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Abstract: One of the important issues in the context of tourism cluster or-
ganizations is their role as a tool and potential for the development of the 
region’s economy and as a source of its advantages, but also some poten-
tially negative effects. The main aim of this article is to evaluate the poten-
tial of existing clusters and cluster organizations and to identify the real 
nature, direction, and impact of the cluster organization in tourist regions 
and its real impact on member companies (institutions). To achieve it, we 
will use primary sources of information, which represent the results of sur-
veys carried out in the environment of companies and institutions associat-
ed with selected cluster organizations, by asking cluster policy implement-
ers and information obtained from cluster organization coordinators. Qual-
itative methods such as the method of sociological inquiry in the form of a 
questionnaire and an individual in-depth interview will be used to obtain 
a reliable picture. A detailed analysis, which examined the cooperation be-
tween companies, research and development institutions, and local gov-
ernments, allowed us to identify the activities of the cluster organization, its 
technological level, innovations in the cluster organization and competitive 
position, as well as development perspectives. The research carried out be-
tween coordinators and member companies (institutions) pointed out the 
key problems of cluster activities and cooperation. Part of it is a processed 
issue of cluster support in regions and current activities on the part of local 
(regional) authorities.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Theories and concepts of industrial clusters have generally been applied to manufacturing 
sectors and their applicability to the service sector (especially tourism) has been minimal. 

In recent years, however, this issue has experienced exponential growth. Jackson and Murphy 
(2002) even argue that the application of the concept of industrial clusters in the tourism indus-
try is extremely appropriate given that the tourism product cooperates with local bases, sup-
ports joint actions of interconnected businesses and institutions, and leads to the formation of 
agglomerations. Although Porter (1998) carried out studies mainly in the context of traditional 
industries, this author mentions the importance of elements belonging to tourism, stating that 
tourist satisfaction does not only depend on the attractiveness of the primary offer of a tourism 
destination but also the quality and efficiency of related business entities, such for example, ho-
tels, restaurants, shopping centers and transport infrastructure.

An important issue in the context of tourism clusters is their role as a tool and potential for the 
development of the region’s economy and as a source of its advantages, but also of some po-
tentially negative effects. Pichierri (2002) states that benefits (of various scales) resulting from 
joint activities among members of a cluster organization are often mentioned in the literature. 
Thanks to these activities, the organizations that make up the membership base of the cluster, 
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but also entire regions, can gradually develop, which means that we can consider this develop-
ment as synergistic. A synergistic effect can be achieved not only in high-tech industries but 
also in more traditional industries, such as tourism (Wierżyński, 2011).

The cooperation of members of a tourism cluster organization using the support of educational 
and research facilities can be a source of many advantages. The author Kaźmierski (2009) di-
vided these benefits into two groups, labeling them as hard and soft benefits (Table 1).

Table 1. Advantages of tourism cluster organizations for their members
Hard benefits

Source Advantages
local supply chains effectiveness of supply chain management

specialized workforce higher productivity
specialized services/products faster and easier access

wide range of partners/collaborators lower cost, higher quality
concentration of enterprises/institutions creating links and working relationships

Soft benefits
Source Advantages

a culture of cooperation joint vision, planning, implementation
trust favorable cooperation between organizations

learning (I.) transfer of innovation and technology
learning (II.) knowledge and know-how

informal labor markets efficiency, greater career opportunities
Source: Own processing (Kaźmierski, 2009)

The effects of the functioning of cluster structures are primarily related to resources, affect the 
change in their quality, increase their attractiveness and determine their specificity. The hard ben-
efits result from the investments of the members of the cluster organization, the execution of more 
efficient business transactions and the reduction of expenses associated with production and em-
ployment. Soft benefits result from the possibility of learning and knowledge transfer, which leads 
to innovation, advancement and improvement of member organizations (Kaźmierski, 2009).

Wierżyński (2011) states that the functioning of tourism clusters can also be associated with po-
tential negative effects on the region, such as:
• the danger that clusters can, under certain conditions, turn into a cartel that causes con-

sumers to increase prices;
• the danger of the emergence of an economic monoculture in the region related to the ex-

cessive concentration of a given sector of the economy, which may contribute to struc-
tural problems in the region (including difficulties in reducing the high level of structural 
unemployment);

• perception of the given region only through one sector, which may discourage other poten-
tial investors from other sectors of the economy.

In the Slovak Republic, in the last two decades, the number of cluster organizations in the re-
gions has increased significantly, although their actual performance is limited. The first clus-
ter organizations began to be created in 2008, initiated by a political document –   National Stra-
tegic Reference Framework of the Slovak Republic 2007 – 2013 (MVaRR SR, 2006). Over the 
following years, there have been many impulses from private and public sector entities to es-
tablish tourism cluster organizations. In the final stage, most of the entities did not fulfill their 
plans or ended the organization’s activities after some time. The second case is represented by 
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cluster organizations that currently carry out their activities and participate in the intensive de-
velopment of tourism in the region. There are currently 13 cluster organizations in the tourism 
industry operating on the territory of the Slovak Republic.

2. RESEARCH DESIGN 

The main goal of the presented article is to evaluate the potential of existing clusters and cluster 
organizations and to identify the real nature, direction and impact of the cluster organization in 
tourism regions and its real impact on member companies (institutions).

In a direct link to the main goal set out above, the following key research questions have been 
formulated (RQ):
RQ1:		As	an	 important	 tool	 for	 the	effective	development	of	 the	region,	what	 impact	do	cluster	

tourism	organizations	have	on	increasing	the	level	of	competitiveness	of	member	companies	
(institutions)?

RQ2:		What	are	the	advantages	and	disadvantages	of	cluster	structures	for	the	tourism	region	and	
the	companies	(institutions)	located	in	it?

RQ3:		What	is	the	current	role	of	local	(regional)	authorities	in	the	partnership	with	the	tourism	
cluster	in	the	region?

The method of sociological questioning in the form of a questionnaire and an individual in-
depth interview was carried out with managers of successful cluster organizations who agreed 
to cooperate and participate in the research, representatives of their membership base, and im-
plementers of cluster policy. This part of the research will touch on all the problems of the clus-
ter organization. It examines cooperation between member companies, research and develop-
ment institutions, and local government. It will make it possible to identify the activities of the 
cluster organization, its technological level, innovations in the cluster organization and compet-
itive position as well as its development perspectives. An individual in-depth interview will also 
focus on the organizational structure of the cluster organization and management and financ-
ing methods. Part of the interview will be to obtain information diagnosing the problems of the 
cluster organization.

The questionnaire contained 21 questions, which have the character of closed, open, and scaled 
questions, and we can divide them thematically into three areas. The first area of the question con-
cerns the specification of the profile of companies (institutions) that operate in both cluster com-
panies. The second area examines the level of cooperation between member organizations, the ac-
tivities of cluster members and their position on the issues of advantages and disadvantages aris-
ing from their membership in a tourism cluster organization. The third area concerns the regional 
aspect of cluster activity; including the issue of priorities and expected forms of cluster support by 
local (regional) authorities, as well as an evaluation of their activities carried out so far.

3. FINDINGS

The questionnaire was addressed to a total of 208 organizations forming the membership base 
of tourism cluster organizations in Slovakia for the period June – November 2022, when the 
questionnaire research was carried out. In total, representatives of 192 organizations filled out 
the questionnaire, which represents 92.30 % of the entire examined sample. Table 2 presents the 
profile of the respondents who took part in the questionnaire research.
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Table 2. Profile of the respondents of the surveyed cluster organizations
Number (n = 192) % of number

tourism facility  
/ other entity

accommodation facility 56 29,17 %
catering facility 8 4,17 %

travel agency, tourist in-
formation center 4 2,08 %

cultural and educational 
facility 4 2,08 %

sports and recreation 
facility 12 6,25 %

city 60 31,25 %
civil association 12 6,25 %

tourist resort 12 6,25 %
PR agency 4 2,08 %

non-profit organization 4 2,08 %
publishing house 4 2,08 %
organization for 

development 4 2,08 %

Ltd. company – produc-
tion and sales 8 4,17 %

company size 
(institution)

1 – 9 persons 100 52,08 %
10 – 30 persons 56 29,17 %
31 – 49 persons 16 8,33 %

more than 50 persons 20 10,42 %
Source: Own processing, 2022

Studying Table 2, we can observe that almost one-third (31.25 %) of the membership is made 
up of the public sector. And only subsequently, tourism clusters are represented by accommo-
dation facilities (29.17 %). The analysis of the size of companies (institutions) that are members 
of cluster organizations shows a relatively high share of micro-enterprises and small enterpris-
es (89.58 % in total) concerning medium-sized enterprises (more than 50 persons). Such a sit-
uation may result from the fact that mainly more vulnerable tourism facilities and other enti-
ties that have a position and importance in the region and the field of tourism are invited to the 
clusters. This indicates the fact that tourism clusters in the regions are mainly a support tool for 
small and medium-sized enterprises at the expense of large enterprises, which ultimately stems 
from the concept of the cluster itself. The second factor affecting this fact may be a small num-
ber or complete absence of large tourism businesses in the region.

In the subsection Introduction, we presented various benefits resulting from participation in ac-
tivities in a tourism cluster organization. For that reason, we asked a question to find out the mo-
tives of the requested companies (institutions) entering the tourism cluster. In Graph 1, we can 
see that the most frequent reason – the advantage that respondents indicated was the promotion 
of the region (28.89 %), promotion of the company/institution (20.74 %) and acquisition of new 
customers/customers (18.52 %). Surprisingly, companies do not consider access to modern tech-
nologies (2.22 %) or cooperation with the R&D sphere (0.74 %) as key advantages of clusters, 
on which cluster organizations initiate their concept.

The starting point of the idea of   creating tourism clusters is a cooperation between member 
companies. We, therefore, asked the respondents in the question whether their company (insti-
tution) established cooperation with other member companies of cluster organizations, while we 
also asked them to specify the form of this cooperation (Graph 2).
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Graph 1. What was the reason for joining the cluster of which you are a member?
Source: Own processing, 2022

Graph 2. How did your company (institution) cooperate with other member companies of 
cluster organizations?

Source: Own processing, 2022

More than one-third of all companies (37.74 %) did not cooperate and do not cooperate with 
other companies (institutions). Of these, 30.19 % of the approached companies plan to establish 
cooperation with other members of cluster organizations in the future. The most popular form 
of cooperation is the implementation of joint projects (47.17 %). The remaining 15.09 % is rep-
resented by cooperation between companies in the production or service system. These results 
indicate the necessity of educational activities on the part of coordinators of cluster organiza-
tions, which will not only point out the advantages of developing various forms of cooperation 
but also popularize the idea of   clustering.

In the question, we asked the respondents about the advantages of cooperation with other com-
panies (institutions) of cluster organizations. This question is very important from the point of 
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view of the goals of our research. The distribution of answers to this question is presented in 
Graph 3, while the respondents could rate each of the listed advantages according to their ap-
propriate importance on a scale from 1 – partly significant to 3 – very significant advantage. 
The majority of organizations see the advantages of cooperation with other enterprises, as ev-
idenced by their current and potential interest in establishing cooperation, which results from 
the analysis of the previous question. From the results shown in Graph 3, it can be seen that the 
surveyed members of the tourism cluster organizations assigned category 2 – significant to the 
advantages for several options.

Graph 3. What, in your opinion, are the biggest advantages of cooperation with other compa-
nies and what importance do you attribute to them?

Source: Own processing, 2022

Cluster tourism organizations do not only include establishments with a direct link to the field 
of tourism. Their activities should also involve other entities operating in the region, such as 
universities, educational and research establishments, or consultative institutions. Cooperation 
with them, in the opinion of the respondents to the question, does not take place to a large ex-
tent. As many as 68 % of companies did not cooperate with research centers, universities, and 
research and development institutions. The most frequently declared form of cooperation was 
lectured by company employees at the university or an invitation to a lecture/workshop by a 
representative of the university in the company (16 %). Organizations cooperate much less of-
ten to improve production technologies or service quality (2 %).

The results of the questionnaire research show a relatively strong assessment of the real influ-
ence of the participants of cluster organizations on their activities. The requested members also 
positively evaluate the previous participation in the cluster, which brought them tangible finan-
cial-economic and non-economic results. When evaluating the relations between individual 
member organizations, the respondents were quite critical; while more than half of the respond-
ents do not agree with the statement about the existence of economic connections in cluster or-
ganizations. What is very important, more than half of the respondents declare that their mem-
bership in the tourism cluster made it possible to establish beneficial contacts. The positive re-
sults of tangible impacts are also reflected in another statement that when joining the cluster, 
companies (institutions) expected better results.
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The most frequent activity within cluster organizations are working meetings of cluster mem-
bers (30.08 %). From in-depth interviews with the coordinators of the cluster organizations, it 
follows that these are planned meetings (mainly annual and year-end meetings) that take place 
at regular intervals – at least twice a year. Other activities with the highest share are joint prod-
uct/region promotion (25.56 %) and joint business events and fairs (13.53 %). Despite the lower 
shares in options such as training for cluster members (8.27 %) or a joint investment program 
(4.51 %), we can claim that the tourism clusters in demand are not only at the stage of organiza-
tion but are mature structures that significantly influence the support and development of tour-
ism in the territorial area of   operation.

Another question was aimed at identifying the main disadvantages of cooperation with other 
companies (institutions) of cluster organizations. These opinions of members of cluster organ-
izations are equally important. Due to the correct interpretation and evaluation of the research 
problem, the respondents were again offered the opportunity to evaluate individual disadvan-
tages on a scale from 1 – partly significant to 3 – a very significant disadvantage. The opinions 
of the questioned members on this issue are shown in Graph 4. In the final result, category 2 – 
a significant disadvantage, received the most answers and thus the largest share, in the case of 
several disadvantages.

Graph 4. What, in your opinion, are the most important obstacles and problems of cluster ac-
tivity that you have encountered and what importance do you attach to them?

Source: Own processing, 2022

One of the advantages of the activities of cluster organizations is their access to financial re-
sources from European structural and investment funds. For this reason, in our questionnaire 
research, a question regarding financial aspects in the context of subsidies from the European 
Union could not be missing. Less than half of the respondents (43.75 %) answered positively to 
the question of whether the participants of the cluster organizations have used funds from the 
European Union so far, which appears to be a low percentage considering the wide range of op-
portunities to obtain funds.

Considering the above-mentioned fact, it is interesting to analyze the distribution of answers to 
the question that referred to the selection of the most frequent reasons for the unused opportunity 
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to obtain and draw subsidies from European Union funds. Most respondents said that they did 
not apply for a subsidy because the procedure for obtaining subsidies from funds is too compli-
cated (35.85 %). The second most frequent answer (18.87 %) is the opinion of members of clus-
ter organizations that they have no chance of obtaining financial resources. The same propor-
tion of respondents (13.21 %) do not have sufficient information about the possibilities of ob-
taining funds from this source or operating in a sector in which no activity subsidies were/are 
not provided.

As part of the questionnaire research, we were interested in the opinion of participants of clus-
ter organizations on relations with local (regional) authorities and their ties to cluster activities. 
Most respondents (41.67 %) evaluate cooperation with local (regional) authorities positively. 
Based on the results, we can conclude that there is coordination between local (regional) author-
ities and cluster organizations, although not very intensive – due to the high proportion of neu-
tral responses from the respondents – neither positively nor negatively (31.25 %).

As a logical follow-up to the previous question, we asked the inquiring participants of cluster 
organizations a question regarding the expected forms of support for tourism clusters from lo-
cal (regional) authorities. As we can see in Graph 5, all the forms of support we offer are the 
dominant expectations of the requested member companies (institutions) of cluster organiza-
tions. Respondents had the option (in addition to our predefined options) to indicate other forms 
of support from local (regional) authorities. Within this answer, they mentioned the following 
forms of support – better and clear establishment of common goals in the field of tourism de-
velopment in the region and coordination and control of correct procedures for achieving these 
goals; involvement of active citizens in the presentation of tourism in the region.

Graph 5. What should be the forms of support for groups of local (regional) authorities?
Source: Own processing, 2022

The question, which ends not only the analysis of problems in local (regional) aspects but also 
our questionnaire survey, concerned the evaluation of current activities in the area of tourism 
cluster support. The distribution of answers indicates that almost one-half of the respondents 
(41.67 %) consider the actions of local (regional) authorities to be insufficient. While one-third 
of them (33.33 %) evaluate the support as sufficient.
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4. FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Our detailed analysis of the collected information from the questionnaire survey allowed us to 
formulate summary conclusions regarding the true nature, direction, and impact of cluster or-
ganizations in tourism regions.

Part of the evaluation of the empirical research presented in the article are individual in-depth 
interviews with the coordinators of the addressed cluster organizations. We can summarize the 
shortcomings of cluster organizations in the following points:
• Reluctance (inability) to cooperate is undoubtedly an important factor that currently hin-

ders the process of developing the structures of cluster organizations. From the interviews 
with the coordinators, it appears that there is mutual respect and esteem among the mem-
bers of the cluster organizations. They can communicate with each other, be helpful to each 
other and participate together in projects initiated by the tourism cluster. All this forms an 
ideal basis for good cooperation between the members themselves. In this case, the first step 
towards creating a partnership between the members of the cluster organizations is impor-
tant, while this impulse should be directed by the tourism cluster coordinators.

 The survey also shows that in both regions the idea of   cooperation between research centers, 
universities, research and development institutions and members of cluster organizations 
has not yet developed. The effects of this cooperation can be different - depending on the ex-
pectations of both parties involved. However, it is necessary to keep in mind that the sphere 
of research and development is a potentially strong and desirable partner in cluster organi-
zations. It is a very positive fact that the clusters as a whole are aware of the importance of 
this cooperation and have developed sufficient cooperation with universities operating in 
their vicinity during their operation.

• Research shows that participants in cluster organizations lack knowledge about the possibil-
ities of obtaining subsidies from European Union funds for the implementation of activities.

• The results indicated insufficient coordination and cooperation of local (regional) authori-
ties with member companies (institutions), which represents a significant obstacle in the ac-
tivity and development of tourism cluster organizations. The reason is the low interest of the 
local self-government bodies towards the members, the lack of initiatives on their part, or 
their lengthy solution or the fact that tourism is not a priority in their strategic documents. 
The coordinators’ opinions in this area are unequivocal. Local (regional) authorities should 
be helpful in effectively solving various problems and be actively involved in the activities 
of cluster organizations. The coordinators evaluated the level of cooperation between the 
clusters and the local government, in contrast to their members, positively.

In addition to the summary conclusions formulated above, the necessity of carrying out infor-
mation and promotional activities by tourism clusters is important. The survey indicated that 
not all member companies (institutions) have information about the activities of the cluster in 
the region - while in-depth interviews show that there are a large number of activities initiated 
by clusters in both regions. This ignorance of members casts a bad light on the tourism cluster 
and makes members uneasy about the idea of   staying in this organization. The research results 
also confirm the very important idea that tourism clusters are a factor in increasing the compet-
itiveness of this area concerning other regions of the country.

The key direction of research for the coming years in the issue of tourism clusters is to popu-
larize this concept and devote to the reliable mapping of clusters in regions (those existing ones 
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that continue to require constant attention, as well as potential tourism clusters that may be cre-
ated in the coming years).

It is equally necessary to focus on the application of the cluster policy. This complex step re-
quires the development of a detailed study that takes into account the level of cluster develop-
ment, the prospects for the development of the industries and regions in which the clusters oper-
ate, and the strategic goals and efficiency of the clusters. A properly laid foundation of the clus-
ter policy model represents their effective management in the regions and brings the benefits as-
sociated with them.

5. CONCLUSION

The main goal of the presented article was to evaluate the potential of existing clusters and clus-
ter organizations and to identify the real nature, direction and impact of the cluster organization 
in tourism regions and its real impact on member companies (institutions).

As a basis for achieving the set goal of the presented article, we have set research questions (RQ) 
that are the subject of verification of the results of the research we have conducted.

RQ1:	As	an	important	tool	for	the	effective	development	of	the	region,	what	impact	do	cluster	
tourism	organizations	have	on	increasing	the	level	of	competitiveness	of	member	compa-
nies	(institutions)?

The answer to this question is based on theoretical evidence and empirical evidence presented 
in the subsection Findings. 

Within the framework of literary research, the important role of clusters (as a tool for effective 
development of the region) is described in their works by authors dealing with cluster issues, 
such as Porter (2008), Nordin (2003), or Pichierri (2002). Their opinions prove that the pres-
ence of the cluster in the region has positive effects, both for the entire region and for individu-
al member companies (institutions). According to Porter (2008), the existence and development 
of clusters is considered an important tool for increasing the competitiveness not only of mem-
ber companies (institutions) but also of the regions in which they operate. Authors Nauwelaers 
et al. (1995) claim that the tourism cluster contributes to the growth of the innovativeness of 
enterprises and facilitates the development and marketing of new products and services, there-
by strengthening the attractiveness of the entire region. The analysis of the opinions presented 
shows that tourism clusters also have a positive effect on the local (regional) economy, job crea-
tion and have an impact on the local community. This research question was also verified from 
an empirical point of view, through a survey among representatives of successful tourism clus-
ter organizations. The results of the research show that members of cluster organizations not 
only know the benefits resulting from their membership but also benefit from them.

RQ2:	What	are	the	advantages	and	disadvantages	of	cluster	structures	for	the	tourism	region	and	
the	companies	(institutions)	located	in	it?

The activity of tourism cluster organizations brings its advantages and disadvantages for all its 
participants. Our survey identified the most common advantages and disadvantages of cluster-
ing companies and evaluated their degree of significance for individual members of the cluster 
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organizations addressed. The results show that member companies and institutions attach equal 
importance to the advantages, but also to the disadvantages arising from membership in the 
tourism cluster. Graph 3 and Graph 4 show us the results where category 2 – significant advan-
tage/disadvantage – received the most answers and thus the largest share, in the case of several 
advantages and disadvantages.

The most significant benefits resulting from participation in the cluster are access to the latest 
knowledge/knowledge, an increase in the quality of the company’s products and services, a re-
duction in costs and an improvement in efficiency, and an increase in the company’s compet-
itiveness. The conducted research also pointed out the key disadvantages of cluster activities. 
Among the most significant is the lack of interest/passivity of the members and/or the cluster 
coordinator, lack of funds to carry out the tasks, activities not meeting the needs of the cluster 
members and lack of mutual trust between the cluster members. Part of this research question is 
also the issue of financing cluster activities from EU subsidies, which we addressed separately 
in the survey. In this case, the following paradox occurs - Based on the answers, we know that 
the members are aware of the advantage of being able to draw funds from the EU. In fact, it is 
one of the most common reasons why members joined a cluster organization. On the other hand, 
research shows that the participants of cluster organizations lack knowledge about the possibil-
ities of obtaining subsidies from EU funds for the implementation of their activities.

RQ3:	What	is	the	current	role	of	local	(regional)	authorities	in	the	partnership	with	the	tourism	
cluster	in	the	region?

The important role of public administration at the local (regional) level was confirmed by exten-
sive reflections on the issue of cluster policy in practice. By studying the evidence, we found that 
there is no coordinated policy in the area of   clusters (in the conditions of Slovakia). The answer to 
the stated research question is based on empirical research carried out with participants of clus-
ter organizations, part of which is also represented by representatives of local governments (31.25 
% of the surveyed respondents), as well as direct interviews with cluster coordinators. The results 
show that the assessment of cooperation between tourism clusters and local (regional) authorities 
is positive (41.67 %). However, due to the high value of the neutral answer – neither positive nor 
negative (31.25 %), we can assume that there is no very intensive cooperation. This assumption is 
also supported by the distribution of respondents’ answers, where up to 41.67 % of respondents 
consider the activities of local (regional) authorities in the area of   cluster support to be insufficient. 

According to the coordinators of the cluster organizations, the mentioned results stem primarily 
from discrepancies between the expectations of the participants of the cluster organizations and 
their lack of knowledge about the possibilities of local (regional) authorities. Negative reasons 
given by members of cluster organizations are, for example, the low interest of local self-gov-
ernment bodies towards members, lack of initiatives on their part, or their lengthy solution or 
the fact that tourism is not a priority in their strategic documents. The tourism cluster coordi-
nators, who are satisfied with the cooperation of local (regional) authorities so far, have the op-
posite opinion.
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