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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This article analyses management practices shaping the tour-
ist experience of international visitors in Montenegro, a small
tourism-dependent country aspiring to European Union mem-
bership. It examines how visitors engage with unfamiliar her-
itage across the pre-visit, on-site and post-visit stages,
drawing on qualitative research, including an analysis of offi-
cial museum communication channels and mystery shop-

per observations conducted in selected institutions in 2025.
The findings show that the most developed practices concern
the pre-visit stage, particularly around travel planning, inform-
ation search, and initial contact with institutions. Although for-
eign visitors are not the primary target of museum activities

in Montenegro, ongoing EU accession and the growth of cul-
tural tourism are increasingly reorienting museums towards

STRESZCZENIE

W artykule opisano praktyki zarzadcze ksztattujgce doswiad-
czenia zagranicznych turystéw w Czarnogérze — niewielkim
kraju gospodarczo zaleznym od turystyki, aspirujgcym do czton-
kostwa w Unii Europejskiej. Badanie dotyczy tego, jak turysci
doswiadczajg kontaktu z nieznanym dziedzictwem kulturowym
na etapie przed wizyta, w trakcie oraz po jej zakoriczeniu. Pod-
stawe opracowania stanowig badania jakosciowe obejmujgce
analize oficjalnych kanatéw komunikacji muzedw oraz obser-
wacje metoda tajemniczego klienta przeprowadzone w wybra-
nych instytucjach w 2025 r. Wyniki wskazuijg, ze najbardziej roz-
winiete praktyki dotycza etapu przed wizyta, w szczegdlnosci
planowania podrdzy, poszukiwania informacji oraz pierwszego
kontaktu z instytucja. Odbiorcy zagraniczni nie stanowig gtéwnej
grupy docelowej dziatalnosci muzeéw w Czarnogodrze, chociaz
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international audiences. The study identifies a clear imbal-
ance in the management of tourist experience across differ-
ent stages of the visit and highlights the need to strategically
incorporate foreign visitors into museum missions, translating
this into coherent organizational practices grounded on prin-
ciples of equal access and inclusion.

proces akcesji do UE oraz rozwdj turystyki kulturowej stopniowo
ukierunkowuja te instytucje na publicznosé miedzynarodowa.
Badanie wskazuje na wyrazny brak réwnowagi w zarzadza-

niu doswiadczeniem turystycznym na poszczegdlnych eta-
pach wizyty oraz podkresla potrzebe strategicznego wtgczenia
turystéw zagranicznych do misji muzedw, co powinno znalezé
odzwierciedlenie w spéjnych praktykach organizacyjnych opar-
tych na zasadach réwnego dostepu i inkluzywnosci.
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INTRODUCTION

Smith (2006) demonstrates that heritage does not possess intrinsic value encoded

in material objects, but is a process of meaning-making, selection and interpreta-
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tion performed within specific social and institutional conditions. From this perspect-
ive, the museum experience is not about 'viewing' a collection; rather visitors engage
in an understanding of the past and its relevance for the present through contact with
exhibition narratives, spatial arrangements and institutional communication. Design-
ing exhibitions and visitor paths thus becomes a practice of ‘designing heritage
experiences’, in which the choice of means (language, scenography, forms of particip-
ation) shapes meanings perceived as credible, important and emotionally engaging.
Visitor experience can, therefore, be intentionally managed through organizational
and communication practices. In this context, museums become sites of negotiation
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between authorized heritage discourse and the perspectives of external audiences,

such as international visitors who do not share local codes of memory, language and
symbolic references — thereby shaping the country’s image and mediating between

local heritage and an 'imagined’ Europe.

Montenegro has aspired to European Union membership since 2010, and
its museums operate within a broader process of adapting public institutions
to European standards in cultural access, heritage protection, and tourism develop-
ment. The accession process has brought increasing tourism and a growing role for
museums as a first point of contact for international visitors. In 2024, Montenegro
recorded over 2.6 million tourist arrivals and more than 15 million overnight stays,
the vast majority generated by foreign visitors (MONSTAT 2024), figures that high-
light the central role of international tourism in shaping the context in which
museums operate.

Under these conditions, museums in Montenegro are increasingly expected
to adapt to the needs of international visitors and the dynamics of a tourism-driven
economy (Moric et al. 2021; Medin 2019; Ministarstvo odrzivog razvoja i turizma
2018), making the management of tourist experience a key dimension of museum
activity.

Against this background, this study examines management practices adop-
ted by museums in Montenegro as a tourism-dependent EU accession country. It
analyses how international visitors engage with unfamiliar heritage across the pre-
visit, on-site and post-visit stages, focusing on barriers, narratives and the extent
to which heritage is made accessible in line with the principles of equal access and
inclusion.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND -
TOURIST EXPERIENCE

In contemporary tourism scholarship, tourism products are understood as com-
binations of services, facilities and experiences responding to tourists’ motivations
and expectations (Kaczmarek et al. 2010; Lazarek 2001). Rather than discrete ser-
vices, they encompass encounters with places, institutions, narratives and infra-
structures (Stasiak 2000), reflecting a broader shift towards understanding tourism
as an experience.

A tourism product can be analysed from two perspectives: expectations
before the visit and experiences during the trip (Table 1). The imagined product
refers to meanings constructed prior to travel, shaped by media, cultural stereo-
types and personal imaginaries (Salazar 2011), while the actual product consists
of the services and impressions encountered during the visit, including both tangible
and intangible aspects (Kaczmarek et al. 2002). The gap between these two is a key
source of satisfaction or disappointment (Cherifi et al. 2018), and provides a use-
ful framework for analysing tourist experience across different stages of the visit,
including museum contexts. It is particularly relevant in settings undergoing insti-
tutional and organizational change — such as countries aspiring to European Union
membership -where discrepancies between expectations and experiences may be
more pronounced.
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Table 1. Difference between the actual product and the imagined product.

Category

Imagined tourist product

The actual tourism product

Features

Subjective perceptions, expectations

Real experiences and tangible impressions

Influencing factors

Media, marketing, stereotypes, cultural
narratives, personal imaginaries

Service quality, staff professionalism,
accessibility, price, additional amenities

Effects

Motivation to travel, formation
of expectations

Satisfaction or disappointment, creation
of memories

Stage in the journey process

Before departure (planning phase)

During and after the trip (experience and

evaluation)
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Source: own work.

There is broad consensus that museums can be approached as tourism
products ‘consumed’ by visitors (Brida et al. 2017; Janowski 2007; Stasiak 2000; Her-
reman 1998), and that their accessibility contributes to the development of cultural
and urban tourism (Richards 1996). Museums combine collections, exhibitions, loca-
tion and activities into cultural experiences that affect emotions, knowledge and atti-
tudes (Stasiak 2000), a perspective particularly useful for analysing how museums
manage tourist experience (Nowacki and Kruczek 2021; Stasiak 2016, 2015).

The value of a museum as a tourism product is co-created by its visitors, shap-
ing social bonds and cultural identity (Gawet 2023). While audience impact is often
measured through attendance and ticket revenues (Pluszyriska 2022), this effi-
ciency-oriented approach has been criticized, even as museums face growing pres-
sure to adapt their offer to visitor needs (Kasperska 2015). As Kowalczyk (2010)
notes, this involves becoming more accessible, open, and visitor-oriented.

Foreign tourists tend to have high expectations regarding service quality,
information availability and innovative displays and their growing importance reflects
the broader expansion of international tourism and the role of museums within cul-
tural tourism (Theme Index. Museum Index 2023, 2024). Research shows that deeper
museum experiences enhance understanding of a place, while visitor satisfaction
increases the likelihood of return visits and recommendations (Chen 2024; Richards
2018), with the result that visitor experience is increasingly central to museum
strategies, moving institutions beyond a purely collection-centred paradigm (Kotler
and Kotler 2000).

Falk and Dierking (2012) conceptualize visitor engagement across three
stages — pre-visit, on-site and post-visit — which provides the main framework for this
analysis. Before visiting, audiences seek clear practical information in multiple lan-
guages, often through websites, social media and platforms such as TripAdvisor, and
expect tools that support visit planning (Huo et al. 2024; Riva and Agostino 2022;
Kisiel 2021; Sheng and Chen 2012; Marty 2007). During the visit, they value service
quality, comfort, accessibility and clear interpretation, and expect coherent narrat-
ives and openness to multiple perspectives, supported by guides or apps (Kim and
Kim 2025; Drygalska 2024; Komarac et al. 2024). After the visit, expectations focus
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on continued engagement, access to digital resources and opportunities to share
experiences, with loyalty-building and incentives to return also playing an important
role (Kiala et al. 2025; Yang et al. 2023; Budge and Burness 2018). Tangible and intan-
gible souvenirs remain important, including not only publications and merchandise
but also exhibition spaces designed for sharing experiences, such as areas suitable
for selfies (Chlebus-Grudzier 2018).

These rising expectations across all three stages are particularly consequential
in countries undergoing institutional change related to European integration. Kasper-
ska (2015) argues that openness to Europe, freedom of travel, technological devel-
opment and rising visitor expectations are transforming museums, compelling them
to modernize exhibitions and communication and respond more directly to market
demands, and notes that EU membership influences the position and image of cul-
tural institutions in the tourism market. Managing the tourist experience becomes
part of a broader process of institutional adaptation.

Montenegro is a particularly relevant case in this regard, as its museums oper-
ate under the combined pressure of EU accession and growing international tourism.
The implementation of standards related to accessibility, digitization, transparency
and participation is becoming important not only for competitiveness but also for
meeting the expectations of foreign audiences and the literature suggests that this
requires not only investment, but also organizational change, staff training, coherent
tourist information and local community involvement in co-creating the cultural offer
(Moric et al. 2021).

The Montenegrin museum sector therefore provides a useful case for analys-
ing the management of tourist experience in a small EU-accession country. This art-
icle analyses managerial approaches to international audiences across the pre-visit,
on-site and post-visit stages of the visitor journey, identifying the conditions barriers
shaping the transformation of museums into more visitor-oriented and tourism-sens-
itive institutions. This process is particularly significant given that previous research
suggests Montenegrin museums remain largely rooted in traditional, inward-look-
ing organizational cultures with limited engagement with contemporary museological
trends (Medin 2019).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The aim of the study was to analyse management practices shaping the museum
experience of individual foreign tourists in Montenegro, particularly in the context
of EU accession and the anticipated increase in international tourism. Evidence from
smaller EU accession countries suggests that integration can significantly accelerate
tourism growth: Estonia’s tourism sector expanded by approximately one third within
two years of joining the EU (Jarvis and Kallas 2008), indicating that accession creates
new demands and expectations for cultural institutions — including museums —in rela-
tion to international audiences.

The study is guided by the following research questions:

1. How are management practices in Montenegrin museums organized across
the different stages of the visitor journey (pre-visit, during the visit and post-visit)?

2. To what extent do these practices address the needs and expectations
of foreign visitors?

3. What organizational and structural factors shape the tourist experience
in the context of EU accession?
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A qualitative approach was adopted as the most appropriate for capturing
the subtler aspects of the experiences and practices of foreign visitors to museums
in Montenegro. (Creswell 2013).

The first stage involved an analysis of information available through the official
communication channels of the selected museums, conducted in June 2025, assess-
ing the availability and quality of online information supporting the pre-visit phase.

The analysis was based on six evaluation criteria:

I. Museum website available in English or other foreign languages.

II. Basic practical information (opening hours, ticket prices, location, contact
details).

lll. Tools supporting visit planning (e.g. online booking, e-tickets, events calendar).

IV. Cultural context in English (e.g. collection description, museum history,
regional context).

V. Consistency of visual and informational communication.

VI. Additional resources for foreign visitors (e.g. PDF guides, audio guides,
apps, FAQ).

The second stage involved visits to selected museums using the mystery visitor
method, enabling analysis of service quality, communication, accessibility and visitor
experience under natural conditions from the perspective of an anonymous visitor
(Abdel Wahab Abdel Rady 2019; Karwowski 2018; Jacob et al. 2018; Finn 2001).

The research was conducted in July 2025 by two independent researchers fol-
lowing a predetermined scenario, using a structured observation sheet with clearly
defined criteria (Wilson 1998). Six areas were assessed on a four-point scale (0-3),
reflecting the degree of development of each element:

|. Staff — English language skills, openness and responsiveness.

II. Exhibition narrative — availability of English descriptions and clarity of inter-
pretation.

Ill. Additional materials — audio guides, apps and extended content (e.g. QR
codes).

IV. Visitor amenities — comfort, signage and basic infrastructure (e.g. café, shop,
rest areas).

V. Accessibility — facilities for visitors with disabilities and families with children.

VI. Exhibition quality — visual presentation, lighting, graphic design and condition
of exhibits.

Observations were recorded immediately after each visit. Each researcher inde-
pendently assessed their experience; results were then compared and discussed
to reach a final evaluation, reducing individual bias. Ratings ran from 0 (absent) to 3
(high level of development).

The third stage examined material ‘traces’ of the visit available to international
tourists — publications, museum-branded merchandise — assessed during the same
visits using a structured evaluation sheet, covering language availability and diversity
of offer.

To strengthen interpretation of the findings, a researcher from Montenegro was
involved at the analysis stage in a supervisory role, providing local contextual know-
ledge and engaging in critical dialogue with the other researchers, helping to refine
interpretation and reduce bias associated with an exclusively external perspective.
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Eight museums were selected through purposive sampling, focusing on insti-
tutions in major tourist destinations, where the presence of foreign visitors is most
significant. According to MONSTAT data for 2023-2024, over 90% of tourism
in Montenegro is concentrated along the coast, with Budva as the leading destination,
followed by Herceg Novi, Kotor and Tivat. Six towns in total. Museums in Cetinje were
selected due to their affiliation with the National Museum of Montenegro, the coun-
try’'s principal heritage institution. Perast, although a small town, was included owing
to the opening of a new permanent exhibition at its Town Museum in 2022, making it
relevant for analysing contemporary exhibition practices.

1. Part of the exhibition; Perast — Perast Town Museum; photo by: £. Gawet

The selected institutions reflect diversity in collections and institutional profiles
—national, municipal and specialized museums - enabling comparison across organiz-
ational contexts.

Montenegro has a relatively small museum sector, comprising 31 museums and
museum collections as of 2021, with approximately 150,000 visitors, 109,000 items
in inventory and around 17,000 exhibits on display (MONSTAT 2024). This limited
scale makes the selected sample analytically meaningful despite its size. The study
does not aim to provide a representative overview of all museums in Montenegro, but
rather an exploratory analysis of selected cases relevant to international tourism.
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Table 2. List of museums in Montenegro observed by researchers.

Museum name Town Collection profile

1. | Njego$ Museum - Biljarda Cetinje Memorial collection of Petar Il Petrovi¢-Njegos; manuscripts,
(NjegoSev Muzej Biljarda) personal belongings, historical documents, 19th-century

interiors

2. Fine Arts Museum Cetinje Fine arts collection; paintings, sculptures, drawings, Yugoslav
(Umjetni¢ki Muzej) and Montenegrin art (19th-20th century)

3. | Museum of King Nikola Cetinje Historical and memorial collection; royal residence interiors,
(Muzej Kralja Nikole) personal belongings of King Nikola I, documents, 19th-early

20th-century artefacts

4. Budva City Museum Budva Archaeological and historical collection; artefacts from ancient
(Muzej Grada Budve) and medieval Budva, ceramics, mosaics, maritime heritage
5. Naval Heritage Museum Tivat Maritime and naval heritage collection; ship models, naval
(Nauti¢ki Muzej) equipment, Yugoslav submarine, maritime technology and
history

6. | The City Museum Mirko Komnenovi¢ Herceg Novi | Local history collection; ethnographic objects, historical
(Gradski Muzej Mirko Komnenovic) artefacts, furniture, documents related to Herceg Novi and
the Boka Kotorska region

7. Perast Town Museum Perast Maritime and local history collection; artefacts related
(Muzej Grada Perasta) to Perast's seafaring tradition, portraits of prominent families,
furniture, historical documents

8. Maritime Museum Kotor Kotor Maritime heritage collection; naval history, ship models,
(Pomorski Muzej Kotor) weapons, uniforms, archival documents related to the Bay
of Kotor

Source: Own work.

RESULTS The empirical analysis began with desk research: a systematic examination of con-
tent available on museum websites, compiled and evaluated using a four-point scale
(0-3), to ensure comparability across institutions. Where the first criterion (language
availability) was assessed as 0, the remaining criteria were also assigned 0, since
the absence of an accessible language version prevented further evaluation from
the perspective of a foreign visitor.

The most comprehensive, modern and well-resourced website among the sur-
veyed museums is that of the National Museum of Montenegro in Cetinje. Although
some digital features remain limited, it is by far the strongest in terms of content,
offering multilingual promotional materials, downloadable exhibition guides, and
a modern, consistent design — a quality that most probably reflects the national signi-
ficance of this institution.
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Table 3. Degree of availability of information enabling foreign visitors to plan a visit
to a museum (on a scale of 0-3).

Museum name | 1l ]| v \") Vi Average
Cetinje

Njego$ Museum - Biljarda 3 |38 |38 |33 )2 2,8
Cetinje

Fine Arts Museum 3| 3|33 3 2 2,8
Cetinje

Museum of King Nikola 3 3|3 3,3 2 2,8
Kotor

Maritime Museum Kotor 3 3 0 2 3 0 1,83
Perast

Perast Town Museum 3 2 0 2 2 0 1.5
Herceg Novi

The City Museum Mirko 3 1 0 2 0 0 1
Komnenovi¢

Tivat

Naval Heritage Museum 3 1 0 0 1 0 0,8
Budva

Budva City Museum 6jo0o o0 0} 0 0 0

Source: Own work.

The Kotor Maritime Museum website also stands out: carefully designed and
rich in photographs and textual commentary. The attention given to tourists is unsur-
prising given the importance of tourism to Kotor, a UNESCO World Heritage Site.

Given the criterion of tourist popularity (MONSTAT 2024), it is surprising that
the Budva City Museum has by far the weakest website, with no English version at all,
particularly so given that the site itself contains a video labelled in both Montenegrin
and English (Short informative video presentation of Budva’s town museum — ori-
ginal spelling). Equally surprising is the Naval Heritage Museum in Tivat, a coastal
town served by Montenegro's second international airport. Tivt itself is presen-
ted on a modern, well-designed website, fully accessible in English, Russian and
Montenegrin; the maritime museum, however, has no separate website. Information
about itis confined to a brief note buried as a subpage (Home/Attractions/Naval Her-
itage Museum) — despite the museum offering a genuine attraction: the opportunity
to board an authentic Yugoslav submarine, alongside a small exhibition on the history
of sea exploration.

Next, direct observations were carried out in selected institutions. The res-
ults, presented in tabular form, allow us to determine the degree to which individual
museums are adapted to the needs of visitors from outside Montenegro.
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Table 4. Degree of accessibility and service for foreign tourists in the museums
surveyed — observation results (scale 0-3).

Museum name I I m | Iv | Vv | VI | Average
Kotor
Maritime Museum Kotor 2 2 3 2 2 3 2,3
Perast
Perast Town Museum 3 2 3 2 1 2 2,2
Cetinje
Museum of King Nikola 2 1 2 1 o | 1 1,2
Cetinje

i & i 1 2 1
Njegos Museum - Biljarda 3 0 0 0
Cetinje
Fine Arts Museum 3 1 0 1 0 1 1
Budva
Budva City Museum 2 1 0 0 0 0 0.5
Herceg Novi
The City Museum Mirko 2 1 0 0 0 0 05
Komnenovié
Tivat . .
Naval Heritage Museum 2 0 0 0 0 0 0,3

* does not apply to the submarine available to tourists

Source: own work.

The on-site observations reveal several consistent patterns. Staff gener-
ally demonstrated good English proficiency and a positive attitude towards visitors,
although this varied across individual interactions; at the Fine Arts Museum in Cetinje,
for instance, staff engagement significantly enhanced the visitor experience.

Museum collections are often rich and diverse, but their presentation is fre-
quently constrained by infrastructural limitations. Many exhibitions suffer from out-
dated display techniques, inconsistent graphic design and inadequate lighting or
equipment, and in some cases the condition of exhibits and the use of low-quality
reproductions further diminish the experience. These limitations point to structural
underfunding affecting the overall management of tourist experience.

A further weakness is the absence of audience differentiation. None
of the museums offered dedicated interpretive paths or facilities for children; only
isolated elements — such as the submarine exhibition in the Naval Heritage Museum
in Tivat — can be considered engaging for younger visitors.
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2. The interior of a submarine; Tivat — Naval Heritage Museum; photo by: £. Gawet
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Accessibility for visitors with special needs is generally low. Most museums
lack basic infrastructure such as lifts, ramps or adapted exhibition elements, partly
due to their location in historic buildings, and provision for visually or hearing-im-
paired visitors is largely absent, with only isolated exceptions, such as a Braille guide
at the Maritime Museum in Kotor.

3. Part of the exhibition; Kotor — Maritime Museum Kotor; photo by: . Gawet

In the post-visit stage, little attention is paid to sustaining visitor engagement.
In most institutions the offer of post-visit materials is either very limited or entirely
absent, with only basic souvenirs available and little evidence of strategies for main-
taining contact with visitors after their visit. Only selected museums - the Maritime
Museum in Kotor and the Museum of King Nikola in Cetinje — offer a broader range
of publications and souvenirs, including materials in foreign languages. Post-visit
engagement is clearly the least developed stage of tourist experience management.

DISCUSSION
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The findings suggest that Montenegrin museums are operating in a transitional
phase, characterized by a visible gap between organizational culture and infrastruc-
tural conditions. Staff openness and a positive attitude towards foreign visitors coex-
ist with outdated exhibition practices and limited technical infrastructure — a ten-
sion identified in other studies of cultural institutions in Montenegro, which similarly
note the combination of strong professional commitment and structural constraints
in digitization, communication and audience development (Markovi¢ 2019).

This is consistent with Medin's (2019) observation that Montenegrin museums
remain rooted in traditional, inward-looking organizational models, with limited
engagement with contemporary museological trends. Policy-oriented research like-
wise highlights the need for a shift towards more integrated, visitor-oriented and
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market-responsive approaches, including improved interpretation, infrastructure and
communication (Ministarstvo odrzivog razvoja i turizma 2018) — a tension this study
finds reflected in the management of tourist experience.

From the perspective of the visitor journey, the most developed practices con-
cern the pre-visit stage, where museums provide relatively accessible information
for foreign audiences. This aligns with broader research indicating that cultural insti-
tutions increasingly prioritize digital communication and online visibility as key tools
for attracting visitors and shaping pre-arrival expectations (Nikolaou 2024; Shi 2024),
and supports the understanding of tourism as an experience constructed before
the visit — the imagined product discussed in the literature.

Practices during and after the visit remain significantly less developed, limiting
the overall coherence of the tourist experience. Similar patterns have been observed
in other small or emerging tourism destinations, where investment tends to focus
on promotion rather than on-site experience design or post-visit engagement (Gao
and Yu 2024). In Montenegro, this imbalance is further compounded by limited fund-
ing, insufficient staff training and the absence of comprehensive audience develop-
ment strategies.

The weakness of post-visit engagement is particularly significant, as contem-
porary research emphasizes the importance of extending visitor relationships bey-
ond the physical visit through digital content, community-building and participat-
ory practices (Budge and Burness 2018). The findings suggest that Montenegrin
museums rarely implement such strategies, focusing instead on basic souvenir offers
rather than longer-term engagement mechanisms.

This imbalance takes on added significance in the context of EU acces-
sion, which not only increases the scale of international tourism but introduces new
expectations regarding accessibility, participation and the quality of cultural services.
European policy frameworks emphasize the role of museums as inclusive, socially
engaged and audience-oriented institutions, capable of fostering intercultural dia-
logue and knowledge exchange. It should be noted that museums in Montenegro
do implement modern educational programmes for their own citizens, drawing on col-
lections for equality education and intercultural dialogue (Kuzman 2024). The lim-
ited adaptation to the expectations of international audiences nevertheless points
to the need for further organizational transformation — particularly in visitor engage-
ment, interpretation, and the integration of digital tools.

CONCLUSIONS

The study shows that management practices in Montenegrin museums are uneven.
Only a limited number of institutions provide a well-developed, multilingual online
offer at the pre-visit stage. On-site, the visitor experience relies primarily on staff
engagement within persistent infrastructural constraints, and the post-visit stage
remains the least developed component of the visitor journey. The findings point

to the need to incorporate foreign visitors more explicitly into museum strategies and
to translate this into coherent management practices across all stages of the visitor
journey. In the context of EU accession and increasing international tourism, this shift
appears essential for strengthening the role of museums as accessible and competit-
ive cultural institutions.
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