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Introduction 

Places around the world seek to attract visi-
tors, inhabitants and investment by dedicat-
ing significant resources for those activities. 
In the competitive, globalized world, it is fun-
damental to be different, to find the unique 
selling points (USP) of a certain area. In the-
ory, this needs considerable funds and a long 
time for realization. However, from a prac-
tical point of view, those places that know 
their own values and can communicate it in 
a consistent way are successful in the longer 

term, providing a sustainable future for their 
inhabitants, investors and visitors. The ad-
ministrative boundaries and borders often 
do not coincide with the perceptions of the 
target groups (e.g. destination in the mental 
map of a visitor). Acknowledging this com-
plexity, this article seeks to map a geographi-
cal area, namely the Balkans, rather than an 
administrative area (like a country or a city). 
In the present-day world, technological ad-
vancement affects the image and perceptions 
of places and image is no longer a one-way 
communication (Govers, R. and Go, F. 2009). 
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Our study has a dual purpose. On the one 
hand, it explores the particularities of a se-
lected area’s (the Balkans) offer by analysing 
consumer opinions related to tourism service 
providers using the Balkan name in non-
Balkan countries or those generating Balkan 
experiences. In line with current advances 
in tourism research, the study is based on 
content analysis that has become more and 
more popular among tourism researchers. On 
the other hand, the study proposes explor-
ing the tourism-related substance of the term 
‘Balkan’ i.e. what makes a service Balkan in 
the visitors’ opinion, by analysing experiences 
related to the tourist services used in Balkan 
countries. Thus, the study seeks an answer 
to the question of whether the particularities 
of Balkan-related tourist services perceived 
as Balkan by the consumer carry any charac-
teristic signs which can be used to develop a 
product with the Balkan brand name which 
could be sold successfully in tourism. 

Branding in tourism 

A successful brand is undoubtedly a powerful 
tool for differentiation, providing a competi-
tive advantage (Tasci, A.D.A. et al. 2007; Boo, 
S. et al. 2009; ETC–UNWTO 2009). A brand 
has four dimensions, namely awareness, im-
age, quality and loyalty (Konecnik, M. and 
Gartner, W.C. 2007), that can be extended 
by value and experience (Boo, S. et al. 2009). 
Tourism researchers agree that image plays 
the main role (Lee, G. et al. 2006; Konecnik, 
M. and Gartner, W.C. 2007) in destination 
branding, so the image is also at the forefront 
of tourism researchers. Brand image (also us-
ing the terms brand identity or brand equity 
in the literature) has its origin in destination 
image (Gartner, W.C. 2014). Besides the ra-
tional attributes, the emotional level of the 
brand is widely accepted (Laitamäki, J.M. 
and Hämäläinen, T.J. 2008; ETC–UNWTO 
2009; Moilanen, T. and Rainisto, S. 2009; 
Saraniemi, S. 2010; Usakli, A. and Baloglu, 
S. 2011), extended by personality characteris-
tics (Usakli, A. and Baloglu, S. 2011) which 

means the human dimension enabling a better 
involvement of the travellers (Kumar, V. and 
Najak, V.K. 2014). The brand has furthermore 
a strong connection with the travellers’ life-
style and ideal self-congruence (Nam, J. et al. 
2011; Usakli, A. and Baloglu, S. 2011; Barnes, 
S.J. et al. 2014). The brand personality is 
strongly linked to the residents and hosts of 
the destination, i.e. residents’ identity influ-
ences their attitudes towards tourism/tour-
ists (Wang, S. and Xu, H. 2015), and locals 
can also be involved in advocacy activities 
(Palmer, A. et al. 2013). 

In the case of the Balkans, the question 
is whether the very wide array of different 
countries could come together under the 
umbrella of the term ‘Balkan’? The national 
stereotypes, which are often unpopular with 
the locals themselves, even if they are positive 
(ETC–UNWTO 2009) – can be a limitation in 
this process. Taking a look at some ‘success 
stories’, like European Quartet (Visegrad 4 
countries), the Baltic countries, Europe’s 
marketing overseas or US branding out of 
the USA, we can see a strong emphasis on 
promotion rather than on – the very complex 
– branding. This takes us to the brand archi-
tecture. Meanwhile, sub-national branding 
is more effective (ETC–UNWTO 2009) (e.g. 
Andalusia in Spain, Provence in France or 
Toscana in Italy), supra-national brands can 
have an impact on visitor flows if the coun-
tries are quite similar and small, or when they 
are relatively unknown which can be the case 
in the Balkans.

Tourism service providers and market-
ing organizations of various tourist desti-
nations have a great propensity for using 
attractive-sounding geographical names to 
emphasize the regional relevance and/or 
particularities of the various offers (Kozma, 
G. and Ashworth, G. 1993; Kavaratzis, M. 
and Ashworth, G. 2005). The geographical 
name can even represent the service itself, 
i.e. it becomes a symbiotic brand (Kozma, G. 
1995; Papp-Váry, A. 2013; Kavaratzis, M. 
et al. 2015). Geographically relevant brands 
gain more significance with distance, which 
means they orientate the consumers from 
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more distant places (ETC–UNWTO 2009). 
Even if ‘places’ are at the forefront of brand-
ing today, the available literature mainly fo-
cuses on administrative areas which raises 
the challenge of which administrative areas 
destinations (like the Balkan countries) be-
long. In the case of the Balkans, the situation 
is quite negative (Photo 1). 

While the geographical associations 
with other so-called regional brand names 
which are quite well known in European 
tourism (such as Alpine wellness, Carpatair, 
Mediterranean Hotels, Nordic wellbeing, 
Scandinavian Airlines) trigger positive or at 
most, neutral conceptual associations. 

Conceptual associations related to a tour-
ist destination affect its competitiveness (Qu, 
H. et al. 2011; Pike, S. and Page, S. 2014). In 
spite of the fact that the geographical names 
which embody tourist destinations can cre-
ate negative images and generate negative 

conceptual associations, astute product de-
velopment and marketing communication 
could shape that fame or notoriety into a 
competitive edge (Tasci, A.D.A. et al. 2007; 
Cakmak, E. and Isaac, R. 2012). Glasgow, for-
merly an embodiment of Scottish coal min-
ing, acquired the title ‘European Cultural 
Capital’ (1990) and Essen, the German centre 
of heavy industry and a citadel of the Ruhr 
region, was declared part of the UNESCO 
World Heritage (2001). These events helped 
both take major steps towards leveraging 
their popularity in tourism (Rátz, T. 2006).

These examples prove that inherent nega-
tive associations can be converted into posi-
tive ones by transforming the geographical 
names into brand names used in tourism. 
This is largely facilitated by the fact that tour-
ism is one of the economic sectors associated 
with the highest number and most favour-
able pieces of news (WTO 2002). 

Photo 1. Hotel Balkan in Belgrade: where tourists can be positively disappointed too (Photo by Michalkó, G.)
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The ‘power’ of the travellers 

Although acknowledging its complexity 
(García, J.A. et al. 2012), many brand studies 
focus on a narrow aspect of branding (Pike, S. 
2002). Reflecting the ‘power of the travellers’, 
consumer (or customer)-based analysis (e.g. 
Konecnik, M. and Gartner, W.C. 2007; Tasci, 
A.D.A. et al. 2007; Boo, S. et al. 2009) are most-
ly used. Recently, stakeholders’ dimensions 
(Marzano, G. and Scott, N. 2009; dos Santos, 
E.R.M. 2014) also came into focus, including 
host communities (dos Santos, E.R.M. 2014) 
or the analysis of official communication mes-
sages (e.g. promotional brochures) (Brito, 
P.Q. and Pratas, J. 2015). The stakeholder 
perspective of branding considers the actors 
as decision-makers, accepting that the desti-
nation brand is the ’outcome of the achieve-
ment of unity and collaboration among the 
stakeholders’ (Marzano, G. and Scott, N. 
2009, 249). At the same time, there are valu-
able case studies focusing on a mixture of 
stakeholders (García, J.A. et al. 2012) or a 
special segment like attendees of conferences 
(Lee, J.S. and Back, K.J. 2010). Although the 
intermediary stakeholders (marketing, media) 
play a fundamental role in tourism, the brand-
ing literature gives less attention to them (e.g. 
among the reviewed studies by Pike, S. [2002, 
2009] there were no media targeted). 

On the other hand, opinions of tourists who 
have previously visited the desired destina-
tion play a significant role in the decisions 

made by potential tourists, which was known 
as word of mouth in the old days (Oh, H. 1999; 
Kozak, M. 2010; Martin, W. and Lueg, J. 2013) 
and ‘word of mouse’ or similar today. (Table 1) 
The current reviews and comments posted on 
various internet forums can influence demand 
behaviour (Jacobsen, J.K.S. and Munar, A.M. 
2012; Munar, A.M. and Jacobsen, J.K.S. 2014; 
Ladhari, R. and Michaud, M. 2015). 

Controlling word of mouth is extremely 
difficult, for example, in the case of hotels, it 
is a common practice that only ‘real’ guests 
who booked and stayed can share their 
views. However, the online reviews are 
available to the service providers who can 
use them to shape their offers (Chaves, M. 
et al. 2012; Mauri, A. and Minazzi, R. 2013; 
Luo, Q. and Zhong, D. 2015). As it is the pri-
mary interest of tourist service providers to 
have up-to-date information about their cus-
tomers’ satisfaction, they try to follow up on 
the online reviews they receive, which are 
also factored into the shaping of their brand 
(Grewal, R. et al. 2003; Vermeulen, I. and 
Seegers, D. 2009; Torres, E. et al. 2014). 

Among the available portals for provid-
ing feedback from travellers, TripAdvisor 
is the leading source. With over 630 million 
reviews and opinions covering the world’s 
largest selection of travel listings worldwide 
– covering approximately 7.5 million accom-
modations, airlines, attractions, and restau-
rants – TripAdvisor provides travellers with 
the wisdom of the crowds to help them de-

Table 1. Which of the following information sources do you think are most important when you make  
a decision about your travel plans?*

Information source EU 28, %
Recommendations of friends, colleagues or relatives
Websites collecting and presenting comments, reviews and ratings from travellers 
Personal experience
Websites run by service provider or by destination 
Counters of travel agencies and tourism offices 
Social media pages (for accommodation, restaurants, transport companies, etc.) 
Newspaper, radio, TV
Paid for guidebooks and magazines
Other 

51
34
33
17
13
12
11
9
3

*Maximum 3 answers were accepted. Source: Flash Eurobarometer 432: Preferences of Europeans towards 
tourism. Own editing. 
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cide where to stay, how to fly, what to do and 
where to eat. TripAdvisor-branded sites are 
available in 49 markets, and are home to the 
world’s largest travel community of 455 mil-
lion average monthly unique visitors6. 

From the research point of view, 
TripAdvisor is used in most of the tourism-
related case studies and academic articles 
dealing with content analysis. Over 100 pa-
pers used it as source for research since 2016 
(Gal-Tzur, A. et al. 2018). In the case of hotels, 
other portals (e.g. booking.com or Airbnb) are 
also used regularly by tourism researchers. 
When talking about a destination such as the 
Balkan area, the selection of the TripAdvisor 
data is appropriate to map the image ele-
ments or the destination (Table 2.) 

Taking a closer look at the selected social 
media-oriented and content analysis method-
based tourism research, the usefulness is evi-
dent both from the theoretical and from the 
practical point of view. The social media con-
tent (including review sites) is an appropriate 
tool for tracking image elements (Govers, R. 
and Go, F. 2009; Kladou, S. and Mavragani, 
E. 2015; Marine-Roig, E. and Anton Clavé, 
S. 2015), and also a very valuable input for 
identifying brand equity (Marine-Roig, E. 
and Anton Clavé, S. 2015; Malenkina, N. 
and Ivanov, S. 2018; Thanh, T.V. and Kirova, 
V. 2018). This kind of information is in line 
with tourism knowledge like tourism image 
main dimensions (cognitive, affective, cona-
tive) (Kladou, S. and Mavragani, E. 2015), 
the AIDA model (Malenkina, N. and Ivanov, 
S. 2018) or the experience model (Thanh, T.V. 
and Kirova, V. 2018). Simply by just being 
there on a review portal can help potential 
visitors to reduce uncertainty (Raguseo, E. et 
al. 2017). Tracking visitors’ feedback can sup-
port understanding their needs, expectations 
and behaviour (Ganzaroli, A. et al. 2017; 
Rodrigues, H. et al. 2017; Gal-Tzur, A. et al. 
2018; Malenkina, N. and Ivanov, S. 2018), 
and also the effects of tourism trends can 
be monitored (Marine-Roig, E. and Anton 
Clavé, S. 2015). 
6 Information from TripAdvisor (www.tripadvisor.com, 

retrieved in April 2018). 
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Another important aspect is that con-
tent analysis is appropriate for mapping 
differences between segments (Banerjee, 
S. and Chua, A.Y.K. 2016; Rodrigues, H. 
et al. 2017), and the geographical location 
can also influence the ratings (Banerjee, S. 
and Chua, A.Y.K. 2016). From the practical 
point of view, the results can support future 
developments and marketing communica-
tion (Kladou, S. and Mavragani, E. 2015; 
Banerjee, S. and Chua, A.Y.K. 2016; Marine-
Roig, E. and Anton Clavé, S. 2015; Gal-
Tzur, A. et al. 2018), or just simply identify 
need for intervention (e.g. transportation).

The Balkans as a destination 

Balkan Airlines which operated from 1947 to 
2002 can now be seen as one of the success 
stories in terms of using the Balkans as a geo-
graphical name in tourism (Erdősi, F. 2007). 
The Bulgarian national airline flew the Bal-
kans name to fifty countries on four continents 
for five decades, contributing (consciously or 
unconsciously) to associations with the term 
Balkans in the context of tourism. At the same 
time, the Balkan region, which was named af-
ter the Balkan Mountains located in Bulgaria 
and has often been associated with Southeast 
Europe (Kocsis, K. 2007), encouraged other 
tourism businesses to offer their services un-
der this well-known geographical name. One 
prominent example is the Sofia Hotel Balkan 
located in the heart of the Bulgarian capital, 
currently operated by the world-famous Shera-
ton chain of luxury hotels. But just as the geo-
graphical interpretation of the Balkans extends 
well beyond the boundaries of Bulgaria (Pap, 
N. 2013; Pap, N. and Reményi, P. 2017), travel-
lers can see tourism services offered under the 
Balkans name everywhere in the world. 

However, due to some of the more nega-
tive associations which developed during 
periods of conflict and war, the use of the 
geographical name Balkans as a tourism-ori-
ented brand in the future requires a broader 
examination of the term and its inherent as-
sociations. Tamminen, T. (2004) suggests that 

the term ‘Balkanization’ alludes to instabil-
ity and conflict, whereas ‘Europeanization’ 
is understood as the adoption of ‘Western 
norms’ and ‘European’ values and practices. 
Matanov, A. et al. (2013) describe how the 
collapse of Yugoslavia in the early 1990s pre-
cipitated the worst armed conflict in Europe 
since WWII with war activities spanning 
ten years, and Akova, S. and Demirkiran, 
C. (2013) refer to a multitude of historical 
conflicts and civil wars, as well as an unsta-
ble environment. O’ Brennan, J. (2014, 239) 
states that the Western Balkans in particular 
still remains „a region of great fragility, de-
fined by inter-ethnic contestation for terri-
tory and power and „mutually antagonistic 
nationalisms”. Rightly or wrongly, there-
fore, the image of the region has often be-
come synonymous with conflict. As stated 
by Vitic, A. and Ringer, G. (2008, 128) „per-
haps the most pervasive – and disruptive to 
tourism’s revival in the Balkan states – are 
the dated, and often inaccurate, mispercep-
tions and images of the civil wars and ethnic 
barriers that prevailed throughout the 1980s 
and early 1990s, yet still define the region for 
many international visitors and tour opera-
tors”. Whether this is still the case is a subject 
worthy of further exploration. 

The term Balkans and the content and 
quality of the services provided by tourism 
businesses using it are in close relationship, 
and other associations related to the Balkans 
(external ones i.e. not those generated by 
tourism) inevitably shape tourists’ attitudes 
to the Balkan name. However, it should be 
noted here that it is deeply contested as to 
which countries form part of the Balkans, 
and the authors acknowledge that there are 
huge variations within the countries which 
are said to be located in the Balkans. On the 
other hand, tourists’ knowledge of the his-
tory, geography and politics of the region 
may be sketchy at best, but they may still 
have some associations with the Balkans as 
a concept, region or even destination. 

The Balkans can be seen as a geographical 
name which is more or less known as a des-
tination for the average person and is likely 
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to evoke various tourism-related references 
(Ábrahám, B. 2007; Seben, G. 2007). If the 
Balkans as a geographical name became a 
successful tourism brand, it could facilitate 
not only the socio-economic development of 
the region and its geopolitical stability, but 
also the process of the European Union’s 
expansion and achievement of its security 
policy objectives (Anastasakis, O. 2000). 
This could be enhanced by the fact that the 
Balkans has become a relatively positive 
brand name both in fashion and music; for 
example, bags and wallets made of recycled 
bicycle tyres are sold by a Hungarian-Swiss 
company under the brand name Balkan-
Tango, while The Balkan Fanatik music band 
enjoys international recognition, too. 

The term Balkans has taken on geopo-
litical dimensions in addition to locational 
ones. The Balkan Peninsula which provides 
the physical geographical boundaries was 
named after the Balkan Mountains located 
in Bulgaria (Székely, A. 1970). The physical 
delimitation of the Balkan Peninsula itself is 
a topic of professional debates; literature re-
ports 17 different boundaries, while research-
ers agree that the Danube–Sava–Kupa rivers 
create a fairly clear line (Pap, N. 2013). For 
centuries, knowing and understanding the 
Balkans have been the objective of travellers, 
thinkers and researchers from various fields 
of science (Hajdú, Z. 2003; Bracewell, W. 
and Drace-Francis, A. 2009; Kőszegi, M. 
2010; Sanguin, A. 2011; Nagy, M. 2012). 

As mentioned, the Balkans is a geographi-
cal name with negative connotations, so as a 
result, associations with and perceptions of 
the region also incorporate elements which 
represent the darker side of life (Carter, F.W. 
and Norris, H.T. 1996; Redepenning, M. 2002; 
Garde, P. 2007; Császár, M.Zs. and Pap, N. 
2011). In connection with its role in the history 
of Europe, in particular on account of the wars 
and delayed development as a result of them, 
the Balkans is a geographical term which does 
not tend to reflect many positive aspects of life 
(Newman, B. 1945; Kaplan, R. 1994; Arday, L. 
2002; Bideleux, R. and Jeffries, I. 2007). The 
images which characterized the Balkans at the 

turn of the 19th/20th century (e.g. “sick man of 
Europe”, “powder keg of Europe”) are still 
present in public opinion related to this region 
(Rutar, S. 2004; Hajdú, Z. 2007; Petrovic, M. 
2008). The late modern and postmodern eras 
in the Balkan region were characterized by 
destructive nationalism, ethnic conflicts, wars 
and ongoing instability (Bottlik, Zs. 2009; 
Clemens, V. 2010; Pap, N. 2013; Iov, C.A. and 
Ivan, A.L. 2014; Jovanovića, S. et al. 2015; 
Kadiu, F. 2015). 

The negative connotations of the Balkans 
are magnified by the term balkanization, which 
is widespread in British-American social sci-
entific literature as a description of the frag-
mentation and division of a community or a 
nation (Ellis, M. and Wright, R. 1998). From 
the branding point of view, the Balkans name’s 
negative connotations can be a paradox when 
emphasizing the positive effect of branding on 
place identity (ETC-UNWTO 2009), on dimin-
ishing negative effects of crisis (ETC-UNWTO 
2009; Moilanen, T. and Rainisto, S. 2009) 
or on transmitting value (Moilanen, T. and 
Rainisto, S. 2009; Saraniemi, S. 2010). 

Methodology 

After considering some acknowledged meth-
ods for tourism destination image research, 
including netnography, big data and content 
analysis, for this analysis content analysis 
was chosen. This meant the systematic evalu-
ation of content, which was the texts written 
by tourists in this case. The research process 
follows the traditional method of content 
analysis, namely information-processing 
where the preselected texts are transformed 
through systematic categorization into data 
that can be analysed further (Camprubí, R. 
and Coromina, L. 2016).

One of the key stages in the study is iden-
tifying the content and meanings inherent in 
the word Balkans/Balkan. Knowing which el-
ements are described in the travel experiences 
of visitors to Balkan countries as being typi-
cally Balkan, could be used to change the im-
age of the Balkans which people have formed. 
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For this, we used the database of one of 
the most popular travel portals, TripAdvisor. 
TripAdvisor is a platform for tourists to rate 
or review destinations and services used 
by tourists, to create a place of dialogue or 
forum for the stakeholders and interested 
parties. It has excellent search capabilities, 
but also involves many factors which limit 
the validity of scientific results (Ayeh, J. et al. 
2013). Our analysis was performed based on 
a database created from information posted 
on TripAdvisor and downloaded before 
March 7th 2014. 

To collect the phrases including the word 
‘Balkans/Balkan’ from descriptions of tourist 
experiences, a relatively simple Excel data-
base was created from the set of results using 
the search terms. The basic sample was cre-
ated from 3,860 reviews which included the 
word ‘Balkans/Balkan’ either in the name of 
the reviewed facility, the brief title of the re-
view or the body of the review itself (Table 3). 

As our study focuses on the international 
dimension of the tourism-related aspects of 
the term ‘Balkan’, we restricted our analy-
sis to reviews of citizens from countries 
lying outside the studied area (i.e. clearly 
non-Balkan), while reviews of posts with 
unidentified nationality were excluded from 
start. The database obtained was suitable for 
grouping reviews by country for the purpos-
es of our analysis, breaking down the experi-
ences related to countries lying in the studied 
area (1,861 reviews) and those outside (1,999 
reviews). In addition to this essential catego-
rization, we used a database suitable for fil-
tering the following information: 

 – Exact name of the reviewed place;
 – Type of the reviewed place (accommoda-
tion, catering, tourist attraction);

 – Brief informative title of the review.
Although 22 per cent of the reviews were 

initially posted on TripAdvisor in another 
language than English, the various longer or 
shorter reviews and additional pieces of in-
formation were available in English thanks to 
the English language function of the portal. 
We searched the terms Balkan/Balkans with 
British spelling, making sure that informa-
tion would not be left out of our database 
because of any misspelling by the reviewers 
(e.g. missing letters).

Using the database compiled above, we 
conducted a content analysis. As part of this, 
we focused on phrases which included the 
terms Balkan/Balkans in the reviews, as well 
as the words directly associated with them 
and grouped them according to the content. 
We applied two approaches in the analysis. 
Firstly, we analysed the Balkan particulari-
ties of tourist services available in countries 
outside the studied area. Secondly, we dis-
sected the elements of what ‘Balkan’ means 
in the experiences which took place in Balkan 
countries (Figure 1).

Table 3. Study sample with the number of opinions in units

Number of reviews related 
to the facility located

The word ‘Balkan’ in the 
Togethername of 

the facility
title of the review 
about the facility

body of the review 
about the facility

in the Balkans
outside the Balkans
Total reviews

566
904

1,470

113
162
275

1,182
933

2,115

1,861
1,999
3,860

Source: Own research. 

Fig.1. Data analysis process – main research steps. 
Source: Authors’ research
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Results 

Quantitative results 

In line with the consulted literature, the data-
base enabled some quantitative analysis. The 
geographical location of the facility (in the Bal-
kan countries or outside) has an effect of the 
general evaluation: the average rating for the 
facilities in the Balkan countries is 3.90 (stand-
ard deviation: 1.218), and 4.05 (standard devia-
tion 1.119) for the ones outside of the region. 

The reviewer place of origin also influenc-
es the perceptions that can be traced in the 
general evaluation. Those reviewers who live 
in the Balkan area, are more positive (aver-
age rating of 4.18 with standard deviation of 
1.034) than non-Balkan people (average rat-
ing of 3.95 with standard deviation of 1.185). 
Among the source markets with at least 100 
comments, Russians (4.46), Spanish (4.43), 
Canadian (4.25) and US (4.24) visitors were 
the most satisfied, whereas the most ‘critical’ 
were the reviewers from England (with an 
average evaluation of 2.86). 

According to the facility type, there are also 
some important outcomes. The attractions 
showed the best performance (in this case, the 
std. deviation is the lowest, as well). At the 
same time, accommodation – especially hotels – 
had the weakest performance, which definitely 
need some developments in the future (Table 4).

Services with the word Balkan in their names 

The database of 3,860 elements processed 
as part of our study included 1,470 reviews 
where the word Balkans appeared in the 

name of the reviewed service. We noticed the 
word Balkan was used most often in reviews 
related to names of restaurants (854 reviews) 
and hotels (544 reviews). Most reviews (904 
reviews) commented on service providers 
located outside the studied Balkan countries. 

We identified 22 non-Balkan countries 
whose tourist services were referenced in 
reviews with the word Balkan in the title. 
Clearly experiences perceived as being Balkan 
can be acquired also when using services of 
tourism businesses in non-Balkan countries, 
and this may influence global perceptions of 
the Balkan region. However, geographical 
misunderstandings are not uncommon. For 
example, it transpires from the reviews that 
in some cases the Balkan atmosphere is as-
sociated with the Mediterranean region and 
the Balkan cuisine with the Turkish one. This 
data shows that from the image elements of 
the Balkan, the gastronomy has the strongest 
appeal and potential for ‘export’ (Table 5). 

The ‘Balkan’ element in the tourism experience 

From the qualitative point of view, in the tour-
ist opinions on experiences in Balkan countries 
shared on the TripAdvisor travel portal, the 
terms Balkan/Balkans in the review body can 
be grouped into five categories based on the 
main themes of their content (1,182 reviews). 
Geographical location (180 reviews), cuisine 
(136 reviews), travel (626 reviews), culture 
(183 reviews), and atmosphere (57 reviews). 
Although the themes outlined were sometimes 
overlapping in the bodies of the various re-
views, they were limited based on the key-
word or main theme of the review (Figure 2). 

Tourists visiting the Balkans often localize 
their experiences using the word Balkans in-
stead of the geographical name of the coun-
try, region, city or territory of their destina-
tion. Identifying a destination or a service 
provider as being Balkan during a trip to a 
Balkan country means that the tourist has a 
certain understanding of the geographical 
scope of the Balkans (i.e. a mental map) and 
is certain about being in the Balkans.

Table 4. Average rating by facility type

Facility type Mean Standard 
deviation

Attraction
B&B / Inn
Hotel
Restaurant
Speciality Lodging
Total

4.58
3.92
3.55
4.19
4.09
3.97

0.722
1.275
1.285
1.012
1.385
1.178

Source: Own research. 
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For example, a Dutch tourist who visited Albania 
praises the hotel where he stayed by saying: “This is 
one of the best hotels in the Balkans.” 

Reviews often identify the geographical location of 
a country, stating that it is part of the Balkans, as did 
a British tourist visiting Montenegro: “Montenegro is a 
new Balkan state born out of the wars of the 90s.”

Dedicating a separate category to travel 
in our discussion was necessary because the 
word Balkan tends to emphasise the impor-
tance of the Balkans as a region, and not only 
of the individual countries in which the tour-
ists find themselves. 

For example, a Swedish tourist who spent the holi-
days in Montenegro reported his experience at the 
given destination as being specifically Balkanic (sic!) 
rather than Montenegrin. He felt that the observations 
made during the vacation apply to the Balkans as a 
whole and can be replicated in any Balkan country: 
“This is the perfect place for an excellent Balkanic vacation.”

When an Israeli tourist who visited Slovenia rec-
ommended a hotel in Ljubljana, he presented the 
travel as a Balkan trip: “If you’re beginning your Balkan 
adventures in Ljubljana and want to start in confidence, 
may I recommend the Austria Trend Hotel?” 

When describing the gastronomy, tourists 
tend to label the offer of a given catering fa-
cility as being typically Balkan. The meals 
most frequently mentioned include grilled 
meat (mutton), fresh vegetables, enticing 
sweets, tasty wines and home-made liqueurs. 
The specific offers are hallmarked by cevap-
cici, kebab, lepinja, rakia and shopska salad.

Reviews from tourists who mention the Balkan cui-
sine are generally appreciative, as seen in the post of 
a Polish tourist who visited Serbia: “After a whole day 
of visiting Belgrade, it is a perfect place to enjoy delicious 
Balkan cuisine.”

A British guest in Bosnia-Herzegovina complained 
about the quality of coffee served there, but also im-
plies that standards of Balkan cuisine tend to be usu-
ally high: “The only let down for me has been the coffee, 
which on at least 2 occasions is not up to Balkan standard.” 

Table 5. Use of the word ‘Balkan’ in titles of reviews on the tourist restaurants of countries lying outside the Balkans

Country Number 
of reviews

Names in the description of the 
service reviewed

Occurrences of the word ‘Balkan’ 
in the review titles

Denmark 4 Herzegovina
Ankara

Balkan atmosphere
Balkan food

South Korea 1 Zelen Balkan food

Israel 4
Montenegro
Nanuchka
Arnold

Balkan food
Balkanian (sic) touch

Colombia 1 Bukara Balkan cuisine

Poland 11

Paros
Banja Luka
Maly Belgrad
Bulgaria Magica
Balbinka

Balkan night
Balkan cuisine
Balkan food
Balkan and Turkish cuisine

Hungary 2 Montenegro Balkan food
Taste of the Balkans

Malta 1 Transylvania Balkan style
Source: Authors’ data collection based on TripAdvisor.

Fig. 2. Dimensions of the Balkan image with some 
examples.  Source: Authors’ data collection based on 

TripAdvisor
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The reviews described culture as a specific 
Balkan attraction with a regional dimension 
that crosses borders. However, the legacy of 
wars is mentioned frequently.

For example, a British tourist visiting Mostar in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina to see the rebuilt Old Bridge 
stated that: “We felt making the effort to visit Mostar was 
well worth it, after watching its demise in the Balkan War.” 

Music is another element of culture which 
is described often and usually positively. 

A German tourist reporting on his visit to Serbia 
mentions a specific musical trend, turbo folk, a popu-
lar music rooted in folk music: “The evening started 
with international music with a Spanish theme and ended 
with Balkan turbo-folk.”

Atmosphere proves to be a more ambiva-
lent category, with both positive and nega-
tive comments. The heritage environment is 
viewed positively, whereas the infrastructure 
is frequently not. Balkan people are seen as 
friendly and hospitable by many, but service 
levels and attitudes are also viewed less fa-
vourably. Cheating and scams are also men-
tioned on several occasions. 

If a tourist feels he does not get the quality of ser-
vice he paid for, he feels defrauded and sometimes 
rates the experience ‘Balkan’, as an Indian customer 
visiting Croatia did: “Middle-class hotel with Balkan 
mentality, at Monaco prices. No real service. [...] Huge 
disappointment, first (and last) time I was in Croatia, cheat 
other people from now on instead of us.”

However, a German citizen’s review about 
Montenegro implies that Balkan ‘atmosphere’ can 
be positive: “Budva is definitely a nice party city, Balkan 
feeling is in the air.”

Summary of results 

The brief analysis and examples above show 
that the meaning behind the Balkan attribute 
can be understood relatively easily in the case 
of tourists who shared their experiences of 
the Balkan countries through the TripAdvisor 
travel portal. The existence of the ‘Balkan’ in 
travellers’ experiences (demand side) could 
be integrated into the stakeholders’ view, tak-

ing advantage of perceptions already measur-
able. The geographical context of the selected 
area can be tracked in the database involved 
in the research. Travel experiences were re-
ported as typically Balkan probably because 
the visitors could personally engage in the 
various elements of the image of the Balkans 
they had (fixed) in their minds. From the 
main image elements arising in the analysis 
(based on the categorization of the texts’ con-
tent), the gastronomy has the best potential 
in showcasing ‘Balkan experience’ outside 
of the region itself. Gastronomy – namely 
restaurants – are also in the forefront of im-
age shaping outside of the researched area, 
as these are the most common facilities, and 
those with the most positive image. 

Evaluating the results, it seems that the 
term Balkan can be construed as an umbrella 
concept of two experiences which occasion-
ally overlap: the first is meant to express the 
simplified geographical identification of ex-
periences from Balkan countries on the expe-
riencing parties’ mental map; the second (par-
tially related to the first one) is a rating with 
an axiological substance, too, which is positive 
in some cases, contrary to common myths that 
all associations with the Balkans tend to be 
negative. From the residents’ point of view, 
the Balkans has also an important role in the 
local identity, as reviewers from the areas tend 
to be more positive, proud of their values that 
is reflected also in the general scores.  

The fact that a tourist rates something as 
Balkan in a TripAdvisor post is an expression 
of the expected experience in most cases. This 
means that it can be construed as a manifes-
tation of an experience in a Balkan country 
corresponding to the pre-existing expecta-
tions (this can be positive, too, for example 
when tasting Balkan cuisine, or negative, for 
example regarding the facilities or cleanli-
ness in a Balkan hotel). But there are cases 
where the experiences of the tourist acquire 
a Balkan attribute not in the light of expecta-
tions, but experiences i.e. the negative ideas 
about the region in their minds are connected 
with a case experienced in a heightened state 
of emotion (e.g. being cheated or being the 
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victim of rudeness). Although being a crucial 
element for tourism mobility, among the ele-
ments of the tourism value chain, accommo-
dation has the weakest performance. 

The tourist dimension of ‘Balkan’ was expressed 
best perhaps by a British tourist visiting Romania: 
“This is a Balkan country and if you don’t know what this 
means from a cultural point of view you are missing the 
charm of visiting foreign places.” 

The term charm encapsulates well the 
complex nature of Balkan experiences. It 
implies that visiting a Balkan country will 
be enriched with an unparalleled experience 
of life and impressions which, as our study 
confirms, are nourished by becoming aware 
of the geographical location, the regional 
character of the territory which transcends 
the country boundaries, the cuisine, a tourist 
offer full of challenges, as well as joy, the cul-
tural traditions rooted deeply in history, but 
also conflict, and the atmosphere. Perhaps 
unexpectedly, experiences rated as being 
Balkan appear mostly in a context where sat-
isfaction is the dominant feeling, therefore, 
the term Balkan does not necessarily carry 
unfavourable connotations. 

Conclusions 

This study in no way expresses the com-
plexity of interpretations which abound in 
relation to the Balkans as a geographical or 
political entity. However, the results of the 
analysis show important theoretical and 
practical implications. From the theoreti-
cal point of view, the selected methodology  
in line with recent academic literature (e.g. 
Kladou, S. and Mavragani, E. 2015; Marine-
Roig, E. and Anton Clavé, S. 2015) enables 
the measurement of a realistic image dimen-
sion of the selected destination. It is recog-
nized that image creation and brand building 
are exceptionally complex in tourism and can 
take many years, if not decades. 

Revisiting the tourism branding literature, 
regional branding is even less common than 
national or city level branding. However, 

the study does underpin the relevance of 
geographical dimensions of branding, as the 
term ‘Balkan’ is still used quite widely by in-
ternational visitors to the region, regardless 
of the country that they are visiting. Thus, 
the results of the content analysis can sup-
port the identification of the area’s brand 
equity (Marine-Roig, E. and Anton Clavé, 
S. 2015; Malenkina, N. and Ivanov, S. 2018; 
Thanh, T.V. and Kirova, V. 2018). Regarding 
the image elements, the study underpins the 
importance of emotional dimensions, fur-
thermore the need for involvement of the 
residents (who are the ‘service providers’ 
meeting the visitors) shaping the environ-
ment and communicating through their be-
haviour (Wang, S. and Xu, H. 2015). In the 
case of the researched area, we can also con-
clude that locals have a strong identity that 
can be seen as a positive element (reflected 
in the scores given). The study, also in line 
with the reviewed literature (Banerjee, S. and 
Chua, A.Y.K. 2016; Rodrigues, H. et al. 2017) 
underpins the difference between certain seg-
ments (e.g. according to reviewers’ place of 
residence) in the perceptions of the Balkans. 

From a practical point of view, the paper 
acknowledges the rich national variations 
which clearly exist in terms of development 
levels, resources, facilities, services or at-
tractions in tourism. However, accommoda-
tion clearly has the weakest performance, 
meanwhile attractions and restaurants can 
be a good starting point for communicating 
‘Balkan’ experience. Also from the demand 
point of view, the analysis underpins the 
difference of segments, the role of residence 
(country), and thus, socio-cultural back-
ground in perception building. In this re-
gard, the research can be seen as the starting 
point for new discussions about the Balkans 
as a tourist region, especially for international 
tourists, many of whom will be too young to 
personally remember many of the past con-
flicts in the region. Opinions about tourist 
services using the geographical name Balkans 
can shape the region’s tourism-related im-
age not only by transfers associated with the 
given location or other service providers (e.g. 
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media, internet, word of mouth marketing), 
but also because of the general economic, 
political and cultural conceptual associations 
related to the Balkans. The use of the term 
‘Balkan’ in reviews is still somewhat mixed in 
terms of positive and negative connotations, 
but the predominance of positive comments 
is perhaps a hopeful sign of changing atti-
tudes and perceptions to this exciting but as 
yet, still relatively under-visited region. 

The results of the research can provide 
valuable input for future developments 
and marketing communication (Kladou, S. 
and Mavragani, E. 2015; Marine-Roig, E. 
and Anton Clavé, S. 2015; Banerjee, S. and 
Chua, A.Y.K. 2016; Gal-Tzur, A. et al. 2018) 
of the Balkan region as a tourism destination. 
The negative comments in areas that need 
intervention can help destination managers 
and service providers in meeting expecta-
tions of travellers and in providing good 
quality service and experiences. 
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