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Abstract
With the shift nowadays towards an experience economy, the increased attention placed on
memorable experiences and how to stage them can be viewed as a major trend which can act
as a source of information regarding the stories that people share about themselves and their
self-perceptions, as well as helping businesses make a step towards their guests. In this vein,
rural tourism is highly consumed by people searching for these unique and memorable
experiences, but the knowledge on tourists’ experiences in a rural setting are very limited.
Therefore, this paper seeks to examine what memorable experiences tourists encounter in the
rural setting, and more importantly, why were they memorable. In order to answer these
questions, the researcher undertook a qualitative approach and in depth semi structured
interviews were conducted with people who travelled in the Cluj Napoca County from
Romania. The findings revealed an amalgam of experiences that people encounter in the rural
setting, combined with various reasons why the experiences were considered memorable in the
eyes of respondents. The main findings show how the optimal memorable tourism experience
is usually comprised of several factors involving multiple experiential dimensions, and an
important influence is represented by social interactions alongside positive emotions.

Keywords: experience economy, memorable experiences, rural tourism, rural travelers, rural
experience economy, Cuj Napoca, Romania.
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List of abbreviations
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1. Introduction
Creating experiences for customers, especially in the service industry, has gained a lot of
attention from scholars over the last years (Pullman & Gross, 2003). A number of scholars have
argued that the service economy is shifting towards an attention economy (Davenport & Beck,
2002), entertainment economy (Wolf, 1999) or an experience economy (Pine and Gilmore,
1998, 1999). In their books, Pine and Gilmore emphasize on the fact that in this era of
commoditization of services, companies need to find new ways of attracting customer and
gaining a competitive advantage which can be more easily achieved if they start focusing on
designing and creating experiences for their customers. In this vein, tourism, being an amalgam
of products and services (Chandralal & Valenzuela, 2013), provides a perfect setting where
businesses can create memorable experiences in order to gain a competitive advantage (Kim,
Ritchie & Tung, 2010). Furthermore, Vargo and Lusch (2004; pg. 15) point out that times have
changed and “the focus is now shifting away from tangibles towards intangibles”, such as
relationships and experiences. In addition, Volo (2009) suggests that tourism is the perfect
marketplace for experiences, especially because a big component of the tourism product has a
highly experiential character.
As Pine and Gilmore (1998; pg. 99) beautifully propose, “Experiences have always been
at the heart of entertainment business”. But creating an experience is much more than
delivering a service. It is about creating a memorable event, called “staged experience” where
the buyer is the guest and the seller is the provider (Pine and Gilmore, 1998). Herjanto and
Gaur (2017) describe memorable experiences in tourism as positive or negative encounters in
which the tourist is directly or indirectly involved, and as Kim, Ritchie and McCormick (2012)
point out, it can be recalled after the experience happened. However, Hinchliffe (2011)
suggests that a memorable experience does not necessarily need to be remembered over a
lifetime, but its’ meanings, lessons and personal transformations could have an impact over a
person in the future.
The concept of the experience economy was first introduced by Pine and Gilmore in 1998
who argued that the world’s economy has witnessed a major change, shifting from a product
based economy towards an experience based economy. In this vein, Tan (2016) underlines how
beneficial this new economy is, particularly for tourism destinations, given the fact that at its
core, tourism is an experiential field, and therefore is vital for destinations managers to
understand and exploit this concept. The importance of the experience economy has seen a lot
of attention from many authors (Mehmetoglu & Olsen, 2003; Oh, Fiore & Jeoung, 2007;
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Pizam, 2010; Schmitt, 2010; Tung & Ritchie, 2011; Kim et al, 2012; Park & Santos, 2016)
who explored this concept in relation to tourism. But academic research on rural tourism and
how memorable experiences are perceived by rural travelers remains scarce. Some studies
focused on researching memorable experiences in rural tourism from a quantitative perspective
(Loureiro, 2014; Kastenholz, Carneiro, Marques & Loureiro, 2017) with the focus on
validating the link between existing memorable experience frameworks and the future
behavioral intentions of visitors in different locations. Other studies took a qualitative
approach, with the aim of getting a deeper understanding of the tourists’ perceptions regarding
the rural landscape (Carneiro, Lima & Silva, 2015) or to understand what type of experiences
tourists’ seek for in a rural destination from different point of views; stakeholders, locals and
visitors (Kastenholz, Carneiro, Marques & Lima, 2012). Even though there are two qualitative
researches regarding memorable experiences in a rural tourism context, the focus on why those
specific experiences were memorable is still inexistent. This should be of great importance for
practitioners to know, in order to be able to tailor their offerings even more accurate.
When it comes to studies related to Romanian rural tourism, so far there are no studies
related to memorable experiences within this context. Few papers were written about rural
tourism in Romania, but only reviewing existing literature on the matter or having an
informative character (Turnok, 1999; Ilieș, Ilieș, Josan, Grama & Gozner, 2008; Gherasim,
2012) rather than carrying out studies. But still some researchers investigated how rural tourism
could be a source of income for families living in rural areas (Iorio & Corsale, 2010), some
looked at different marketing and branding strategies which could be employed to promote
rural tourism more on a national and international level (Ștefan, Cutaș & Smedencu, 2013)
while others investigated what innovation tools owners of rural accommodations implemented
in the region of Maramureș county (Cosma, Paun, Bota & Fleseriu, 2014).
As the first step towards understanding memorable experiences in the rural context has
been made by other researchers, there is still need for more research in the field especially due
to the shift towards the experience economy. According to Ștefan et al (2013; pg. 399)
Romanian rural tourism presents some „emerging needs” due to a high number of tourists who
are becoming more and more intereseted in this type of tourism, wanting to get involved in
different rural activities, discover and learn new traditions and customs and take part in rural
experiences. In this vein, Cluj Napocas’ rural areas are a perfect setting for research because
throughout the county there are still a lot of villages where traditions are valued, and the locals
are preserving their customs and their rural lifestyle (personal experience), therefore, making
it a perfect spot for tourists who want to experience first-hand this way of living and take part
5

in rural customs. Also the county won an award in a national rural tourism fair in 2015, and the
influx of tourists grew massively in 2017 compared to other counties (See Figure 4, Chapter
3).
With this gap existing in the literature, there is a need for exploring more in depth what
tourists perceive as being memorable in a rural area, mainly because it can help DMOs
(destination management offices) as well as businesses understand what is that tourists are
looking for, and design better offerings and tailor experiences. Therefore in order to fill the
existing gad related to what is a memorable experience and why it is memorable, the following
aim, objective and research questions were formulated:

Aim
To understand what memorable experiences tourists’ have in rural tourism, and why they
are memorable.

Objective
To examine how memorable experiences are perceived by travelers in the rural area of Cluj
Napoca County, Romania.

Questions


What memorable experience(s) do tourists encounter in the rural area from Cluj Napoca
County?



Why do the travelers perceive the experience(s) as being memorable?

Through these questions, the researcher wants to understand what memorable experiences
that tourists’ have in the rural study area, and more importantly, find the reason why those
experiences are described as memorable.

1.1.

Summary

The research thesis will be divided into five chapters as follows. The first chapter introduces
the reader into the topic, presents the background of the research, sets the grounds for the area
of the study, underlines the existing research gap and why this research is needed, as well as
presents the aim, objective and research questions for the study. The second chapter, literature
review, introduces and presents in more details key concepts gathered from other scholars and
6

researchers in relation to the topic with the purpose to shed some light for the reader about
different concepts. The Methodology chapter provides more information about the area of the
study, will present the research approach, data collection method, information about the
sample, how the primary data was obtained and how it was analysed as well as limitations of
the research and ethical considerations. Chapter four will determine the contribution of the
researcher by presenting and interpreting the primary data gathered for the research. The final
chapter, Conclusions, will present the findings in a more compact way, answering the aim and
the research questions shows the theoretical and practical contribution that this research brings
to the tourism industry and finishes with recommendations for future research.

2. Literature Review
2.1.

Experience economy

Pine and Gilmore (1998; 1999) proposed the experience economy as an emerging trend
which can help businesses enhance their performance across a wide range of industries.
Bulencea and Egger (2015) point out that some businesses outperform others mainly because
they understood the fact that they need to offer engaging and memorable experiences to their
customers and that the time for offering commodities, goods or services has passed and now is
time for the experience economy, where the main economic value comes from the staged
experiences (Figure 1). Furthermore, Bulencea and Egger (2015) suggest that the inability of a
business to customize their offerings and create a product which can be differentiated on the
market is called “commoditization”. The customers perceive all these commoditized offerings
as homogenous, and their purchasing pattern is based only on the price and accessibility of the
good or service.

7

Figure 1 Progression of economic value in the era of Experience Economy

Source: Pine and Gilmore (1999; pg. 72)

In the new concept of experience economy, Pine and Gilmore try to help businesses gain a
competitive advantage in this changing market. They explain how nowadays the consumer is
looking for experiences rather than just consuming a product, and therefore high level of quality
for products and services are no longer enough for businesses to be used as a method of
differentiating themselves from their competitors, but instead, staging experiences can make a
difference (Oh et al, 2007). Bulencea and Egger (2015) argue that it can be debatable if an
experience can be “staged” or not, because experiences are highly personal and there are a
multitude of factors that cannot be controlled by hoteliers or tourism professionals. Moreover
the interpretation of an experience by a tourist can be influenced by many things such as their
cultural background, personality, current mood, expectations, prior experiences and so on.
However, Pullman and Gross (2004) suggest that despite all these limitations, experiences can
still be designed and even if it is not guaranteed that it will become memorable, it can increase
the chances of this happening.
Over the years, the experience economy concept was introduced in the tourism literature
(Richards, 2001; Stamboulis and Skayannis 2003). Oh et al (2007) following the framework
proposed by Pine and Gilmore developed a scale to measure experiences in bed and breakfast
accommodations. They validated the framework through a quantitative study, and linked it to
arousal, creation of memories and satisfaction. Their findings show that the esthetic dimension
appeared to be the most dominant factor in the creation of memories, in contrast to the escapist
or entertainment dimensions, which had a lower impact on the tourism experience (Oh et al,
2007).
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According to Pine and Gilmore (1999), the demand for experiences is growing, therefore
the demand for goods or services which enable those experiences are growing as well.
Nowadays, any commodities such as buying coffee or going to the gym can be turned into an
experience.
But what is an experience? In the field of experience design, Bulencea and Egger (2015;
pg. 26) define experience as “encountering an event or occurrence which leaves an impression
on someone.” In other words, experiences could be described as subjective encounters, to
which the tourist participates actively or passively, and it is able to generate an impression on
the participant. But in the broader context of tourism, on one hand, as a noun, experience is
defined by Ek, Larsen, Hornskov, and Mansfeldt (2008; pg. 128) as “the observation and spatial
participation in an event.” For example, attending a concert or observing a car show could be
both dynamic and engaging experiences, but nevertheless, there is a clear limitation between
the consumer and the producer of the event. On the other hand, as a verb, Ek et al (2008; pg.
128) define the word experience as “live through emotional sensation”. In this case, the tourist
is no longer an observer, but instead they become an active participant, who subjectively lives
the experience. This includes three stages: planning and anticipating (before the event),
participating in the event (during) and telling stories and recollecting the event (after) (Tung &
Ritchie, 2011). Overall, all these phases are enablers which can stir emotional sensations, but
according to Ek et al (2008), the “during” phase is the most intense one, when the experience
is actually created, and only afterwards recollected.
In tourism, people seek memorable experiences derived from past travel experiences,
individual perceptions and motivations which can lead to different expectations. An experience
in a touristic destination leads to memories (Pine and Gilmore, 1999). In fact, tourism is about
unique experiences, visiting new places, sharing stories and creating and collecting memories
(Kahneman, 2011). Memories are to remember a particular event (Pine and Gilmore, 1999;
Gilmore and Pine, 2002), through positive or negative emotions which in turn contribute to
creating memories (Oh et al, 2007). These memories will further influence behavioral
intentions such as the intention to return, willingness to share the experience with friends and
family as well as to recommend the place visited (Loureiro, 2014; Martin, 2010). Kim et al
(2012) suggest that people tend to remember positive experiences more easily than the negative
ones, and therefore to recommend the visited area to other people, as well as sharing their
memories.
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2.2.

Tourism experiences

When it comes to tourism experiences, the pioneers Boorstin (1961) and MacCannell
(1973) discuss this emerging concept of authentic experiences. Boorstin (1961) suggests that
experiences are perceived as authentic by travellers who seek novelty, and therefore they are
willing to accept “pseudo-events” in order to feel fulfilled. This is the first time in tourism
literature when we encounter the idea of “staged events”, as it is described by Boorstin (1961;
pg. 85), “The tourist is passive; he expects interesting things to happen to him. He goes “sightseeing” (…) He expects everything to be done to him and for him.” Later, MacCannell (1973)
refers to experiences as being perceived as authentic mainly due to social interactions with
natives, which have a strong impact in the mind of the tourists. MacCannell (1973) also uses
the term of “staged events” and “staged authenticity” when he refers to the interactions between
the tourists and the locals, as being preferred by the former mainly because they expect these
kind of interactions and they perceived them as more authentic and as something to remember.
But over the years, the study of tourism experiences has become more and more important
for researchers and businesses alike (Kim & Ritchie, 2014). But even with all the attention
towards this phenomenon, there is still no central definition (Kim, 2017). Pine and Gilmore
(1999) define experiences as a distinct economic offering that can be differentiated from
services as well as from goods. In other words, the “staged” experiences created for tourists
are the foundation of experiences. They revealed for the first time the four realms of tourism
experiences (4E’s); entertainment, education, esthetics and escapism (Loureiro, 2014). And
even though each dimension by itself is unique, and could have a great impact on someone’s
experience, according to Pine and Gilmore (1999) an ideal combination of all these four realms
can create the optimal tourist experience, described as the ‘sweet spot’ (Figure 2 below). With
this proposed model, Pine and Gilmore (1999) suggest that experiences comprise of four main
dimensions categorized along two axes which show the level of participation and the tourists’
connection to the environment (absorption or immersion). The first axis refers to the tourists’
participation in the experience, which requires them to participate actively (education and
escapist) or passively (entertainment and esthetics) in the creation of the experience. The
second axis refers to the extent to which the tourist is linked to the surroundings as well as the
environment. This could be done in two ways; through absorption, when the tourist has a
certain distance from the experience such as watching a sunset, or immersion, when the tourist
is ‘drawn’ in the experience as it can happen when attending a music festival for instance. The
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4E’s are the core of designing the experiential model which is proposed in the new experience
economy theory (Quadri-Felitti & Fiore, 2012) and it was tested by other researchers in the
field of tourism (Oh et al, 2007; Quadri-Felitti & Fiore, 2012; Loureiro, 2014; Sidali,
Kastenholtz & Bianchi, 2013; Mehmetoglu & Engen, 2011). For instance, Quadri-Felitti and
Fiore (2012) applied the 4E model of the experience economy in the wine tourism, conducting
a theoretical study based on wine tourism literature combined with experience economy
literature to support their framework which they suggest it can have big implications for the
wine tourism sector. Oh et al (2007) operationalized the four realms of an experience by
creating and testing a measurement scale, starting from Pine and Gilmore’s framework (1999)
in a bed and breakfast setting. Also Mehmetoglu and Engen (2011) tested quantitatively the 4E
framework in a different context; a music festival and a museum amongst domestic and
international visitors in Norway.

Figure 2 The four realms of an experience

Source: Pine and Gilmore (1999; pg. 30)

2.2.1. Educational experiences
The educational experiences are the one through which the tourist absorbs the events that
are happening at the destination, while engaging actively in the event with both body and mind.
Usually, participating in educational experiences will increase the knowledge and skills of
tourists at the destination, either in a broader or a specific way (Oh et al, 2007). For example,
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tourists visiting a ceramic crafting workshop could learn how a ceramic vase is created, and
also have the chance to do it themselves afterwards. Some tourist destinations incorporated in
their offerings also educational activities, which could be very appealing for guests. For
instance, a destination in Iowa designed a Living History Farm where guests have the chance
to be educated about 300 years of farming history and take part in historical demonstrations of
these activities such as rope making, spinning, wood carving and many more (Oh et al, 2007).
Researchers have found that tourists have a desire for learning new things, gain insight and
develop new skills during their travelling (Richards, 2002; Sharpley & Sundaram, 2005; Poria,
Richel & Brian, 2006). Tourism motivation studies reveal that one of the push factors that
motivate people to travel is to satisfy their need for gaining knowledge (Klenosky, 2002; Pearce
& Lee, 2005). For instance, many people travel in response to their need for discovering new
cultures, historical places, languages and so on (Kim & Ritchie, 2013). Another study
conducted by Tung and Ritchie (2011a) found that educational experiences were one of the
most important components of the memorable tourism experiences. Respondents reported that
the experiences that brought them new knowledge, helped increase their skills, and achieve
personal development were amongst the most memorable for them. Therefore, it can be agreed
that in order to have an educational experience, the tourist has to increase their skill and
knowledge about something, while being actively (body and mind) engaged in the experience
(Pine & Gilmore, 1999).

2.2.2. Entertainment experiences
Entertainment is one of the oldest forms of experiences, and usually one of the most
developed in the business sector (Pine and Gilmore, 1999). These experiences usually happen
when the tourist is passively observing activities and/ or performances of others at the
destination (Oh et al, 2007). For example, cheering on their favourite pig at a pig contest or
attending a music festival could be some of the entertaining experiences that people could take
part in. Usually these types of experiences add value to destinations in the eyes of tourists, and
enrich their overall experience. In a study conducted by Crick-Furman and Prentice (2000) who
were attempting to measure tourists’ values regarding their tourism experiences, reported that
entertainment experiences were described and measured through hedonic factors such as
having fun, and experiencing feelings of happiness. Other researchers referred to these type of
entertaining experiences as hedonic too (Otto & Ritchie, 1996; Kim & Ritchie, 2013), and
reported that people are mostly seeking entertaining experiences (hedonic/pleasure) when they
12

are travelling. Kim and Ritchie (2012) describe these hedonic experiences as the ones which
offer pleasure and excitement to oneself, whilst Otto and Ritchie (1996; pg. 171) include under
the hedonic umbrella more concepts such as ‘doing something that you’d like to do’, ‘doing
something thrilling and exciting’,’ having an adventure’ or ‘having fun’. Therefore, we could
agree that all these experiences could be part of the entertainment realm, as described by Pine
and Gilmore (1999).

2.2.3. Esthetics experiences
Similar to the entertaining experiences, esthetic experiences require the tourist to be
passively involved in the experience, and the ‘offering’ to catch their attention, and keep them
preoccupied. The esthetic dimension usually refers to activities such as indulging in the
environment or admiring landscapes. Oh et al (2007) describe these types of experiences as
focused on the environment, where the tourist is able to enjoy the features of a destination
without affecting the nature or the environment that surrounds them. It just lets them be there,
without any active interference. The tourist is able to passively enjoy the surroundings or
landscapes which most of the time has a great impact on their senses. This realm is described
as having a greater depth and level of immersion due to the visual stimuli through which is
represented and created (Mehmetoglu & Engen, 2011).

2.2.4. Escapist experiences
The escapist realm lets tourists submerge into a new self. Usually, tourism offers the means
for people to escape their mundane lives and routines and just experience new things, or change
the scenery. Escapist experiences require the tourist to actively participate in the experience,
and they have the chance to contribute in the creation of the experience (Pine & Gilmore, 1999).
These experiences require more immersion and involvement from the tourist side than the
educational and entertainment experiences (Oh et al, 2007). Thus these experiences usually
involve doing something new, getting out of your comfort zone and take part in different
experiences (Otto & Ritchie, 1996). A lot of researchers found novelty as being a great
component of memorable tourism experiences, confirming altogether the framework proposed
by Pine and Gilmore (Kim, Ritchie & McCormick, 2010; Chandralal & Valenzuela, 2013;
Tung and Ritchie, 2011a). It is very appealing for people to escape their daily routines and
replace it with doing something new and exciting.
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2.3.

Memorable tourism experiences (MTEs’)

Taking into consideration the connection between tourism experiences and memories, it is
significant for contemporary research as well as tourism practice to also have an understanding
of what a memorable experience comprises of (Kim & Ritchie, 2013). As a consequence,
studies trying to conceptualize and measure memorable experience started to emerge. Tung
and Ritchie (2011a; 1377) propose four dimensions of memorable experiences: affect (mostly
positive emotions, while negative emotions were seldom recalled), expectations,
consequentiality (social relationships, self-development and discovery) and recollection.
Furthermore, Kim et al (2012; pg. 20) developed a measuring scale where they described seven
dimensions of tourism experiences which can facilitate the creation of memorable experiences:
hedonism (thrilled for new experiences, excitement), refreshment (enjoying sense of freedom),
local culture, meaningfulness (learn about oneself), knowledge, involvement and novelty.
Boswijk, Peelen, Olthof and Beddow (2012) as cited in Bulencea and Egger (2015) came up
with another definition of what memorable experiences should comprise of. In their book,
Boswijk et al (2012) describe five features that an experience should entail, in order to be
considered as memorable; to create the feeling of anticipation and looking forward for
something, to involve all senses of an individual, to alter the awareness of time, to have
emotional involvement, and to be unique and irreversible for the individual.
Pine and Gilmore (1998, pp. 102-104) are the ones responsible for the paradigm shift from
delivering services to creation of experiences and point out five principles on how to design an
experience: theme the experience, combine impressions with positive cues, eliminate negative
encounters, introduce memorabilia and engage the guest with all their five senses.
To support these proposed models, Schmitt (1999) suggests that experiences are private
events which cannot be self-generated, and in turn they happen as a response to a staged
situation which involves the entire persona. In turn, Uriely (2005) argues that experiences are
mostly created by each individual rather than being staged to which he adds that tourism
experiences are opposed to everyday life activities. Mossberg (2007) defines tourism
experiences as a combination of multiple elements which together engage the consumer in an
emotional, physical, intellectual and spiritual way. Lashley (2008) takes it one step further and
connects the experiences with the memories, proposing that the tourism experience not only
engages the customer in an emotional way, but is also an important component in the creation
of memories. In a more recent approach, Staiff (2014) incorporates almost all the elements
previously mentioned and describes the tourism experience as an embodied experience which
14

can occur by engaging actively in the tourism setting with all the five senses, as well as through
emotional senses which in turn contribute to the creation of memories.
Tung and Ritchie (2011a) describe a memorable experience as meaningful experience
which is recollected and recreated by the tourist when describing a certain travel experience.
However, Kim et al (2012) point out that not all travel experiences are memorable, and as such
they are selectively reconstructed by the tourists’ based on their own perception about the
experience. Meaning, that there is a discrepancy between different experiences and what
triggers memories for each individual based on their past experiences, expectations and
personal perceptions about a phenomenon. But an important component of memorable
experiences, as noted by Tung and Ritchie (2011a) consists in positive emotions and feelings
associated with that particular lived experience. Alongside with positive emotions, Haldrup
and Larsen (2003) found that another essential component of a memorable experience consist
in social interaction with locals, companions or other people. In another study, Chandralal,
Rindfleish and Valenzuela (2015) stress out that there are two main domains through which we
can measure memorable experiences (cognitive and affective), each having more detailed subthemes. Furthermore, they claim that some of the previous research examining MTEs use
students as samples (Larsen & Jenssen, 2004; Morgan & Xu, 2009; Tung & Ritchie, 2011a),
and they should not be regarded as typical tourists. As a consequence, the proposed scales for
measuring MTEs should be investigated from more general perspectives, on more
representative samples rather than students (Chandralal et al, 2015).

2.4.

Rural Tourism

The rural tourism concept has not been clearly labeled yet, but over the years many different
definitions have been formulated, all focusing on a certain feature: countryside experience
(Kiper & Özdemir 2012). Jafaar, Rasoolimanesh and Lonik (2015) describe rural tourism as a
tool for revitalization, which stimulates economic development (Dorobanțu & Nistoreanu,
2012), enhances employment and income (Egbali, Nosrat & Sayyed Ali, 2011; Sharpley, 2002)
and provides entrepreneurship opportunities (Soare, Zugravu & Costachie, 2011). The growth
of rural tourism has been most noticeable in the western countries of Europe, where travel
agencies have worked hard to promote their rural areas through press and media (Soare,
Zugravu & Costachie, 2011).
Romania is seen as a rural country (Iorio and Corsale, 2010), with more than half of the
country’s surface considered a touristic heaven, with enormous touristic potential (Paven,
15

2015). According to Dimitrovski, Todorović and Valjarević (2012) rural areas from Romania
have a unique opportunity to attract tourists by creating an emotional connection due to the
beauty of the landscapes, multitude of historical and heritage sites, as well as unique traditions
and customs. According to Kwortnik (2010), experiences have become essential for rural
tourism, because people are looking to escape from the mundane services and search for
something more memorable. Furthermore, Lane and Kastenholz (2015) underline how
essential is for rural areas to enhance the tourist experiences by taking advantage of their unique
features (landscape, cultural and historical heritage, customs and tradition, unique lifestyle,
rural activities) which allows them to offer memorable experiences in order to be successful in
todays’ competitive market.

2.4.1. Rural tourism experience
The rural tourism experience comprises of an amalgam of resources, attractions, services,
people and environments encountered at a destination, which combined together can provide
the overall tourist experience (Kastenholz et al, 2017). In a similar fashion, Kastenholz et al
(2012) suggest that the rural tourism experience should comprise of factors such as hospitality,
traditions, physical attributes of the destination (e.g. landscape) as well as rural lifestyle as the
main components that help in the creation of a lived experience, co-created together by the
tourists, locals and tourism suppliers. Indeed, the tourism experience is usually co-created by
multiple parties: the locals, the suppliers and last but not least, the tourists.
The local population contributes a great deal in the creation of the tourist experience. They
actively help the tourist ‘discover’ and experience the rural areas. By sharing their knowledge
of the regions’ history, culture, customs and traditions, or even offer a closer look of the way
they are living, they can help build relationships between the tourist and the destination,
enhancing the overall experience (Elands & Lengkeek, 2000). The service providers’ role
obviously lies in their ability to design the products and offerings in a manner that would be
appealing for the rural target market, but also to provide the intangible products such as
services, reliability and responsiveness (Knutson & Beck, 2004). And of course, the most
important agent in creating the tourist experience is of course the guest. They assume an active
role in creating their own experience through all the stages of the trip; before, during and after
(Ek, Larsen, Hornskov & Mansfeldt, 2008), and their participation to the experience (active or
passive, either by absorbing or immersing the experience) are a crucial part to the way the
tourist lives the experience, or how they remember it afterwards (Knutson & Beck, 2004).
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Researchers have tried to pin down how the rural experience should be created, what should
comprise of and what should encompass. Therefore, in their study, Kastenholz et al (2012)
tried to understand how to manage the rural tourism experience. They found that the rural
experience should focus on the affective domain, represented by positive emotions, sensory
elements that relate to the nature and rural environment, as well as cognitive aspects
represented by novelty, local hospitality and cultural and historical elements. Another element
should be in the form of memorabilia (e.g. souvenirs, post cards, key-chains), which can
enhance the experience, creating vivid memories over time, as well as enriching the stories told
later to other people. Furthermore, they suggest that for an experience to be considered
memorable it needs to have an emotional and symbolical significance in the mind of the tourist,
either represented by the traditional rural images, or to be associated with the urban vision of
rurality represented by escapism and peace of mind.
In another study, Loureiro (2014) proposed a framework for the rural experience economy,
starting from Pine and Gilmores’ theory relating to the experience economy in order to have a
better understanding of the effect of the experience economy on tourists’ in a rural setting, and
how it can further influence place attachment and behavioural intentions through memories
and emotions.
Figure 3 Rural experience framework

Source: Loureiro (2014, pg.4)

In her framework, Loureiro (2014) shows how positive memories can lead to place
attachment and behavioural intent. Figure 3 above shows how the rural experience economy
can influence the tourists’ pleasant arousal as well as positive memories. In turn, the pleasant
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arousal influences memories, place attachment and the tourists’ behavioural intentions. Also
the positive memories will influence place attachment as well as tourists’ behavioural
intentions and finally, place attachment will influence behavioural intentions. Loureiro (2014)
conclude her findings by explaining how the esthetic dimension proposed by Pine and Gilmore
(1999) and Oh et al (2007) emerges as the most relevant in shaping the overall touristic
experience. In other words, esthetics represents the passive participation of the rural tourist
who enjoys the stimuli provided by the environment and contemplation of landscape using all
the five senses. Following esthetics, the next dimension described by Loureiro (2014) as
significant for rural experience economy is the educational realm (Pine and Gilmores’
framework, 1999) which represents the active participation of the rural consumer in activities
such as learning how to make handicrafts, recreational activities or participation in theme fairs
as becoming part of the memorable experiences in the mind of the consumer.
Another study conducted by Kastenholz and Lima (2011) tried to pin down the rural
tourism experience from the tourists’ point of view in order to have a clearer picture of what
the tourist is interested in, and how to adjust the rural offering accordingly. Their results show
that the focal point of the tourist lies in gaining knowledge about the ‘ancient’, traditions and
customs, as well as taking advantage of the beauty of landscape as a means to escape. The
findings suggest that the countryside is imagined as a perfect place for rest, escape, contemplate
and live a simpler life, opposed to the urban way of living. However, Kastenholz and Lima
(2011) emphasize the fact that rural destinations should still search for alternatives to create
also dynamic activities which could attract more target markets but without damaging the
natural, cultural, historical or social environments.

2.5.

Summary

As presented throughout this chapter, numerous philosophical ideas contribute to the
present form of rural ideology and the formation of rural tourism as we know it today. There
is no clear definition of rural tourism, but overall all authors describe it as country experience
that includes a wide range of activities in a non-urban area (Dobranțu and Nistoreanu, 2012)
as well as a concept that creates place attachment, loyalty and therefore intention to return
(Delheure et al, 2014, Loureiro, 2014). Also the tourism experience in a rural setting is heavily
influenced by the 4 realms described by Pine and Gilmore (1999) (entertainment, escapist,
esthetics and educational), and usually by combining them the tourist can have the optimal
rural experience.
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These findings are valuable because it will help the researcher analyse and have a better
understanding of the primary data collected for the research. The next chapter, Methodology,
will explain in more details the main tool for collecting primary data and how this data was
analysed.

3. Methodology
3.1.

Introduction

The following chapter focuses on presenting the research strategy employed for the
proposed research, as well as the empirical techniques applied in order to answer the aim and
objective of this research paper. The research strategy follows a clear path derived from the
aim and objective, specifying the method chosen to collect the primary data and also taking
into consideration the limitations and constraints which can occur (Saunders, Lewis &
Thornhill, 2016). In this particular study, the researcher will focus on finding out what tourists’
perceive as being memorable in rural tourism, and more importantly, why is it memorable.
This chapter will be structured into multiple sections outlining the reasons for primary data
methods, how the data will be collected and further analyzed, how the sample was chosen and
what limitations did the research have.

3.2.

Area of study

Cluj Napoca is the fourth largest city in Romania, situated in the heart of Transylvania
(MonitorulCluj, 2018). But not just the city is a main point of attraction for visitors. The rural
areas from Cluj Napoca County are famous for the beauty of the landscapes, numerous citadels,
castles, mountains, lakes, national parks, waterfalls and many more (Ghid Local Cluj, 2018a).
The natural and cultural resources are one of the reasons why a large number of tourists choose
to take a break and enjoy the beauty of the places in this county. According to Digi24 (2015),
Cluj County was declared the “champion of rural tourism”, receiving around 235.000 visitors
by the month of September of the same year, most of them being domestic visitors, while 21%
were international tourists. On a national level, this reveals the positioning of Cluj Napocas’
County in the tourists’ preferences (see Figure 4 below), being highly regarded with the biggest
increased of tourists in 2017, compared to other cities in Romania.
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Figure 4. Arrivals in Cluj Napoca County and other rival counties in the first 8 months
of 2017
National Average

Source: Adapted from Fernoaga (2017) – Number of tourists in Cluj Napoca County

Manu (2014) acknowledges that the most visited rural areas from the county are located
around the villages of Bucea, Negreni, Mărișel, Beliș and Sâncraiu, all very famous for their
landscapes, preservation of traditions and historical vestiges. Figure 5 below shows the villages
visited by the researcher during the collection of primary data.
Figure 5. Study area and visited villages
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Source: Adapted from Cosma (2018) – Hartă turistică a județului Cluj

3.3.

Research approach

Research approach, data collection methods, sampling, as well as creating and refining the
research instrument design are a vital part when creating a methodological framework for
research (O’Leary, 2004). For the research to be achievable, the better suited research method
had to be chosen. On one hand, quantitative research is based on quantity, allowing the research
to measure and replicate different aspects of the researched subject (Kumar, 2011). On the
other hand, qualitative research is concerned with phenomena involving quality; it’s nonnumerical and helps the researcher answer questions such as “why”, “how” and “what
happened” (Rajasekar et al, 2006). In this vein, the present research undertook a qualitative
approach mainly due to the fact that the focus is on peoples’ own personal experiences.
Moreover, due to the fact that experiences are naturally subjective and interpretive, Catterall
and Maclaran (2002) suggest that a qualitative approach is better suited to research this type of
phenomenon. Moreover, qualitative interviews are often used when the researcher wants to get
a deeper understanding regarding a phenomenon or peoples’ experiences (deMarrais, 2004).
Also Veal (2011) underlines that in a qualitative research the respondents are more inclined to
talk freely about their feelings and experiences, when they are not constraint by a pre-set
framework imposed by the researcher.

3.4.

Data collection

As the purpose of this study is to find in depth information regarding tourists’ memorable
experiences in the rural county of Cluj Napoca, the researcher considered semi-structured
interviews as better fitted to obtain the primary data needed. Saunders et al (2016) describe
semi-structured interviews as more informal and flexible, allowing the researcher to conduct
them either in-person, or online. Kumar (2011) points out that the advantage of conducting face
to face interviews lies in the possibility of creating a connection between the interviewer and
the respondent while conducting the interview, making them feel more comfortable and open.
Furthermore, O’Leary (2004) suggests that this established rapport between the interviewer
and the interviewee, could lead to more meaningful and detailed answers. In addition, face to
face interviews give the researcher the possibility to gather not just verbal data, but also nonverbal data by paying attention to body language (Kumar, 2011).
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Therefore, ten face to face semi-structured interviews were conducted with a convenience
sample of tourists who have travelled in the rural area of Cluj Napoca. Due to the time
constraints that the present study is imposing, the collected number of interviews was
considered appropriate and sufficient. All interviews were audio taped, with the permission of
the interviewee, and transcribed afterwards. In addition, the researcher also took notes in order
to obtain more accurate data. The choice of semi-structured interviews was because in a semistructured interview, the questions can vary depending on the flow of the conversation or the
answers given by the interviewee (Saunders et al, 2016). Also a semi-structured interview,
allows the researcher to go more in depth with the topic by asking additional questions, while
covering all the relevant areas that need to be discussed by following a pre-created checklist of
certain topics that need to be covered (Berg, 2002).
As previously mentioned, the main tool for collecting the primary data was through semistructured interviews. An interview guide (See Appendix A) was created containing a few
topics which were explored in order to uncover the respondents’ point of view regarding their
memorable experiences. For each theme the researcher prepared some open-ended questions
to guide the interview, which were asked depending on the flow of the conversation, and not
in a pre-set order. Additional questions such as “why” and “how come” were asked in order to
get more in depth information from the respondent. All interviews were conducted in a quiet
place in order to encourage the respondents to talk freely and avoid possible distractions and
loud noises. The interviews were conducted in Romanian, as all respondents were domestic
visitors, and translated afterwards in English for the analysis. All interviews were conducted in
person, and lasted approximately between 30-45 minutes. For ethical considerations, the
researcher promised anonymity and confidentiality to the respondents (Veal, 2011).

3.5.

Sampling

Veal (2011) describes sampling as the process of selecting a number of individuals from a
larger population, with the purpose of conducting a study. According to Saunders et al (2016)
the chosen sample for a study has to be related to the population described in the research
question. In this vein, due to the focus of this research on one specific rural area from Romania,
the respondents chosen had to have travelled in that certain area in order to be a viable candidate
for the interview. Because of this aspect, the researcher chose the convenience sampling
technique for this study. This method allowed the researcher to engage respondents which were
conveniently located in the study area. Etikan, Musa and Alkasim (2016) describe convenience
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sampling as a nonprobability sampling, where the targeted population meets certain criteria
such as accessibility and availability. The respondents were selected based on their availability
and willingness to participate in this study, but the aim was to select a variety of ages and
genders in order to have broader perspectives (Quinlan, 2011). Therefore, the respondents were
aged between 25 and 50 years old, male and female, all living in different urban areas.
Regarding education, all the respondents had a university degree in different fields but when it
comes to income, the researcher did not ask due to the fact it was not important for the present
research.

3.6.

Conducting the research

During the month of April the researcher travelled to four villages (Bucea, Negreni, Valea
Draganului and Mărișel) located in Cluj Napoca County, Romania over a period of two
weekends. These villages were preferred by the researcher due to their convenient location,
being close to each other and because of the time constrain that the researcher had for collecting
primary data. The researcher booked accommodation in two rural facilities in two different
locations (Bucea and Mărișel) to be able to gather the primary data needed. The researcher
visited the above mentioned locations during weekends, mainly because most of the people
travel in rural areas during that period of the week. Also the warm temperatures were another
reason why there were a lot of tourists travelling in the area.
Semi-structured in depth interviews were conducted with tourists accommodated in rural
facilities in those four villages. Prior to conducting the interviews, the researcher asked
permission from the owners to conduct interviews with their guests. Having their approval, the
researcher approached the respondents Saturday evenings and Sunday mornings while being
in a comfortable state of relaxing outdoors, and were kindly asked if they would be willing and
would have the time to participate in this study. Before conducting the interviews, the
researcher asked for permission to record the interview, and assured the respondents that all
data is anonymous, confidential and used only for academic purposes. Following, the
interviews were conducted in a private and quiet space, in order for the respondents to be more
inclined to talk freely about their experiences and emotions, without being heard or interrupted.
The interviews were recorded using a handheld electronic device and lasted approximately
between 30-45 minutes each. All interviews were conducted in Romanian, due to the fact that
the respondents were domestic tourists, and Romania is not an English speaking country. For
the analysis, the interviews were translated in English when the transcripts were made. A total
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number of 10 respondents were interviewed, all of them spending at least one night in an
accommodation facility in one of those villages.

3.7.

Data analysis

For the data analysis, the researcher will follow a thematic analysis, in order to identify,
analyze and report different patterns that will emerge from the data collected (Braun & Clarke,
2006). This approach for data analysis was chosen because thematic analysis is also used in
exploring the motivations, perceptions and experiences of tourists (Ryan & Higgins, 2006).
Thematic analysis is also employed when the focus of a research is related to the participants’
lived experiences, seeking to understand what they think and feel (Clarke & Braun, 2016).
Moreover, as pointed out by Walters (2016), thematic analysis is very often used in the field
of tourism as a method for interpreting written documents, such as interviews.
According to Vaismoradi, Turunen and Bondas (2013) thematic analysis is used to examine
material from peoples’ life stories, usually by breaking down text into smaller pieces, and
interpreting it afterwards aided by the codes and the themes which emerge from the data
collected. Coding is the process through which the researcher identifies words or phrases that
describe a certain phenomenon in the data, with a similar meaning (O’Leary, 2004). It implies
attaching a label (code) to units across the data that symbolizes a meaning, making it easier and
more accessible for future analysis.
Even though software analysis was available, the researcher preferred to code the data
manually, by assigning colors to each of the emerging theme. Therefore, while reading the
interview transcripts, the researcher focused on tracking words and phrases which were
interrelated afterwards in order to identify the emerging themes. After the coding was done, all
the emerged themes were furthered collapsed into broader themes in order to be more easily
managed and interpreted.

3.8.

Limitations of the research

While conducting this study, the researcher encountered some limitations which played a
big role in the outcome of this paper. Firstly, the sample size was limited mainly due to time
constraints; therefore the number of respondents was limited to ten interviewees. Secondly, the
time framework also forced the researcher to travel to the study area during the month of April
which is not considered high season for Romanian rural tourism. Time and distance constraints
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also did not make possible for the researcher to travel to more rural destinations, therefore the
villages close to the Apuseni Natural Park were not included in this study. This could have
been beneficial for the present study in order to have a bigger sample size, and because it is an
important touristic destination for rural tourism in Cluj Napoca County being promoted on
multiple sites and travel guides (TravelGuideRomania, 2018; Ghid Local Cluj, 2018b;
VisitCluj, 2018)
Another limitation was encountered during the interviews, mainly because the duration of
the interviews could not be extended more than 45 minutes due to issues regarding the
availability of the respondents, because some interviews were conducted in the morning before
they were leaving and did not have too much time, or in the evenings before dinner time,
because afterwards everyone had plans with their friends and family to spend the rest of the
evening. Also the fact that they were on vacation might have influenced their willingness to
spend more time responding to questions because most of them came to relax and have a good
time together with their friends and family rather than being interviewed.

3.9.

Ethical considerations

Due to the fact that this paper seeks to find out more about peoples’ personal experiences,
feelings and memories, through in-depth interviews ethical considerations are needed. In this
vein, each respondent was asked if they would be willing to participate in this study. Also
through a consent form (See Appendix B), the respondents were asked if they would give their
permission to be audio recorded, while being assured that their names would be kept
confidential and their answers used only in academic purposes.
Also the owners or the managers of the accommodations were asked for verbal permission
to conduct the interviews in their properties and were assured that the researcher would not
make the guests feel uncomfortable.

3.10. Summary
To conclude, this chapter presents the steps taken in order to collect the data needed for the
research. Also it introduces the reader to the primary research collection method which is
essential because in the following chapter this data will be interpreted and analyzed. The area
of study was chosen due to the popularity which it has amongst tourists, as well as the ease of
access that the researcher had. Also in order to explore in depth what memorable experiences
do tourists have in the area, as well as why these experiences are important, the researcher
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conducted semi-structured interviews, which seemed as the most suited method for the data
collection. Also by analyzing the gathered material, the researcher will be able to distinguish
more in depth what does a memorable experience comprises of in the context of rural tourism,
and why are they perceived as memorable or not.
Nevertheless, the imposed timeframe for this paper brought some limitations to this
research in terms of number of respondents, area of study as well as the period for data
collection.

4. Findings and discussion
4.1.

Introduction

Data analysis is an essential part of any research, and its complexity is directly linked to
the aim, objective and research questions of the paper (Saunders et al, 2016). As previously
mentioned, thematic analysis was employed by the researcher as the method for analysing
primary data resulting from the interviews. Through coding, the researcher identified the
following themes presented bellows (See Figure 5), which were interpreted with a critical eye.
The use of direct quotations from respondents was intended to better illustrate the findings.
The findings are presented in the form of emerged themes representing what memorable
experience tourists have in a rural setting, accompanied by the respondents’ reasons as to why
their experiences were memorable.

4.2.

Emerging themes

The researcher investigated what memorable experiences do tourists encounter in the rural
area of Cluj Napoca County, as well as why those experiences were considered memorable.
Each respondent provided different reasons, and the following figure provides an outline of the
depicted themes which emerged from the analysis of the interviews.
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Figure 6. Antecedents of memorable experiences in rural tourism

Activities
Why the experience was
memorable

Escape
the
mundane
Landscape
Social
Relations

 Recollection of
their past
 New experiences
 Self-development
 Peace of mind
 Feelings of pride

Local
food
Positive
emotions

4.2.1. Activities

Most of the memorable experiences that the respondents encountered were described in the
form of different activities. From horseback riding to milking cows, feeding sheep, fishing or
canoeing, what people perceive as a memorable experience differs from person to person. This
was highlighted by Sthapit and Coudounaris (2017) as they explain that two people cannot
have the same experience mainly due to the highly subjective nature of experiences.
For one of the respondents horseback riding was one of the most memorable experiences
she had during her visit in the study area. The reason why this experience was memorable for
the respondent was due to the emotional impact it had. This activity provided a gateway for the
respondent to recollect a happy moment from her past, and automatically to classify this
activity as a memorable experience. As one interviewee emphasized, “maybe because this
activity triggered something in my subconscious. It reminded me of that happy day when I was
12 years old and I went horseback riding with my grandfather for the first time (…) Amazing
day. I even get goose bumps now thinking about it” (Interview 1). Nostalgia could be a reason
why people tend to refer to some of their past travel experiences as memorable, especially due
to the connection it provides with a happy moment from their past (Tung and Ritchie, 2011b).
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This not only allows them to reminiscence that particular moment, but also to relieve it while
adding a new dimension to it, making it therefore more memorable in the same time.
An interesting finding was the willingness and interest shown by Romanian tourists to take
part in the daily activities that are still performed nowadays in the countryside. Therefore,
milking cows or feeding sheep were some of the activities that were mentioned during the
interviews. The novelty behind these type or rural activities was the reason why they were
considered memorable by respondents. Reder, Donovan and Erickson (2002) reported that
there is a strong connection between experiencing something for the first time, and the human
memory. And as Kim and Ritchie (2013) describe, unique and atypical events are better
recollected by people rather than more common events. As one participant said, “I never fed a
lamb before. He sat in my lap, all tiny and fluffy and let me fed him. He even fell asleep
afterwards in my arms. It was the most beautiful experience I ever had.” (Interview 5)
Taking part in rural activities could become a memorable experience for someone,
especially if they did not have any previous encounters with this agrarian lifestyle, and they
lived their whole lives only in the city. One respondent highlighted this aspect by saying ““I
did this (milking cows) for the first time in my life, and it was something I will never forget.
Never had the chance, because I don’t have relatives in the countryside and it was an amazing
experience to actually do it, and drink the warm fresh milk afterwards, milked with my own
hands” (Interview 3).
Also new experiences encountered by the respondents such as rafting or canoeing were
described as memorable, mainly due to thrill and excitement that those experiences brought
them. Kim and Ritchie (2013) describe these types of new and thrilling experiences as hedonic,
and suggest that they are an important component of the travel experience. Thus, it is not
surprising that an entertaining experience (Pine & Gilmore, 1999) is remembered more vividly
than other experiences, mainly due to the amalgam of positive emotions that it brings. As one
respondent pointed out, “the most vivid memory about my trip was when we all went rafting.
It was my first time, and I wanted to try it, now that I had the chance, and I can say it was
something that I will remember for a very long time. Because it was an amazing experience,
very fun, and intense” (Interview 7). Moreover, learning something new creates an opportunity
for the tourist to increase their skills and knowledge about something, while actively
participating and contributing to the creation of the experience. These educational experiences
could be deemed as meaningful by tourists, because it also provides them with the opportunity
to not only gain knowledge, but also to learn about one-self. “For me, canoeing was the most
intense and amazing experience I had here. Also because I did not know how to do it, neither
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I have ever been in a canoe before. So being here, with my friends, and learning something
new made this whole trip ten times better, also because I’m not that good at sports. So being
capable to learn this, made me very happy and feel very proud with myself” (Interview 2).
Prentice’s romantic paradigm (2004) illustrates very well how the intrinsic motivation of
tourists makes them want to engage more in these educational tourism experiences, actively or
passively, as a means to gain knowledge and personal growth.
Therefore, when respondents were describing their memorable encounters, these were
constructed by interpreting the overall context of the experience, not focusing only on one
element, but more like combining different dimensions from the experience realms. Thus, it
was not surprising that some memorable experiences encompassed the entertainment and the
escapist realms, which in a rural setting is very possible to experience in the same time. Fishing
was one of these types of activity, where the excitement to catch a fish is combined with the
calm and relaxing environment that surrounds you: “To sit quiet, at the edge of the water, in a
perfect silence was unforgettable. Only the birds were singing, and the only thing you could
feel was the wind. I have missed this. The quietness; that was memorable. And of course, the
joy every now and then when you actually catch a fish” (Interview 2).

4.2.2. Escaping the mundane
With the rapid development of technology in the modern society, dating back to the 19th
century, the idea of enjoying nature and sublime landscapes began to become more and more
prominent in the eyes of people (Mehmetoglu & Olsen, 2003). As a consequence, this aspect
created the foundation for nature and rural tourism which are encountered in the contemporary
tourism behavior, as underlined by a respondent: “I came back here for the quietness and
peacefulness that this place is bringing me. I live in the city, downtown, and the constant noise
is unbearable sometimes. And then I need to escape in a place like this. Where all you see are
green fields, the forest and you can only hear pleasant noises, or sometimes nothing at all. Just
the presence of the nature” (Interview 8).
Therefore, it is not surprising that escaping the mundane and indulging in a quiet and less
stressful environment were recurring phrases used by respondents when describing their
experiences and reasons for returning in a rural setting. The escapist experiences are the most
sought out by people when travelling to a destination. In the context of rural tourism, being
able to escape from daily routines and the busy life from the city, and connect with the nature
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in a peaceful and quiet environment is highly regarded by people (Kastenholtz & Lima, 2011),
as the next excerpts shows: “For me, a person who was born in an urban area, and who still
lives in the city, the fact that I could experience nature and peacefulness by coming here was
like a breath of fresh air” (Interview 6). “For me, these excursions are doing wonders, and I
would recommend to everyone to spend at least one weekend here and to disconnect from the
daily stress. Just enjoy all the beauty that this rural area has to offer, explore the surroundings
and to let themselves mesmerized by the life of the Transylvanian village” (Interview 10).

4.2.3. Landscape

Even though in the context of rural tourism the escapist dimension resurfaced from the
responses given, the most predominant dimension related to this theme is still the esthetics.
Being able to indulge in beautiful sceneries and experience pristine nature were recurring codes
across data. And even though nature and landscapes might be comparable, they are still unique
and beautiful anywhere you go, and it can have a great impact on someone’s’ experience
making it special and memorable: “Don’t get me wrong, I agree there are other beautiful rural
areas in the country. We’ve been in other places as well, but I don’t know… it feels like here
the air is different (laughs), more invigorating, more fresh and sweeter. And the grass is
greener. And it is also very similar to the place I grew up” (Interview 1). The recurring
discourse about past experiences is evoked here once more, showing how big of an impact past
recollections have on someone’s experience, and in can influence their experience in a positive
or a negative way.
Moreover, Western ideologies perceive nature as something beautiful and unspoiled
(Wang, 2000). These ideologies were adopted by Eastern countries as well (Dobrantu &
Nistoreanu, 2012), especially because most of those countries surfaces are covered with plain
fields and untouched forests. Therefore, it was not uncommon that respondents emphasized the
beauty of the scenery and pristine nature when recollecting their experiences in the area:
“Going to the lake was an amazing experience. The water was crystal clear, but in some areas
with shades of green, yellow and blue because of the sun. It was so beautiful…A spectacle of
colors, like in a painting. Extraordinary” (Interview 3). The encounters with nature were often
associated with the sublime and described as memorable, also in association with the novelty
and romanticism of the experience, as shown in the next excerpt: “I’ve never seen a rural
sunset before. The multitude of colors, the last rays of sun shining over the edge of trees ... Just
magnificent! And it was also very romantic because I was also having a picnic with my
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boyfriend during this event” (Interview 4). But the respondents experiences in relation to the
landscape was not limited only to what the eye can see, but also the feelings that arise from
admiring the surroundings. Thus words as ‘freedom’ and ‘unburden’ were mentioned when
describing the landscape, as the next excerpt shows; “You wake up in the morning, sit on your
balcony with a cup of coffee and all you can see is pure green. All that your eye can encompass
it’s just never ending fields bathing in the sun. And you feel so free, and unburdened, like you
could fly from here. The nature is just amazingly beautiful” (Interview 9).
Due to the multiple dimensions which construct an experience (Tung and Ritchie, 2011a),
describing them usually includes multiple factors that contributed in the creation of that
experience. Thus it was not surprising to discover that a very influential part in recollecting
memorable experiences, when not focusing on the activity in itself, included other people and
the attributes that they bring to the overall experience, making it as something to remember.

4.2.4. Social Relations, Family and Friends

Experiences are different than mere products, and therefore sometimes there are multiple
factors that contribute to the creation of an experience, rather than happening as an isolated
situation. This means other stimuli are involved in the creation process, and in multiple
instances, those stimuli are represented by other people (Kim & Ritchie, 2013) who in some
cases contribute at transforming a simple experience, into something truly unique and
memorable, as the next interviewee underlined:
“Besides the fun activities, being able to do them with my friends was a great experience, filled
with excitement and happy moments. My friends always make everything better, and having
the chance to do this (rafting) with them made this trip truly memorable”(Interview 7).
For another respondent, the interaction with his family made the experience unique. The
idea of closeness and togetherness was present in his response to as why the trip was deemed
as memorable: “Just to be able to be with my family. We don’t get to see each other too often,
now that I moved away from home, and this trip was the perfect moment to catch up and be all
together. Having a nice barbeque outdoors, in the nature, enjoying a glass of wine with my
sister and talk with her, was the highlight of my trip, which I will cherish forever” (Interview
9).
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But not only the close relatives and friends are responsible for these memorable
experiences. Short term encounters also create valuable moments for tourists, especially
because they are unexpected to happen, thus having a great impact on someone’s’ experience,
as the next excerpt shows: “After a very long hike, coming out of the forest we realized we were
very far away from our accommodation, and very thirsty. After we kept walking, we saw a
small house in the middle of nowhere. Sitting outside, was a tiny old lady, knitting something.
She realized we got lost, and she gave us water, some apples and a knitted sweater because
nighttime was getting cold, all without accepting any money. I will never forget her kindness”
(Interview 10). People regard these encounters very highly, especially when they are
accompanied with positive emotions (Chandralal & Valenzuela, 2013). People remember acts
of free kindness and hospitality, especially because they are not forced, and come out as natural,
and uninterested, thus teaching them a life lesson which in turn becomes a memorable
experience.
Other type of social encounters usually involve the owners of the accommodation facilities
which usually they are there almost all the time, running the business and taking care of the
guests. These types of encounters become more personal in time for repeated visitors, and
create a stronger connection between the guest and the host, enhancing their experience and
creating long lasting friendships; “A big role in our amazing experience was played by the
owners of this place. You can see they are fully committed to this business, and to offer more
than a bed for the night. They offer an experience, being very involved in making the guests
feel just like home. Mrs. Isabella and Mr. Robert are extraordinary. They always made our
stays more enjoyable, they always wait for us with open arms and as I was saying, they offered
us a second home. Ahmm.. And that is something that you don’t experience everywhere”
(Interview 8).
Also being in a destination provides the opportunity to interact with other fellow travellers.
Even though they are not the main purpose for travelling, these momentarily encounters can
contribute a great deal to someone’s experience. Especially if they are happy interactions,
which allow people to have a good time together, and relate to each other in a meaningful way,
regardless of who they are: “During this event (wine tasting organized at the accommodation)
we met other tourists who were as passionate about wine as me and my husband. And it was a
great experience to meet and discuss with other people who share the same interest. We had a
very great time, and made a lot of friends, and with some of them, we still keep in touch”
(Interview 6).
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4.2.5. Traditions and rural lifestyle

The memorable experiences included in this theme often contained some features which
were present in the other themes discussed above. But the main differentiator is that these
experiences included traditional activities or customs, which are different depending on the
region you are in. Most of the activities described here are specific for the Cluj Napoca area,
and they are different than the ones performed in other areas, even though they are close by. In
this vein, watching locals perform traditional Romanian dances, while wearing traditional
clothing from Cluj Napoca region was described as a memorable experience.
“The owners organized for the guests a traditional night with dances from Cluj Napoca
region, and they had people dressed in the traditional clothing, specific for the region. It was
so beautiful and impressive to see that these customs are still preserved even today, and that
they are shown not just to locals, but to foreigners as well. I was so proud to be Romanian in
that moment, like saying ‘Look, my country is beautiful too’!” (Interview 2).
Being able to witness a part of your own history, and culture is something that most
Romanians take pride into, and also due to the fact that we are eager to promote ourselves as a
beautiful and worthy to visit country, these aspects are an important part of their touristic
experiences. As the next respondent emphasized, “at the time of check in, we were greeted with
a shot of ‘pălincă'1 together with some bread and salt. We love these customs and we enjoy
them very much because they are starting to get lost with all these modernizations and
technology. For us it was magical, some sort of ‘welcome pack’ totally different from what you
get if you travel across Europe, and I believe these things should be appreciated and promoted
in order to attract more tourists to our beautiful country” (Interview 10). Besides the feeling
of pride, it can be spotted here a romantic feeling for the traditional way of life, as well as
nostalgia for the old customs and traditions which people feel that are getting lost in the
detriment of technological development. Therefore, being able to get in contact with these old
values and old way of living a simple life creates a big point of attraction that can benefit rural
destinations.
Another interesting finding was the willingness and interest of Romanians to witness some
of the daily activities that people from rural areas perform on a daily basis. This might come
as surprising, because a lot of Romanians have witnessed this lifestyle already by having

Pălincă –Spirit drink, distilled from fruits, which is usually produced in the country side, and it is not
commercialized for stores.
1
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relatives in the countryside, but there is still curiosity and interest shown for these agrarian
activities. A lot of people lost touch with this traditional way of life by living in urban areas,
and rural tourism is the perfect gateway for them to return to their roots, and have a change to
connect to their past.
“We chose this region due to the beauty of places and preservation of this rural lifestyle.
We heard that here you can actually witness some of the daily activities that people perform in
the countryside. So it was the perfect experience. It is extraordinary how well these activities
(milking cows, horse brushing, and dairy preparation) have been preserved… People were
always with a smile on their face and eager to explain to us their daily activities. In addition,
they have a special aura that no one can take: Even if all the activities are demanding, they
continue to do them to ensure themselves a better living” (Interview 3).
Positive emotions accompanied with feelings of pride were the main drivers due to which
these experiences were described as memorable by the respondents. One of the things
Romanians take pride into is related to our ability to preserve our traditional way of living,
which one can truly experience it only in the countryside.
“What struck me the most were the old traditions and customs that people are still preserving
here. We actually took part in a ‘șezatoare’2 that was organized by people in the village. And
apparently they do this every month, when they all get together just like in the old times. And
tourists are actually more than welcomed and encouraged to join, and be a part of this very
traditional custom. I will never forget that night” (Interview 7).

4.2.6. Local food experiences

Another theme that was identified by the researcher was connected to the local organic
and home-made products that were served to the guests. This global trend revolving around
healthy and organic food (Privitera, 2010) is also present in the preferences of Romanian
travellers. As a matter of fact, this aspect was regarded highly by travellers for whom
receiving organic food, straight from the villagers’ gardens was something that made their
experience memorable. The next excerpt shows exactly how important this perk was for the
overall experience at the destination: “And the food was amazing. I was very impressed with
the freshness of the vegetables. The tomatoes were brought straight from the garden and the

2

Gathering in rural areas, where people get together to tell stories, jokes and riddles
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taste was heavenly. I never tasted so much freshness. They actually tasted like real tomatoes.
Amazing! We will definitely be back” (Interview 4).
Again the recurring discourse related to novelty was identified as a major driven when it
came to as why the experience was described as memorable. Travellers regarded these new
organic and healthy culinary experiences very highly mainly because they never had the
opportunity to taste this fresh food before. A big impact on the respondents experience was
related to the source of the food, a large part of it being straight from the accommodations’
garden or being home-made. This aspect was emphasized by interviewees in their responses,
because nowadays it is harder to find fresh home-made products in the supermarkets, and the
farmers products are rare to find in cities. Also the fact that tourists’ are offered with local
products and beverages helps creating a rural fairy-tale for the visitors, by offering them
something different than what they experience in their everyday lives.
R5: “The cheese that was served there was incredibly delicious. I never had the chance to
eat freshly made cheese. And apart from the fact that we saw how the cheese was actually
prepared, I got the first bite from it and I can say it was very good. I am very much into
healthy and organic food. But cheese made half a day before, never had the chance to taste.
And it is a real difference. A big one actually.”
People enjoy sharing their own experiences, especially if it gives them the chance to
recollect a happy moment from their lives (Litvin, Goldsmith & Pan, 2008). Therefore, it was
not remarkable that one of the depicted themes revolved around positive emotions and happy
feelings.

4.2.7. Positive emotions

For the most part of the interviews, the stories told by respondents were accompanied with
positive emotions and excitement such as joy, happiness, or thrill. The affective domain has a
big influence over people’s experiences (Chandralal and Valenzuela, 2013), and especially
positive encounters make them more memorable altogether. But most importantly, people tend
to remember positive encounters more than the negative ones, and describe them as a
memorable experience when sharing them with other people (Kim et al, 2012). As one
respondent pointed out, “the best experience that you will carry with you is when you were
truly happy. For me horseback riding was that exact one. I will always remember not just the
activity, but the happiness. And that is priceless” (Interview 1). Furthermore, the findings
revealed that positive emotions can have a great impact on the post trip emotions, and
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contribute a great deal when classifying the experience as memorable or not; “You tend to
remember the good parts, you know? The ones that made a powerful impression on you and
gave you that feeling of soul exuberance and happiness. Those are the ones that you remember,
and it gives you much joy when thinking of them in the future” (Interview 9). This suggests that
people tend to remember more the good times, either to make themselves feel better in moments
of hard times, but also as to be able to experience that same feeling once more.

4.3.

Summary

As presented throughout this chapter, there are a lot of diverse events which can make an
experience memorable. Starting with different activities that can be undertaken in a rural
context (horseback riding, canoeing, feeding sheep and so on), these activities become
something to remember in the eyes of tourists mainly due to the novelty of the activity, or
because it provides them with the opportunity to increase their skills and knowledge about
something. Also the quiet character of a rural setting was highly regarded by respondents which
are much appreciated by people living in urban areas, but also the fact that they could take a
break and escape their daily mundane lives. Being in the countryside and surrounded by nature
and the sublime, a recurring discourse during the interviews was related to the landscape, and
the peacefulness that it brings to the people. In additions, social relations were an important
component for the respondents, either due to their families or friends that accompanied them
at the destination, or due to the locals that they meet there and had interactions with. Another
recurring discourse was related to local food, which for some respondents really amped up their
experience, the freshness and provenience of the products were very important in their minds
and therefore created a lasting memory. Also the preservation of traditions and rural lifestyle
was something respondents were very impressed with, and the fact that they were able to
experience first-hand some of the rural activities occurring in the countryside had a positive
impact, making them share these events as memorable and very interesting.
The next chapter will emphasize more on these findings, and explain some of them with
the help of other research which was presented in the literature review chapter, and through the
lens of the researcher itself.

5. Conclusion
The aim of this study was to gain an insight of what memorable experiences tourists’ have
in a rural setting, and why these experiences are deemed to be memorable. The findings suggest
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that travelers have a multitude of experiences which they remember and describe as being
memorable in the rural study area. These are represented by different activities such as
horseback riding, milking cows, feeding sheep, fishing or canoeing. Of course the experiences
could change if the tourists’ were to go in a different rural area, but still some of the activities
depicted by respondents (e.g. hiking, fishing, canoeing and so on) are characteristic for a big
number of rural areas in Romania. Other findings suggest that escaping the mundane was a
great component that made the experience memorable for respondents mainly due to the beauty
of the landscape and the peace and quiet settings. Building social relations with the locals as
well as the thrill of meeting new people, or spending time with family and friends were other
experiences mentioned as being memorable. Traditions and rural lifestyle, alongside with local
food experiences were two other memorable experiences mentioned by the respondents.
Having the chance to taste firsthand rural lifestyle and try home-made food was deemed
memorable by interviewees. All the above stated experiences were accompanied with positive
emotions as described by respondents, which only amped up their experiences, transforming
them into something to remember.
However, the reason behind why these common activities and experiences were described
as memorable was the highlight of the present study. These reasons of course vary from
individual to individual, but in the present study, a big influence was being represented by the
persons’ past life experiences, desire for self-development and trying new exciting things,
peace of mind, as well as feelings of pride regarding their own culture. All these reasons were
identified from the interviewees’ answers when recollecting past experiences. Some of the
findings were considered more interesting by the researcher, especially because of how
interconnected they were with each other, portraying very beautifully Staiffs’ (2014) approach
when it comes to memorable experiences but also Pine and Gilmores’ (1999) framework
regarding the four dimensions of an experience (see Figure 2). Therefore, a big component of
respondents’ experiences was this combination of multiple elements which transformed a mere
experience into something they will remember. For instance, correlation between the esthetics,
escapist and the entertaining realms was one of the connections that came out from analyzing
the findings. The combination of more than one of the experience realms resulted in what Pine
and Gilmore describe as the ‘sweet spot’ and enhanced the overall experience of the
respondents, illustrating how experiences are usually a combination of more than one element,
and combining them creates the memorable tourism experience. For instance, enjoying a
stunning sunset while listening someone playing guitar could be one of these combinations,
where escapist meets entertainment but also esthetics.
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Even though these experiences have the possibility to be memorable on their own, such as
only enjoying the beautiful sunset, the experience can become more memorable if combined
with other elements, such as the feeling of escaping daily routine, or being with other people.
This shows also the various factors that create an experience. As Mossberg (2007) illustrated,
creating an experience usually requires the involvement of physical, emotional, intellectual and
spiritual. Therefore, the respondents pointed out the importance of social interaction and that
it had a great impact on their experience. People are social beings, and human interaction is a
vital part in their daily lives. Hence, it is not surprising that social relationships are a recurring
theme depicted in studies related to experiences in tourism (Chandralal & Valenzuela, 2013;
Tung and Ritchie, 2011b; Sthapit & Coudounaris 2017). Social interactions have the capacity
to combine all four of the experience realms, creating the exact ‘sweet spot’ which will enhance
someone’s’ experience. Meeting locals while being with friends in a rural setting, and learning
about customs and culture the educational realm combines with the escapist, entertainment as
well as esthetics can create the optimal tourism experience.
This study provides valuable insight that can help the local and national DMOs have a
better picture of what people are looking for in a rural destination. This could benefit not only
the studied area, but it could be advantageous at a national level as well, because it can attract
more and more tourists by offering them unique experiences tailored from their needs and
wants, which in turn have a greater chance in creating a memorable experience. This paper
suggests that DMOs should have a better understanding of how to include in their marketing
activities experiential activities, and not focus only on the destinations’ features (King, 2002;
Williams, 2006). While the features of a destination have the ability to create an impact on the
tourist and also contribute to the creation of the experience (e.g. wooden churches,
architecture), still many elements of the tourist experience are experiential, and therefore have
a greater impact on creating long lasting memories (Chandralal & Valenzuela, 2013).
Therefore, providing the tourists with the possibility to learn more about the local culture,
customs and traditions could add a great value to their experience. In a similar way, giving the
tourists more avenues to have the chance to experience first-hand the rural lifestyle, and
become immersed in the local way of living by participating in rural activities or trying local
home-made products is another way of creating memorable experiences. These encounters are
highly valued by people due to the novelty of the experiences accompanied with the
opportunity of learning something new, and personal development. Hence, tour operators as
well as private owners of accommodation facilities have to critically think on how to
differentiate their offerings in a way that will create unique and memorable experiences to their
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guests. Furthermore, in order to attract repeated visitors, there is a need for continuous
development of the tourism product, as well as experiential activities since many tourists are
constantly looking for something new and different when they travel. Therefore, a repetition
of the same activities or products could become boring and less interesting, making the tourist
yearn for something else. In addition, creating more opportunities for tourists to have social
interactions while at the destination could also contribute in a positive manner to the creation
of memorable tourism experiences, such as interacting with locals or other people who are at
the accommodation facility.
Travellers still interact with local when they are travelling, as part of the social
characteristic of the human being, but the way of interacting is what usually makes the
difference between a positive encounter, and a bad one. Usually, the friendliness, the
willingness of locals to meet, greet tourists and share their stories with them is what people
consider a positive encounter and leaves a long lasting memory in their minds. Despite this
aspect is not something that DMOs or private owners can control, they could still educate the
locals on this matter, and also create partnerships with locals to open their homes to tourists so
that they can experience an authentic rural lifestyle. Also by doing this, the locals have the
chance to promote their country first hand and teach others about the preservation of traditions,
values and customs which are not widely known by foreigners and in some cases, even by the
domestic population. In doing so, the locals get a chance to be involved in the creation of the
tourist experience, and experience feelings of national pride. Also it could be a means for them
to gain some extra revenues, from tourism activities.
Finally, positive emotions have been found to have a big influence on memorable tourism
experiences. Also people are prone to the desire of repeating positive encounters, where they
felt happiness, joy, peacefulness and excitement. Therefore, DMOs could get valuable insights
from in-depth qualitative types of studies where people share freely what is on their mind, and
in which is acknowledged that positive emotions contribute greatly to the tourism experience.
They could take advantage of this aspect in their marketing materials and creatively ‘invite’
people to replicate previous positive emotions and experiences. This could also help
destinations to attract new visitors as well through word of mouth advertising. People are
usually more prone in sharing positive encounters rather than negative ones, and therefore
recommend the destination to other people (Loureiro, 2014).
In relation to future research, this being a qualitative in depth study regarding what
memorable experiences people has in a rural setting from Cluj Napoca and why are they
deemed as memorable, a more quantitative study would be needed in order to validate and be
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able to generalize these findings on a national but also international level. The quantitative
study could help in pinpointing the ‘what’ makes and experience memorable, and also
validating the current findings from this research through generalization. But if there are new
encounters mentioned as memorable by respondents other than the ones in the present paper,
then another qualitative study would be helpful to find out why those new findings are deemed
as memorable. Also the fact that this study was conducted amongst domestic visitors, it would
present a great interest to conduct a similar one amongst international visitors, especially
because the country is also starting to promote itself more and more for international markets
as well, and it could help DMOs and other tourism services and experience providers design
their offerings towards this market as well and have a better picture of what they are looking
for when travelling to a rural destination.
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7. Appendices
Appendix A
Themes
Information about the respondents

Possible questions
Where are you from?
Have you been here before?
If yes - How many times?
- Why did you come back?
If no – Why did you choose this area?
How long will you be here?
Who did you come here with?

Describe the experience

Tell me about your experiences in the area.
What did you do so far? What did you visit?
What activities did you do while being in
the area?
How were they? Why so?
Did the hosts organize something for you
while being there? How was it? Why so?
How much do you think that those activities
contributed to your experience and creating
lasting memories?

Best memories

Contributors to the experience

Significance/ importance of the experience

-If no- would you have wished from them to
organize something for you? What? Why?
What is the most vivid memory you have
about the trip? Why? Did that influence
your perception about this place? If so, in
what way?
What contributed to your experience? Was
that important? Why?
Do you think it is something you will
remember? Why?
What did this experience mean to you?
Would you describe it as something to be
remembered? Why?
What did you tell your friends about this
trip? Why these stories?
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Appendix B

Interview consent form
(translated from Romanian)
Please thik next to each phrase to show that you agree with each statement below:
 I agree to voluntarily take part in this study, and I can withdraw at any point in time
during this interview if I feel unconforatble with the question asked
 I understand that my name will be kept confidential, and all my responses will be used
only for academic purposes
 I agree to be audio recorded and that this audio will be used only for the present study,
and no one else except the research team will have access to it

_____________________
Name of participant

_____________________
Researcher

________________
Date

_________________
Signature

________________
Date

________________
Signature
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