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APPLICATION OF SWOT ANALYSIS IN THE IMPROVEMENT OF
RURAL TOURISM IN ZADAR COUNTY

Jurica Bosna'!, Adis Puskd’, Ilija Stojanovié?

Abstract

This research aims to conduct a strategic analysis of rural tourism in Zadar County
using the SWOT method. Tourism activities in the county are mostly focused on
the sea and sun, while rural areas remain underdeveloped. Strengthening tourism
in rural settlements is therefore important for achieving sustainable development
across both coastal and inland areas of the county. In order to determine which
advantages rural tourism should be built on, which shortcomings require urgent
correction, which potentials should be used and which threats should be mitigated,
the weight of the SWOT analysis statements will be determined using the SiWeC
(Simple Weight Calculation) method. Expert opinion will be used for this purpose.
The results of the research will contribute to the improvement of rural tourism in
Zadar County.
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Introduction

Tourism is currently one of the most significant sectors of the global economy,
exhibiting a notable multiplier effect on various activities and a direct influence
on employment, regional development, and the balance of payments. While it
offers numerous economic advantages, tourism also presents several challenges
concerning spatial planning, resource management, environmental protection, and
the quality of life for local residents. It is precisely due to these contradictions
between the advantages and pressures generated by tourism that strategic and
systematic management of this phenomenon is essential, considering the economic,
social, and environmental dimensions of development (Dwyer, 2020).
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The Republic of Croatia serves as a notable example of a country that relies heavily
on tourism. Nevertheless, tourism activities are predominantly concentrated in
specific areas, with most tourist traffic and infrastructure situated along the coastal
regions of the country, whereas the inland areas are considerably less engaged
in tourism activities (Opaci¢ & Koderman, 2019). This disparity results in
overwhelming pressure on coastal destinations, while the rural regions, despite
possessing substantial natural and cultural resources, continue to be undervalued
in terms of tourism and economic development.

In this context, Zadar County stands out as a prominent illustration of a location
exhibiting a significant duality between its developed coastal region and its
underutilized rural areas. Despite the county’s abundant natural and cultural heritage,
along with traditional resources that are conducive to the growth of rural and
sustainable tourism, the majority of tourist traffic and investments are concentrated
on the coast and islands. To promote a more balanced spatial distribution of tourism
activities, it is essential to conduct a strategic analysis of the current state of rural
tourism, which will assist in identifying development priorities and implementing
more effective management policies (Zadar County, 2021). One of the frequently
utilized tools in the strategic planning of destinations is SWOT analysis, which
identifies strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats related to development.
Nevertheless, traditional SWOT analysis often remains at a descriptive level and
fails to offer a clear understanding of the relative significance of individual factors.
Consequently, contemporary research increasingly incorporates the practice of
merging SWOT analysis with Multi-Criteria Decision-Making (MCDM) methods,
which facilitate quantitative evaluation and ranking of elements (Ramos et al.,
2024; Lamge & Braimllari Spaho, 2025).

This paper is based on the most recently published SWOT analysis of rural tourism
in the Zadar County, where experts assess the significance of various elements
of the SWOT elements (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats). Their
evaluations are then quantified using the SiWeC (Simple Weight Calculation)
method, which facilitates the calculation of the weights of individual elements
and the establishment of priorities for further development. Based on the obtained
weights, it is possible to propose strategic guidelines that contribute to the balanced
development of tourism in Zadar County, the strengthening of rural areas, and the
enhancement of satisfaction among all stakeholders. The objective of this paper
is to examine and quantitatively assess the components of the SWOT analysis
pertaining to rural tourism in Zadar County through the application of the SiWeC
method. This analysis aims to pinpoint strategies that hold the most promise for
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enhancing and ensuring the sustainable development of rural tourism. Furthermore,
the paper seeks to enhance the comprehension of the factors that affect rural tourism
development and to provide a practical instrument for strategic decision-making
and planning in destinations experiencing uneven tourism growth.

The paper’s scientific contribution is demonstrated by the use of a quantitative
method in SWOT analysis, achieved through the integration with the SiWeC
technique. This integration allows for a more accurate assessment of expert
evaluations and the development of prioritized strategies for growth. This
methodology has not previously been utilized in the context of Zadar County
or within the wider scope of rural tourism in Croatia. Consequently, the paper
introduces a novel methodological framework for managing tourism strategies at
the regional level.

Literature Review

Tourism serves as a crucial driver for economic growth in numerous countries,
including the Republic of Croatia, where its direct contribution to GDP surpasses
11%. When considering related activities, the overall impact of tourism accounts for
approximately a quarter of the national economy (Orsini and Ostoji¢, 2018). Given
the reliance on tourism, it is essential to manage this phenomenon strategically,
considering that development should not be assessed only by financial metrics, but
also in terms of'its wider social and spatial implications. Poorly planned tourism can
result in excessive spatial strain, increased housing costs, infrastructure pressure,
and the emergence of overtourism, particularly in the most frequented locations
(Directorate-General for Mobility and Transport, 2025).

Croatia exemplifies a typical Mediterranean nation, where the tourism model
primarily revolves around the “sea and sun” concept. This results in a significant
influx of visitors and overnight stays during the summer months, particularly in
coastal regions. While the coastal areas experience intense tourist pressure, the rural
regions of the country, despite possessing abundant natural, cultural, and traditional
resources, remain underdeveloped (Orsini and Ostoji¢, 2018). Vale (2019) notes
that this spatial inequality contributes to uneven economic development and
diminishes the tourism system’s resilience to shocks, as the majority of activities
are concentrated in a few locations and occur over a limited timeframe each year.

The Zadar County exemplifies the tension that exists between the coastal and
rural regions of a destination. The majority of tourist traffic is directed towards
the coast and islands, while the hinterland, despite its potential for rural tourism
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development, remains overshadowed by mass coastal tourism. In this context,
there is a necessity for strategic planning on how rural areas can be more
effectively incorporated into the overall tourism offerings of the county, aiming
for a more balanced spatial distribution, resource conservation, and enhanced
benefits for the local community.

A commonly utilized tool in tourism planning is the SWOT analysis, which
identifies the primary strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats
associated with a destination. However, traditional SWOT analysis often
remains at a qualitative and descriptive level, lacking a clear differentiation
between which elements are more significant and which are less critical for
future development. Consequently, recent research has shown a trend towards
integrating SWOT analysis with multi-criteria decision-making methods
(Multi-Criteria Decision-Making - MCDM) to quantitatively assess individual
elements and convert them into prioritized strategic options (Ramos et al. 2024;
Lamge & Braimllari Spaho, 2025).

The integration of SWOT analysis with MCDM methods is further enhanced
through comprehensive approaches such as the SWOT-AHP model. Fabac and
Zver (2011) implement a modified SWOT-AHP methodology in the context of
tourism in Gornje Medimurje, where specialists evaluate the significance of SWOT
components, and AHP is utilized to determine relative weights that subsequently
form the foundation for selecting and prioritizing tourism strategies. In a similar
vein, Oreski (2012) merges SWOT and AHP within the strategic planning
framework for Varazdin tourism, aiming to systematically analyse, assign weights,
and compare various strategic alternatives for the development of the destination.

In the realm of rural tourism, Putri Utomo (2025) performs a quantitative
SWOT analysis of rural tourist villages located in West Java, where the SWOT
factors are assessed numerically and subsequently interpreted in relation
to sustainable development and the empowerment of the local community.
Mustika and Khrisna Aditya (2018) create a quantitative SWOT model for
rural tourism, wherein both internal and external factors are assigned specific
weights and ratings, and the resulting weighted outcomes are utilized to
outline development in accordance with sustainability principles. These
studies suggest that rural tourism is increasingly being examined through
an integration of SWOT and MCDM frameworks, aimed at addressing the
limitations of traditional SWOT analysis.
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Methodology

To identify the strengths and opportunities to leverage, as well as the shortcomings
and weaknesses that need to be addressed in this research, a SWOT analysis of
rural tourism in Zadar County will be conducted. Furthermore, assessments of the
assertions within the SWOT analysis will be utilized to ascertain which strengths
and opportunities should underpin the development of rural tourism, while also
identifying the shortcomings and threats that must be prioritized for resolution to
enhance the competitiveness of this tourism sector. To achieve this, expert opinions
will be solicited.

Table 1. SWOT analysis of rural tourism in Zadar County

STRENGHTS

*  Maintained environment and natural surroundings

*  Abundance and variety of the landscape

*  Natural, cultural, and historical heritage

*  Rural atmosphere, ecologically harmonious with natural principles

e Wealth of local traditional cuisine

*  Demonstrated interest of the local community in advancing rural tourism

+  Stated intention at both county and local levels to enhance rural areas for tourism

*  Increasing interest in shellfish aquaculture

WEAKNESSES

*  Inadequate valuation of natural resources for tourism purposes

*  Absence and destruction of traffic and tourist signage

*  Local public transport services lack reliability

*  Attractions and events are primarily recognized by the local/domestic population

*  Limited comprehension of international markets

*  Cultural and historical heritage is not adequately showcased in the tourist offerings

»  Erosion of traditional values

*  Absence of collaborative agricultural and tourism incentives for agritourism initiatives

e Unsuitable architecture that undermines traditional construction
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OPPORTUNITIES

*  Visual identity of Zadar County

*  Natural resources present opportunities for the development of a wide array of activities

*  Potential for cross-border and inter-regional collaboration in tourism development

*  Agricultural identity of the region can be integrated into the tourism offerings

*  Opportunity to diversify the available offerings

*  Richness and appeal of local gastronomy

*  Growing interest in rural and nautical tourism, along with other tourism forms

+  Establishment of a system of incentives for development (including marketing, financial, and
professional support)

THREATS

e Burden of mass tourism

*  Risk of environmental degradation due to unplanned and unsustainable construction and de-
velopment

*  Emphasis on commercialism rather than atmosphere

»  Threat posed by excessive and unregulated exploitation of natural resources

*  Potential market loss resulting from lagging behind competitors

+ Intensified efforts of competitors in the creation of tourist offerings

The experts involved in this research will be professors from the University of
Zadar, specifically from the Department of Economics, who are actively engaged
in the field of tourism. A rating scale from 1 to 10 will be employed to evaluate these
assertions. When assessing the assertions related to strengths and opportunities,
it is essential to identify the most critical assertions, whereas, in evaluating the
shortcomings and threats, it is crucial to determine which assertions should be
addressed first. The SWOT analysis utilized in this research is detailed in Table 1.

Once the experts have assessed the assertions, the weights of those assertions
will be established, and they will be prioritized according to their importance as
determined by the SiWeC method. The SiWeC method is a MCDM method that
assigns weights to criteria based on the subjective assessments provided by experts
(Puska et al., 2024). The SiWeC method consists of the following steps:

Step 1. Assessment of the significance of the assertions within the SiWeC method.

Step 2. Creation of the initial decision-making matrix. In this study, four decision-
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making matrices are created for each segment of the SWOT analysis.

Step 3. Normalization of the initial decision-making matrix. In this step, the
individual values of the decision-making matrix are divided by the largest value.

ij max
Where Xi j max is the maximum value within the decision-making matrix.

Step 4. Calculation of standard deviation (st. dety). This step is used to determine
the importance of expert ratings.

Step 5. Weighting. In this step, the normalized values are multiplied by the standard
deviation value

v =y X St.devy

Step 6. Determination of aggregate criteria values. In this step, the weighted values
for individual criteria are added.

5 ;'_ Z L'Jc
.l'-_ 1
Step 7. Calculating criteria weights. In this step, the aggregate values of the criteria
are divided by the total value of the aggregate values.
Ay
Y
l-i"j T o
1=1%]
On the basis of these steps of the SiWeC method and the assessment of experts, the
importance of the assertions of the SWOT analysis will be determined.

Results

The initial step in acquiring the outcomes of this study involves the assessment
of the assertions of the SWOT matrix pertaining to rural tourism in Zadar County
by experts. Eight experts were engaged to appraise the assertions of the SWOT
matrix. In presenting these evaluations, the assertions will be organized in the
same sequence as shown in Table 1. These assertions will be designated with the
labels: S1-S8, W1-W9, O1-08, and T1-T6.
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Table 2. Assessment of the assertions of the rural tourism SWOT matrix

S1|S2[S3|S4|S5|S6|S7|S8|WI|W2[W3|W4|W5[W6|W7|W8|W9
El|10| 6 J10]10|10)10]10[ 4 )6 | 8|8 [8]8]10]10] 8 ]10
E2|[10 10109 [ 8|10 7[5 |]10]9 108 |22 |5([3]5
E3/ 9|88 | 76|53 [2]9]6]J10]6|5]7]|5][5]38
E4110| 819 |9 | 8|10 858|568 719101719
ES5| 8|10 9 J10J10) 7|5 [8]9]10]10[f6 |10]10] 3 |6]10
E6|10| 8 | 8 |10|10)J10] 9 [5|8]6 |9 [8|8]7]6|7]10
E7[10[10]10]J10]10| 8 J10| 8 | 5|5 ]9 |5|6]5]10[5]5
E§|10| 8 | 8 | 8| 8|10 8[S5|5]6]6[5|5]6]6[5]38

01102|03[04|05|06|07 08| T1|T2|T3|T4|T5]|T6
El|8 8|6 |8 |8 |10|10[10] 8 |10]| 8 [10| 8 | 6
E2 7 9191917 |3 |10 91313
E3[6 [10]7 |8 |9]6]|6|6]|8]38 1057
E4 9|86 |7 |6 ]|8]|7|10]10 817167
ES5|10|[10] 8 |10 8 101010 &8 |10|10| 7 |9 |9
E6[10(10]10| 9 (10| 10| 8 [ 9 |10|10]|10[9 | 8| 6
E7/719]18 9|88 |]10[10[10[10]10|10| 5|5
E8|2 3|25 57|55 7|7|17|5|5]5

According to the assessments provided by the experts (E1-ES), it is evident that
their ratings are inconsistent and vary significantly. This inconsistency further
supports the utilization of the SiWeC method. These ratings also constitute
the initial decision-making matrix (Table 2). The subsequent phase involves
normalizing this decision-making matrix. This normalization process is achieved
by dividing all values by 10, which signifies the highest score within the entire
decision-making matrix. As a result of this division by ten, the decimal point is
shifted one place to the left; for instance, a score of 10 will be normalized to 1.0.
The other normalization values are calculated in a similar manner. Following this,
the standard deviation for each expert’s ratings is calculated, and these values are
then multiplied by the corresponding values from the normalized decision-making
matrix. Finally, cumulative value of the individual assertions and the weight of
these assertions are established (Table 3).

Findings of this study indicate that the primary strength of rural tourism in Zadar
County lies in its preserved environment and natural surroundings. This asset
should be leveraged to enhance the competitiveness of rural tourism in the region.
Subsequently, the findings revealed that the most significant weakness of rural
tourism is the lack of reliability in local public transport services. Therefore, it
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1s essential to address this weakness first to boost the competitiveness of rural
tourism. The most crucial opportunity that should be capitalized on in this sector
is richness and appeal of local gastronomy. This aspect should be utilized to draw
tourists to rural areas of Zadar County. Lastly, this research has identified that the
most considerable threat to rural tourism in Zadar County is the risk of spatial
degradation, making it imperative to implement sustainable rural tourism practices
to mitigate this threat effectively.

Table 3. Importance of assertions within the SWOT matrix of rural tourism

sl §2 83 sS4 S5 S6 7 S8
s | 137 [ L19 128 [129 (123 [124 [103 [070
w, 015 [013 014|014 (o013 (013 [o11 | 007
Wl W2 W3 w4 WS W W7 Wa Wa
s |19 [ 133 [0 Joor o9 o096 [o0s0 |16
w, 013 (012 014 o1l [olo [ol0 [ol0 o [ol2
(8] 02 | 3 §x 05 06 07 [
s, 069 084 066 |078 081 |08 [083 |084
w, |01l 013 olo [012 |03 o014 013 |03
Tl T2 T3 T4 T5 T6
s | L08 [ 134 126 [126 081 [079
w, |017 (021 019 019 012 |012
Conclusion

The objective of this study was to demonstrate how the assertions within the SWOT
matrix can be assessed, thereby allowing for the prioritization of specific measures.
To achieve this, the most recent SWOT matrix concerning rural tourism in Zadar
County was utilized in this study. The assertions within the SWOT matrix were
rated on a scale from 1 to 10. For strengths and opportunities, a higher score signifies
that one assertion is more significant than another; conversely, for weaknesses and
threats, the score indicates which assertions reflect greater weaknesses and threats
to the advancement of rural tourism in Zadar County. Experts were selected from
the University of Zadar, Department of Economics, who are actively engaged in
tourism, resulting in the participation of 8 experts in this research. Based on their
assessments and the procedures of the SiWeC method, the following findings were
derived:

- The primary advantage of rural tourism in Zadar County lies in its well-
preserved environment and natural surroundings.
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- The most significant weakness of rural tourism in Zadar County is the lack of
dependable local public transportation services.

- The greatest opportunity for rural tourism in Zadar County is the abundance
and appeal of local culinary offerings.

- The most pressing threat to rural tourism in Zadar County is the risk of spatial
degradation.

The findings of this study have demonstrated how to effectively manage rural
tourism in Zadar County through the application of the SWOT matrix and the
evaluation of the assertions within this matrix.
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