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Abstract 

 

The paper explores the possibilities of restructuring the activities of rural 

tourism in Serbia, during the COVID pandemic. Having in mind the shock 

experienced by the tourism sector, as well as the area of rural tourism, 

digital marketing of agricultural and food products is imposed as one of 

the solutions. Namely, through online platforms and modern logistics, 

producers can consolidate business revenues during a pandemic, when 

rural tourism is almost impossible. The move can be seen as a short-term 

business restructuring caused by a pandemic. In that way, with the 

measures of state support, the area of rural tourism in Serbia can be 

preserved, in order to be ready for the period after the pandemic. 

Digitization enables small agricultural producers to survive and 

strengthen their market position in conditions of intensified global 

competition. This is achieved through digital cooperation, which can play 

the role of one large agricultural producer, thus achieving the effects of 

economies of scale, size and breadth. 

 

Key Words: digital marketing, agri-food products, online platforms, 

tourism, rural tourism. 
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Introduction 

 

International and European tourism have seen constant and almost 

unprecedented growth over the last decades (Ardeljan et al., 2020, p. 93). 
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In 2018, a turning point was reached when international tourism recorded 

its ninth consecutive year of growth, exceeding even world GDP in terms 

of growth, according to the United Nations World Tourism Organization 

(UNWTO).. The beginning of 2020 brought the spread of the global 

pandemic, and the tourism and travel industry proved to be one of the most 

sensitive industries (Ardeljan et al., 2020, p. 93). From this point of view, 

a pandemic is an opportunity to rethink the criteria for ensuring sustainable 

tourism, while at the same time proving the fragility of the entire tourism 

sector (Ardeljan et al., 2020, p. 93). 

 

Rural tourism allows consumers to return to the natural environment and 

relieve the pressure and stress that arises in urban areas. As an ecological 

journey to relatively preserved areas, rural tourism is an important element 

of sustainable tourism, economic and social development of rural areas 

(Grubor et al., 2019). Rural tourism with its specifics requires a careful 

approach to tourist demand and its segments, or niches. Consistent 

application of the marketing concept with adequate investments in market 

research, creation and marketing of a tourist product is a guarantee of 

success (Vuković, 2018, p. 81). On the other hand, "it is important to define 

the possibilities for the development of certain forms of rural tourism on 

the basis of territorial capital" (Rokvić-Knežić et al., 2020, p. 35). 

 

Successful marketing of rural tourism requires knowledge of consumer 

behavior. First of all, they have to answer the question which consumer 

profile corresponds to a certain tourist destination (Tomić et al., 2020). 

Research indicates a high assessment of the perception of service quality 

in rural tourism in the Republic of Serbia (Perić et al., 2020, p. 1). At the 

same time, special attention should be paid to the presentation of local 

resources that are suitable for the development of food tourism (Vuković 

et al., 2020, p. 77). Food is certainly one of the very important elements on 

any trip. Most tourists on the trip want to try something new and unusual. 

Authentic food is in part a representation of a nation as well as a region 

(Janković et al., 2020, p. 81). Namely, he considers the hedonistic culinary 

experience to be an unmistakable element of authentic travel experiences 

(91.4%), and that adequate marketing of very tasty food contributes the 

most to the development of tourist destinations (Vujko et al., 2020, p. 1). 

Food tourism is a topic of increasing interest in relation to its potential 

contribution to regional development (Mihailović et al., 2020, p. 2). 
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Impact of COVID-19 on the tourism sector 

 

Given the specificity of the new situation, at the moment, the epidemic 

phase varies greatly from country to country, and the policies adopted by 

decision makers are very specific, reflecting the economic and health 

context in which each country finds itself. "While the medium- and long-

term impacts of COVID-19 remain uncertain and will vary from country to 

country and industry segment, governments often take aggressive and 

coordinated action locally, nationally, and internationally to reduce 

business losses and closures. but also in the long run" (Research Center of 

the Parliament of Montenegro, p. 6). 

 

The economic impact varies in the branches of the tourism industry 

depending on a number of factors, including the nature of the tourist offer, 

the impact of travel restrictions on the flow of visitors, the volume and 

complexity of business, the size of the domestic tourism market and 

exposure to international markets, has an obvious connection with small 

and medium enterprises, as most enterprises in the tourism sector are small-

scale (Research Center of the Parliament of Montenegro, p. 8). 

 

Costs related to the prevention of the spread of viruses and changes in the 

work process (where this is feasible in the context of tourism), such as the 

introduction of telework, may be relatively higher for small and medium-

sized enterprises (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development - OECD, 2020, p. 8). 

 

"With international air traffic interrupted, the closure of major tourist sites 

and attractions canceling or postponing major festivals and events, and the 

banning of public gatherings (closed and open) in many countries, the 

impact of COVID-19 on global tourism is huge and immediate" (OECD, 

2020, p. 11). Countries have shut down the economy to slow the spread of 

the coronavirus. Supermarket shelves remain stocked for now. But a 

protracted pandemic crisis could quickly put a strain on the food supply 

chains, a complex web of interactions involving farmers, agricultural 

inputs, processing plants, shipping, retailers and more (Cullen, 2020, p. 1). 

An important role in the improvement of rural tourism in Serbia could play 

a small business (Mihailović & Popović, 2019, pp. 251-266). 

 

The three main categories of potential responses to the crisis in the tourism 

sector are the following (OECD, 2020): 
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1. Protection of people - protection of visitors (information, support for 

returning home, protection of consumers) and tourist workers (such as 

providing a guaranteed income); 

2. Ensuring the survival of the business - along the entire supply chain in 

the field of tourism; 

3. Establish coordination mechanisms - including working groups and 

measures for better targeted action and recovery of the sector. 

 

Marketing aspects of rural tourism 

 

"Tourism has become an important economic branch of a large number of 

countries in the world, and in some it has become the leading one" 

(Cvijanović, Mihailović, 2016, p. 2). This is evidenced by the income they 

earn from tourism. Having in mind such tendencies, the European Union 

promoted the multifunctional concept of development in its program of the 

common agricultural policy, better known under the acronym CAP 

(Common Agricultural Policy), which envisages tourism as one of the 

development perspectives. Namely, the common agricultural policy of the 

European Union must be directed as an integrated policy that contributes 

to other elements of social policy, primarily in the direction of rural 

development (Cvijanović et al, 2011, p. 62). 

 

In this context, as the predominant tendencies on the side of tourist demand, 

especially in Europe, we can single out (Cvijanović, 2014, p. 132): 

- refreshment through contrast (tourist trips on the route lowlands-

mountains, town-village, mainland-island, etc.), 

- striving for experiences related to cultural and historical heritage and 

preserved nature, "green" movement or tourism, which is also called 

alternative, responsible, "soft", "good" or "new" tourism - refers to rural 

tourism, so also in the cities, and on the coast. It means, above all, clean 

water, clean and safe sea, healthy food and unpolluted air, ie tourism 

that is not massive but "friendly" directed towards the natural 

environment, 

- "blue" or nautical movement, ie demand, (sea cruise using marina, port 

and anchorage systems), 

- demand for places, events and experiences that have a strong identity, 

integrity and diversity, 

- demand for rural (agritourism) and agritourism - means staying in 

different types of accommodation (not exclusively in rural households) 

and engaging in activities (sports, adventure, challenges, art, 

handicrafts, etc.), 
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- demand for health, spiritual, mental renewal and renewal of identity - 

refers to new forms of health or spa tourism: striving for better fitness 

(recreational activities, sports and exercises, diet, fitness) and the desire 

for better health through the fight against stress. 

 

The structure of employment and income of the rural population indicates 

that Serbia is dominated by "distressed" income diversification resulting 

from the unfavorable economic environment and poverty. At the same 

time, the largest share in the total income of the rural population of all areas 

has the salaries of employees, followed by the salaries of agriculture. The 

economic development of rural areas implies a much wider area than 

agriculture, and the goals of rural development policy and measures do not 

refer exclusively to farms and producers. 

 

According to Article 12 of the Law on Agriculture and Rural Development: 

"rural development measures are a type of incentive that encourages the 

improvement of competitiveness in agriculture and forestry (investment in 

agriculture and forestry and the introduction of new standards in production 

and trade of agricultural products), improvement of environmental 

protection programs, preservation of biodiversity and programs for 

diversification of the rural economy and improvement of the quality of life 

in rural areas" (Law on Agriculture and Rural Development, No. 41/09). 

 

Considering the characteristics of rural regions in Serbia, the dominant 

causes of their slow development are: unfavorable impact of the pandemic, 

migration of rural population to urban areas, unfavorable age structure, 

insufficient investment in rural areas, identification of agriculture with rural 

development with insufficient engagement in non-agricultural activities 

(Cvijanović et al., 2012, 7-25). 

 

Through online platforms and modern logistics, producers can consolidate 

business revenues during a pandemic, when rural tourism is almost 

impossible. The move can be seen as a short-term business restructuring 

caused by a pandemic. In that way, with the measures of state support, the 

area of rural tourism in Serbia can be preserved, in order to be ready for the 

period after the pandemic. 
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Digital marketing in agribusiness 

 

"The development of e-commerce of agricultural products has a 40-year 

history, it experienced the primary e-commerce affairs from twentieth 

century 70's used telephone as communication tools, conduct e-commerce 

trade from 90's used computer online and finally used satellite technology, 

Internet etc since twenty-first century, which is the highest stage of the 

development of e-commerce" (Yiqing & Lijuan, 2015, p. 561). 

 

It has been indicated that the adoption and development of e-commerce is 

an innovative way of influencing food systems and market access for 

smallholders (Zenga et al., 2017, p. 455). "Short supply food chains cover 

a wide range of direct sale arrangements (on-farm selling, pick your-own, 

farmers' markets, sale booths, box schemes and direct online selling) as 

well as indirect relations with one or very few intermediaries (restaurants, 

neighbouring farm' shops, local supermarkets purchasing food directly 

from nearby farmers, collective point of sale, etc.)" (Popović & Mihailović, 

2020, p. 100). 

 

"Application of computer reservation systems (CRS) and global 

distribution systems (GDS) completely changes the role that intermediaries 

(travel agencies/tour operators) have until recently" (Vuković et al., 2016, 

p. 257). "The research results show that a higher level of quality of internet 

content has a positive effect on tourists choosing a certain destination of 

cultural tourism for travel and that internet content in terms of information 

efficiency, interactivity and practicality has a significant positive impact on 

tourists' intentions to visit cultural tourism destination" (Dramićanin & 

Sančanin, 2020, p. 1). 

 

Direct marketing has three essential components: direct propaganda 

economic propaganda, a developed and efficient data bank, direct building 

of relationships with consumers to increase sales volume, market share and 

profit. Unlike mass marketing, which identifies consumers as a group that 

has common demographic characteristics, direct marketing identifies 

consumers by name, address, and shopping behavior. Direct marketing in 

production and sales can be achieved through: 1) maximarketing, 2) 

database marketing, 3) telemarketing and 4) interactive marketing 

(Cvijanović et al., 2009). 

 

Maximarketing is the use of a consumer data bank and economic 

propaganda in the function of creating a targeted message that contributes 



TOURISM CHALLENGES AMID COVID-19 (TISC 2021) – Thematic proceedings 

117 

 

to the creation and expansion of permanent relationships with a specific 

group of consumers. Database marketing includes an extensive list of 

relevant information for a narrow target group of very promising 

consumers with an offer of companies of interest to them. Telemarketing, 

as the name suggests, is selling over the phone. The last form of direct 

marketing, the so-called. interactive marketing implies a system of media 

that allows companies and individuals as consumers to participate in two-

way communication through computers, television, fax (Cvijanović et al., 

2009). The successor of the industrial revolution - the information economy 

and the virtual Internet space - are successfully penetrating all aspects of 

everyday life, economy and trade, changing the current practice and norms. 

The digital revolution and computer technology are fundamentally 

changing the notion of space, time and matter. Namely, the company no 

longer has to take up much space, it can be virtual and located anywhere. 

Businesses can be connected to each other and to customers in a seamless 

virtual network. Finally, the importance and role of e-commerce ("online" 

or online trade), in relation to retail channels, is growing. 

 

In the developed countries of the market economy, the Internet has already 

entered the field of agriculture, and the spectrum of application of the 

Internet for all marketing is very wide: from online propaganda, through 

online shopping (or sales), to online services. The company can use the 

Internet to research the environment and the market, to provide information 

(creating its own website), participate in discussions, perform direct 

Internet purchases and sales, exchanges, auctions, etc. Namely, you can 

always find the latest local weather forecast on the Internet, but you can 

also buy seeds or fertilizer or sell the final product via a worldwide 

computer network. The number of farmers running their own websites in 

the Netherlands (the situation in the Netherlands is a mirror of the general 

direction throughout the European Union) is increasing rapidly. It is 

interesting to note that in the world, it is the new generation of farmers - 

young, educated, and ambitious - who use Net technology to increase 

productivity and profits. 

 

Farmers see the meaning of using online marketing, ie the Internet in 

agriculture, in the speed and ease of access to numerous information, as 

well as in the possibilities to perform business transactions (purchases and 

sales) without intermediaries and from "their backyard". Young farmers 

today do not have enough time and want to use all the opportunities 

available to them and all the tools available to them - software, Internet, 

satellites, robotics (eg for milking), biotechnology - to do much more in 
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less time. The ranges of computer technology in agriculture are interesting, 

although they are used and applied by a small number of farmers and in 

developed countries. For example, through a transmitter, ie a small device 

- a radio transmitter (which is tied around the right link on each head of 

cattle), the farmer can monitor the condition of each cow on the farm on 

graphs of a computer system, eg fertilization times). Although expensive 

(about $ 70,000), this software solution successfully replaces a key person 

on the farm (Cvijanović et al., 2009). Also, farmers today are able to enjoy 

the benefits of milking robots, as well as to use remote solar irrigation 

systems, which they control via central computers (Cvijanović et al., 2009). 

 

In that sense, Internet exchanges like Farmbid allow farmers to order and 

sell 24 hours a day and exchange orders in real time, without wasting 

valuable time from the working day to contacts with local dealers, to 

purchase input or sell their products. This greatly changes the position of 

producers, who are almost completely excluded from money transactions 

related to trade in their products. One of the problems of modern 

technology is that it allows large farmers to become even bigger, but that 

same technology increases competition among small producers. One of the 

sites of the Internet exchange - Farmbid, however, allows small farmers to 

survive in the market, by being able to unite and create a "virtual 

cooperation", which will play the role of one large producer. The digital 

revolution has opened the door for newly started companies, which are 

implementing a niche strategy, to enter the world market with a small 

amount of capital. For example, the wine company Clos LaChance started 

a business as a virtual vineyard. Namely, the owner buys grapes from other 

vineyards, rents space for production and storage, finds people talented in 

making wine, labels, bottles and stoppers and sells only over the Internet. 

As a virtual company, it strives to compete with Mondavi and other, 

financially well-off and organized, wine producers. Finally, today there are 

many websites that deal with agribusiness and many companies are trying 

to become a link between producers, distributors and customers in one 

place by creating Internet sites. 

 

Digital marketing of agri-food products: development potential of 

Braničevo Podunavlje (BP) region 

 

Having in mind the shock experienced by the tourism sector, as well as the 

area of rural tourism, digital marketing of agricultural and food products is 

imposed as one of the solutions. By producing competitive agri-food 

products, agriculture in the BP region would ensure sufficient income for 
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agricultural holdings, focusing its activities on meeting the needs and 

preferences of consumers and working closely with the food processing 

industry (Mihailović, Radić-Jean, 2019, 678). "In order to achieve this, 

certain economic, social and environmental goals must be fulfilled: 1. 

agriculture must efficiently use natural resources, 2. it must be integrated 

into the rest of the rural economy and society 3. it must significantly 

contribute to environmental protection" (Radić-Jean & Mihailović, 2019, 

41). Since there is a certain correlation between financial and marketing 

performance (PIMS model), it is useful to determine which marketing 

activities are undertaken by the surveyed producers in the BP region. The 

survey showed (Figure 1) that the most common marketing activities are: 

mouth-to-mouth promotion (28%) and participation in fairs (25.71%) 

(Mihailović et al., 2020, 9). 

 

Figure 1: Marketing activities 

Source: Regional Development Agency Braničevo-Podunavlje (RDA-BP), 

2019 

 

At the same time, the construction and protection of the brand is present in 

13.71% of the surveyed producers. It is positively surprising that only 

1.71% of the surveyed producers do not deal with marketing, which 

indicates that in the BP region there is a certain affirmative awareness of 

the importance of marketing activities (Mihailović et al., 2020, 9). 
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"Information and communications technologies are playing an increasingly 

important role in keeping farmers and rural entrepreneurs informed about 

agricultural innovations, weather conditions, input availability, financial 

services and market prices, and connecting them with buyers" (FAO, 2017, 

p. 54). 

 

When asked: Are you using modern IT technologies for marketing and 

promotion of your product, the following answers have been received 

(Mihailović et al., 2020, 10): 

1. I have a website for an agricultural holding or a product: 27.78%; 

2. I have a Facebook page for an agricultural holding or a product: 

41.11%; 

3. I have an Instagram site for an agricultural holding or product: 13.33%; 

4. I do not use modern IT technologies for marketing and promotion: 

17.78%. 

 

The majority are those producers (47.11%) who have a Facebook page for 

an agricultural holding or product, which is understandable as it is a free 

advertising medium (Figure 2) (Mihailović, Radić-Jean, p. 29). 

 

Figure 2: Use of modern IT technology for marketing and promotion of 

products 

Source: Regional Development Agency Braničevo-Podunavlje (RDA-BP), 

2019 
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training and education of manufacturers in this field (Mihailović, Radić-

Jean, p. 29). 

 

Existing products are dominantly oriented to the domestic market (73.1%), 

and the remaining 26.9% of the producers are selling products on both 

domestic and foreign markets (Figure 3) (Mihailović et al., 2020, 10). It is 

interesting that no surveyed producer places products exclusively on 

foreign markets. 

 

Figure 3: Sales channel structure 

 
Source: Regional Development Agency Braničevo-Podunavlje (RDA-BP), 

2019 

 

Analysis of the sales channel structure indicates that agricultural products 

in the BP region are mainly sold directly to consumers: 

a) consumers come to the manufacturer (37.21%); 

b) products are sent to the address (19.77%) (Mihailović et al., 2020, 10). 

 

Sales to tourists as a sales channel are used in 18.02% of producers and 

have a certain significance for the development of the BP region due to 

linking tourism and agri-food products of this region. There is relatively 
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little sales channel participation through specialized stores, social networks 

and online stores (Mihailović et al., 2020). 

 

Digital platform for the sale of agri-food products: Local market 

 

"At present, the developed countries due to the popularity of e-commerce 

and information technology in agriculture, have rapid development of e-

commerce of agricultural products" (Yiqing & Lijuan, 2015, 561). 

Digitization enables small agricultural producers to survive and strengthen 

their market position in conditions of intensified global competition. This 

is achieved through digital cooperation, which can play the role of one large 

agricultural producer, thus achieving the effects of economies of scale, size 

and breadth. Local Market (Lokalni za Pazar, 2019) is a regional, 

multisectoral initiative to support producers of food and beverages and 

other agricultural products in the Braničevo-Podunavlje region. The aim of 

the initiative is to encourage the purchase of local products, through free 

advertising of producers on the Internet portal, or intensive promotional 

campaigns on the Internet, social networks and local media, which will 

inform and animate residents to contact producers and reach the desired 

products (Lokalni za Pazar, 2019). In the environment of the epidemic 

caused by the spread of coronavirus and the consequent measures that 

disrupted the daily life of each individual and society as a whole, more than 

ever we are directed at each other, our family, neighbors, acquaintances. In 

order to overcome this period together as successfully as possible, it is 

necessary to turn to other ways of thinking and functioning (Lokalni za 

Pazar, 2019). 

 

The initiative encourages connecting customers with food and beverage 

producers in their local communities through a simple service called Local 

Market, which will allow an easy search of product offerings in the 

neighborhood, contacting old and new producers of cheese, seedlings or 

fresh vegetables and agreement on downloading the desired products 

(Lokalni za Pazar, 2019). 

 

Conclusion 

 

The information economy and digitalization are spreading like "circles in 

water" to almost all sectors of the economy, as well as aspects of everyday 

life. The current practice and business rules are changing radically. The IT 

and digital revolution has significantly changed our understanding of the 

world around us. Digitization enables small farmers to survive and 
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strengthen their market position in the conditions of COVID-19. This is 

achieved through digital cooperation, which can play the role of a large 

agricultural producer, thus achieving the effects of economies of scale, size 

and breadth. Also, the decline in income in rural tourism can be 

compensated, primarily through online sales of agri-food products. Thus, 

digitalization can be understood as a form of business restructuring, which 

is the initial capsule for financial restructuring. 

 

Accordingly, "Digital Platforms" for the sale of agri-food products 

represent a link between producers, distributors and customers in one place, 

with complete consumer satisfaction being the primary goal. Consequently, 

due to COVID-19, the importance of online trade has increased compared 

to traditional retail channels. 
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