-124. [CrossRef]

Mulyana, D.; Rudiana, D.; Taufig, A.R. The role of value co-creation based on engagement to develop brand
advantage. Pol. |. Manag. Stud. 2019, 20, 305-317. [CrossRef]

Bratucu, G.; Baltescu, C.A.; Neacsu, N.A.; Boscor, D.; Tierean, O.M.; Madar, A. Approaching the sustainable
development practices in mountain tourism in the Romanian Carpathians. Sustainability 2017, 9, 2051.
[CrossRef]

Castafieda-Garcia, J.A.; Frias-Jamilena, D.M.; Del Barrio-Garcia, S.; Rodriguez-Molina, M.A. The Effect of
Message Consistency and Destination-Positioning Brand Strategy Type on Consumer-Based Destination
Brand Equity. J. Travel Res. 2019, 59, 1447-1463. [CrossRef]

Rodrigues, P.; Borges, A.P; Vieira, E.P. Corporate social responsibility image and emotions for the
competitiveness of tourism destinations. . Place Manag. Dev. 2020. [CrossRef]

Balan, D.; Balaure, V.; Veghes, C. Travel and tourism competitiveness of the world’s top tourism destinations:
An exploratory assessment. Ann. Univ. Apulensis Ser. Oecon. 2009, 11, 979-987.

Cracolici, M.F,; Nijkamp, P,; Rietveld, P. Assessment of tourism competitiveness by analysing destination
efficiency. Tour. Econ. 2008, 14, 325-342. [CrossRef]

Androniceanu, A.; Comdnescu, M.; Jiroveanu, D.C. Factors with major influence on disparities across regions
and their impact on economic development in Romania. In Proceedings of the 29th International Business
Information Management Association (IBIMA), Vienna, Austria, 3-4 May 2017.

Baltescu, C.A. Smart tourism technologies and sustainable tourism development: Evidence from Brasov
County. Ann. Constantin Brancusi Univ. Targu Jiu Econ. Ser. 2018, 3, 58-65.

Boes, K.; Buhalis, D.; Inversini, A. Smart tourism destinations: Ecosystems for tourism destination
competitiveness. Int. J. Tour. Cities 2016, 2, 108-124. [CrossRef]

Teodorescu, N.; Stancioiu, A.F; Ravar, A.S.; Botos, A. Creativity and innovation-Sources of competitive
advantage in the value chain of tourism enterprises. Theor. Appl. Econ. 2015, 22, 35-48.

Hjalager, A.M. A review of innovation research in tourism. Tour. Manag. 2010, 31, 1-12. [CrossRef]

Hall, C.M.; Williams, A.M. Tourism and Innovation, 2nd ed.; Routledge: London, UK, 2019. [CrossRef]
Hennink, M.M.; Kaiser, B.N.; Marconi, V.C. Code saturation versus meaning saturation: How many
interviews are enough? Qual. Health Res. 2017, 27, 591-608. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Pope, C.; Mays, N. (Eds.) Qualitative Research in Health Care; John Wiley & Sons: Oxford, UK, 2006.
Malterud, K.; Siersma, V.D.; Guassora, A.D. Sample size in qualitative interview studies: Guided by
information power. Qual. Health Res. 2015, 26, 1753-1760. [CrossRef]

Morse, ].M. Data were saturated ... . Qual. Health Res. 2015, 25, 587-588. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
Romania-Contribution of Travel and Tourism to GDP as a Share of GDP. Available online:
https://knoema.com/atlas/Romania/topics/Tourism/Travel-and-Tourism-Total-Contribution-to-GDP/
Contribution-of-travel-and-tourism-to-GDP-percent-of-GDP (accessed on 3 September 2020).

UNWTO Global Tourism Dashboard Country Profile-Inbound Tourism Romania. Available online: https:
/fwww.unwto.org/country-profile-inbound-tourism (accessed on 3 September 2020).


http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13683500308667962
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.07.028
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/IJIS-10-2018-0108
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/su12072939
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.indmarman.2018.11.004
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jdmm.2019.03.010
http://dx.doi.org/10.17512/pjms.2019.20.1.27
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/su9112051
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0047287519881506
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/JPMD-01-2020-0005
http://dx.doi.org/10.5367/000000008784460427
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/IJTC-12-2015-0032
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2009.08.012
http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9781315162836
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1049732316665344
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27670770
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1049732315617444
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1049732315576699
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25829508
https://knoema.com/atlas/Romania/topics/Tourism/Travel-and-Tourism-Total-Contribution-to-GDP/Contribution-of-travel-and-tourism-to-GDP-percent-of-GDP
https://knoema.com/atlas/Romania/topics/Tourism/Travel-and-Tourism-Total-Contribution-to-GDP/Contribution-of-travel-and-tourism-to-GDP-percent-of-GDP
https://www.unwto.org/country-profile-inbound-tourism
https://www.unwto.org/country-profile-inbound-tourism

Sustainability 2020, 12, 9191 17 of 18

41.

42.

43.

44.

45.

46.
47.

48.

49.

50.

51.

52.

53.

54.

55.

56.

57.

58.

59.

60.

61.

62.

63.

64.

65.

Moser, A.; Korstjens, I. Series: Practical guidance to qualitative research. Part 3: Sampling, data collection
and analysis. Eur. |. Gen. Pr. 2018, 24, 9-18. [CrossRef]

Daymon, C.; Holloway, 1. Qualitative Research Methods in Public Relations and Marketing Communications;
Routledge: New York, NY, USA, 2010.

Berg, B.L. Qualitative Research Methods for The Social Sciences, 5th ed.; Pearson Education, Allyn & Bacon:
Boston, MA, USA, 2004.

Saunders, B.; Sim, J.; Kingstone, T.; Baker, S.; Waterfield, J.; Bartlam, B.; Burroughs, H.; Jinks, C. Saturation in
qualitative research: Exploring its conceptualization and operationalization. Qual. Quant. 2018, 52,1893-1907.
[CrossRef]

Noblit, G.W.; Beach, D.; Bueno, B.; Fickel, L.; Pillow, W.; Thapan, M. The Oxford Encyclopedia of Qualitative
Research Methods in Education; Oxford University Press: Oxford, UK, 2020.

Hennink, M.; Hutter, I; Bailey, A. Qualitative Research Methods; SAGE Publications Limited: London, UK, 2020.
Merriam, S.B.; Grenier, R.S. (Eds.) Qualitative Research in Practice: Examples for Discussion and Analysis, 2nd ed.;
Jossey-Bass, John Wiley & Sons: San Francisco, CA, USA, 2019.

Dupeyras, A.; MacCallum, N. Indicators for Measuring Competitiveness in Tourism: A Guidance Document.
Available online: http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/5k47t9q2t923-en (accessed on 3 September 2020).

Sutton, J.; Austin, Z. Qualitative research: Data collection, analysis, and management. Can. J. Hosp. Pharm.
2015, 68, 226-231. [CrossRef]

Mauthner, N.S.; Doucet, A. Reflexive accounts and accounts of reflexivity in qualitative data analysis.
Sociology 2003, 37, 413—431. [CrossRef]

D’cruz, H.; Gillingham, P.; Melendez, S. Reflexivity, its meanings and relevance for social work: A critical
review of the literature. Br. . Soc. Work. 2007, 37, 73-90. [CrossRef]

Tong, A.; Sainsbury, P.; Craig, J. Consolidated criteria for reporting qualitative research (COREQ): A 32-item
checklist for interviews and focus groups. Int. J. Qual. Health Care. 2007, 19, 349-357. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
Buus, N.; Perron, A. The quality of quality criteria: Replicating the development of the Consolidated Criteria
for Reporting Qualitative Research (COREQ). Int. J. Nurs. Stud. 2020, 102, 103452. [CrossRef]

Sykes, W. Validity and reliability in qualitative market research: A review of the literature. J. Mark. Res. Soc.
1990, 32, 289-328.

Cracolici, M.E; Nijkamp, P. The attractiveness and competitiveness of tourist destinations: A study of
Southern Italian regions. Tour. Manag. 2009, 30, 336-344. [CrossRef]

Falciola, J.; Jansen, M.; Rollo, V. Defining firm competitiveness: A multidimensional framework. World Dev.
2020, 129, 104857. [CrossRef]

Mangion, M.L.; Durbarry, R.; Sinclair, M.T. Tourism competitiveness: Price and quality. Tour. Econ. 2005, 11,
45-68. [CrossRef]

Dwyer, L.; Forsyth, P.; Rao, P. The price competitiveness of travel and tourism: A comparison of 19 destinations.
Tour. Manag. 2000, 21, 9-22. [CrossRef]

Andrades-Caldito, L.; Sanchez-Rivero, M.; Pulido-Fernandez, J.I. Differentiating competitiveness through
tourism image assessment: An application to Andalusia (Spain). J. Travel Res. 2013, 52, 68-81. [CrossRef]
Claver-Cortés, E.; Molina-Azori, ].F.; Pereira-Moliner, J. Competitiveness in mass tourism. Ann. Tour. Res.
2007, 34, 727-745. [CrossRef]

Tost, L.P; Gino, E; Larrick, R.P. Power, competitiveness, and advice taking: Why the powerful don’t listen.
Organ. Behav. Hum. Decis. Process. 2012, 117, 53-65. [CrossRef]

Tsai, H.; Song, H.; Wong, KK. Tourism and hotel competitiveness research. J. Travel Tour. Mark.
2009, 26, 522-546. [CrossRef]

Dereli, D.D. Innovation management in global competition and competitive advantage. Procedia Soc.
Behav. Sci. 2015, 195, 1365-1370. [CrossRef]

Haseeb, M.; Hussain, H.I,; Kot, S.; Androniceanu, A.; Jermsittiparsert, K. Role of social and technological
challenges in achieving a sustainable competitive advantage and sustainable business performance.
Sustainability 2019, 11, 3811. [CrossRef]

Saeidi, P; Saeidi, S.P.; Sofian, S.; Saeidi, S.P.; Nilashi, M.; Mardani, A. The impact of enterprise risk management
on competitive advantage by moderating role of information technology. Comput. Stand. Interfaces
2019, 63, 67-82. [CrossRef]


http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13814788.2017.1375091
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11135-017-0574-8
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/5k47t9q2t923-en
http://dx.doi.org/10.4212/cjhp.v68i3.1456
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/00380385030373002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcl001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/intqhc/mzm042
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17872937
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijnurstu.2019.103452
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2008.07.006
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2019.104857
http://dx.doi.org/10.5367/0000000053297202
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0261-5177(99)00081-3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0047287512451135
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2007.03.010
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2011.10.001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10548400903163079
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2015.06.323
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/su11143811
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.csi.2018.11.009

Sustainability 2020, 12, 9191 18 of 18

66.

67.

68.

69.

70.

71.

72.

73.

Pasanen, M. SME growth strategies: Organic or non-organic? ]. Enterprising Cult. 2007, 15, 317-338.
[CrossRef]

Almeida-Santana, A.; Moreno-Gil, S. Understanding tourism loyalty: Horizontal vs. destination loyalty.
Tour. Manag. 2018, 65, 245-255. [CrossRef]

Mazanec, J.A.; Wober, K.; Zins, A H. Tourism destination competitiveness: From definition to explanation?
J. Travel Res. 2007, 46, 86-95. [CrossRef]

Enright, M.J.; Newton, J. Tourism destination competitiveness: A quantitative approach. Tour. Manag.
2004, 25, 777-788. [CrossRef]

Novais, M.A.; Ruhanen, L.; Arcodia, C. Destination competitiveness: A phenomenographic study.
Tour. Manag. 2018, 64, 324-334. [CrossRef]

Cimbaljevi¢, M.; Stankov, U. Pavlukovi¢, V. Going beyond the traditional destination
competitiveness-reflections on a smart destination in the current research. Curr.  Issues Tour.
2019, 22, 2472-2477. [CrossRef]

Shang, W.; Yuan, Q.; Chen, N. Examining Structural Relationships among Brand Experience, Existential
Authenticity, and Place Attachment in Slow Tourism Destinations. Sustainability 2020, 12, 2784. [CrossRef]
Mirceti¢, V.; Vukotic, S.; Cvijanovi¢, D. The concept of business clusters and its impact on tourism
business improvement. Econ. Agric. 2019, 66, 851-868. [CrossRef]

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

@ © 2020 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
@ article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution

(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).


http://dx.doi.org/10.1142/S0218495807000174
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2017.10.011
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0047287507302389
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2004.06.008
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2017.08.014
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2018.1529149
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/su12072784
http://dx.doi.org/10.5937/ekoPolj1903851M
http://creativecommons.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

	Introduction 
	Literature Review 
	Research Methodology 
	The Research Context and the Sampling Strategy 
	Interview Design 

	Results and Discussion 
	Theme 1: Respondents’ Understanding and Awareness of the Concept of Competitiveness 
	Theme 2: Possible Sources of Competitiveness for Touristic SMEs before and during Crisis 
	Theme 3: Competitiveness Strategies for Touristic SMEs Adapted to the New Conditions 
	Theme 4: New Possible Touristic SMEs Competitiveness Sources 
	Theme 5: The Importance of Cooperation within Clusters as Viable Solutions for Rising the Competitiveness of Touristic SMEs 

	References

