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ABSTRACT

This study investigated the relationship between
recreation and gastronomy as key indicators of sustainable
development in spa destinations. The research sought
to answer two main questions: “What significance do
recreation and active tourism hold for tourists?”” and “What
type of gastronomy attracts tourists to destinations?” The
data from collected 243 respondents, comprising guests of
the Sunce Hotel, Golden View Garni Hotel, and visitors
to the Zelengora restaurant in Sokobanja, were analyzed
using factor analysis. The authors conducted the research
using two questionnaires. The findings of the first survey
revealed a strong inclination to relaxation of both mind
and body. Additionally, the results of the second survey
indicated that a unique gastronomic experience is a
significant motivator for tourists. Both indicators have
a positive impact on tourists’ overall well-being and
foster loyalty to the destination. In conclusion, active,
gastronomic, wellness, and spa tourism have a beneficial
influence on the tourist destination of Sokobanja. The
study proposes a unique model that can be applied to all
rural spa destinations.

Introduction

Numerous factors, such as the quality of offered experiences and the perception of the
destination, affect tourist well-being (Pani¢ et al., 2024). Destinations that combine
attributes of sensemaking (e.g., accessibility, amenities) with exploratory attributes
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(e.g., attractions, activities) tend to enhance tourists’ psychological well-being (Kim &
Hall, 2022). This can have a positive impact on increased return intentions and positive
word-of-mouth (Reitsamer et al., 2017). Spa tourism, as one of the earliest forms of
travel, is particularly well-developed in Europe. Serbia recognizes the significant tourist
potential of its numerous spas (Arsi¢ et al., 2024). Spa tourism has evolved from being
solely health-focused to encompass mass holidaying and relaxation (Fernandez-Gamez
etal., 2018).

There is a growing demand for a tourist offering that integrates traditional spa
experiences, modern wellness concepts, active holidays, and gastronomic experiences.
Among motives that make tourists visit a destination, gastronomy ranks third behind
cultural interest and nature (Juan et al., 2019). Gastronomy plays a strategic role in tourist
destinations, influencing tourist behavior, motivation, experience, and spending while
contributing to the sense of place and food image (Seyitoglu et al., 2020). Gastronomic
tourism has emerged as a distinct and expanding market segment (Balderas-Cejudo et
al., 2019; Milanovi¢ et al., 2023; Rangus et al., 2023; Vujko & Deli¢-Jovi¢, 2024), with
15% of tourists choosing destinations specifically for their culinary offerings (Berbel-
Pineda et al., 2019). Moreover, a substantial 25% of travel budgets is allocated to food
and beverages (World Food Travel Association, 2023). Today, gastronomy, as the
focus of the tourist experience, plays an essential role in strengthening competitiveness
(Vujko et al., 2024). The hospitality industry, including tourism, has become a global
phenomenon, intertwining food consumption with other services and experiences valued
by postmodern consumers (Hjalager & Richards, 2003). The relationship between food
and identity is strong, and any attempt to change eating habits feels like an offense
to national and individual identity (Bastenegar, 2019). Serbian cuisine, with its rich
history and diverse influences from Greek, Byzantine, Oriental, Austro-Hungarian,
Russian, and French cultures, reflects this complex heritage (Djordjevic-Milosevic &
Milovanovic, 2012; Pantovi¢ et al., 2023).

Outdoor adventure tourism can foster sustainability and well-being by encouraging
connections with nature, which can lead to pro-environmental attitudes and behaviors
(Hanna et al., 2019). Winter et al. (2019) highlight the sustainability benefits of outdoor
recreation and nature-based tourism, emphasizing the need for adaptable service delivery,
cultural shifts, and inclusive management strategies to address evolving social, economic,
and environmental conditions. According to Bojovi¢ et al. (2024), recreational tourism is
categorized as a sustainable form of tourism that contributes to human health. Destinations
that offer a blend of activities and natural environments are particularly popular due to
their positive impact on the body in general (Alexander et al., 2021; Kruni¢ et al., 2023;
Mileti¢ et al, 2023). Such destinations, with their diverse amenities, have sustainable
development potential and can achieve a competitive advantage through effective tourism
market positioning (Bjeli¢ et al., 2024; Vucicevi¢ et al., 2024). Given the prevalence
of stressors in modern life, destinations that offer preventive and immunity-enhancing
health benefits are increasingly valued (Fernandez-Gamez et al., 2024; Pantovi¢ et al.,
2025). European demand for recreational and nature-based tourism is increasing due to
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demographic shifts, evolving consumer preferences, and increasingly mobile lifestyles,
posing challenges for planners and managers (Weber, 2001; Pyo, 2005; Bell et al., 2007).
Serbia’s abundant natural resources, including mountains, rural destinations, and spas,
offer significant potential for recreational tourism development. Recreational activities
not only enhance tourist well-being but also support therapeutic outcomes by having a
positive impact on emotions (Gyasi et al., 2023).

Environmental protection is one of the most pressing challenges of the 21st century.
Therefore, further tourism development must strike a balance between tourism
development and ecosystem preservation as a solution to sustainability issues. The
concept of wellness and spa (Arsi¢ et al., 2024) has transcended the boundaries of mere
luxury, emerging as a vital aspect of contemporary life. In today’s fast-paced world
filled with mounting stressors, the wellness and spa industry offers a sanctuary for
individuals seeking refuge and rejuvenation (Colas et al., 2024). The benefits of wellness
and spa services extend beyond mere indulgence; they play a crucial role in enhancing
physical health and overall quality of life (Dimitrovski & Todorovi¢, 2015). One of the
most significant physical health benefits derived from these services is the promotion
of relaxation, which can lead to reduced levels of cortisol, a hormone associated with
stress (Ladkin et al., 2021, Milojevi¢ et al., 2020; Lakicevi¢ et al., 2024). In rural
wellness and spa destinations, recreational and gastronomic activities are pivotal to
sustainable development. The long-term viability and market competitiveness of these
destinations depend on sustainable tourism practices (Zhu & Xu, 2022). Only when
businesses operating in these destinations are viable can there be a competitive edge
in the market. The starting hypothesis (H) posits that inbound tourism, driven by rich
gastronomy and ample opportunities for sports and recreation, can enrich the offerings
of wellness and rural spa destinations, positioning them as indicators of sustainable
development. It is crucial to distinguish between treatment programs and wellness
services in order to effectively cater to both patients and healthy guests (Arsi¢ et al.,
2024). Evidently, spa destinations that embrace these changes will gain a competitive
edge in the tourism market.

The authors conclude that tourists readily engage in recreational tourism, recognizing
its therapeutic benefits for general physical health. This aligns with the core principles
of fitness, wellness, and spa methodologies. Additionally, they emphasize the value of
locally sourced, traditionally prepared food as a significant complement to the overall
tourism experience.

Case Studies

The local development of a tourist destination or region is impacted by cultural values,
identity, and specific resources such as collective history and heritage (Santiago et
al., 2024). Many destinations have recognized the potential of reviving tourism by
empowering local communities to promote their skills and culinary heritage (Vujko
et al., 2024). The Istrian region and Opatija in Croatia, Pirot in Serbia, and the Haut
Plateau de 1I’Aubrac in France are good examples of the strong connection between
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gastronomy and active recreation. These destinations leverage this connection to drive
sustainable rural development (Vujko & Deli¢-Jovic, 2024).

Istria, the most developed rural area in Croatia, has successfully developed both coastal
and inland tourism. Its tourist offerings are renowned for olive oil, asparagus, truffles,
and wine. The region offers family-friendly accommodations, agricultural holdings, and
various active holiday options like horseback riding, cycling, and wine tours (Jurisic,
2024). Istrian wellness centers provide year-round relaxation through diverse packages.

Opatija, a coastal city in Croatia, has been identified by Vodeb et al. as possessing four
key attributes: attractions, cultural heritage, local gastronomy, and accessibility of the
destination. The city’s appeal extends beyond seaside tourism, as its surrounding hills
attract hikers and mountaineers. In addition to its rich cultural and historical heritage,
including villas from the Habsburg era, Opatija’s gastronomic offerings are a major
draw for visitors. As one of the oldest destinations on the Adriatic coast, the city boasts
restaurants serving authentic historical dishes. Opatija’s medicinal climate and spa
hotels contribute to physical well-being and stress reduction.

Pirot is renowned for its sheep’s cheese and ironed sausages. Local restaurants offer a
variety of regional specialties, and the town has seen a growth in gastronomic tourism
through numerous events. Beyond its culinary delights, Pirot attracts foreign tourists
with its rich cultural heritage and the nearby Stara Planina Nature Park, which offers
opportunities for outdoor activities like waterfall and canyon exploration. The Stara
Planina Hotel houses a wellness center. In the 2022 Gastro Tourism Handbook, Pirot was
highlighted as a model for gastronomic tourism, earning the nickname “Little Jerusalem.”

The Haut Plateau region’s local development strategy combines heritage preservation and
culinary promotion. The local population initiated a movement to highlight the region’s
heritage, particularly its culinary specialties (Bessiere, 1998). Laguiola cheese, Aligot
traditional dish, and La Fouace local dessert are some of the gastronomic delights for
which the region is renowned. In addition to its rich culinary heritage, the French province
boasts numerous castles, churches, and nature reserves, attracting tourists seeking cultural
experiences and outdoor activities. Les Sources du Haut Plateau is a well-known wellness
center with a traditional aesthetic. Bessiere emphasizes the role of traditional food and
cuisine in rural French areas as markers of identity and drivers of local tourism, promoting
a balance between conservation and innovation in local development.

Research Methodology

The paper’s initial hypothesis (H) posited that tourist motivations, driven by a rich
gastronomic offer and diverse sports and recreational opportunities, contribute to the
richness of wellness and spa rural destinations, making them indicators of sustainable
development. Given the rural nature of these destinations, it is crucial to leverage both
natural and human-made resources to transform potential into tourist attractions and
enhance the wellness and spa tourism offerings.
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The paper presents findings from two surveys, analyzed using factor analysis. The first
survey, focusing on active and sports-recreational tourism, involved 243 respondents,
who were the Sunce Hotel and Golden View Garni Hotel guests. The second survey,
centered on gastronomy, included 287 guests of the Zelengora restaurant in Sokobanja.
The researchers conducted both surveys during the summer months of June to September
2024, making multiple visits to Sokobanja.

To address the research questions “What significance do recreation and active tourism
hold for tourists?” and “What type of gastronomy attracts tourists to destinations?”,
we established the following sub-hypotheses: Recreation and active tourism positively
impact tourists’ psychological and physical well-being. (h1) and Gastronomic offerings
based on local products and traditional preparation methods can foster loyalty to tourist
destinations. (h2)

The initial factor analysis yielded a model comprising two factors that categorized the
respondents’ responses into two dimensions:

- factor analysis 1 identified eight variables associated with the factor “relaxation of
body and mind”

Relaxing the mind and body

Enjoying natural environment

Improving personal health/fitness

Staying physically active

Escaping from daily routine to be more productive
Increasing the level of self-confidence

Being with people of similar interests

Spending time with friends

- factor analysis 2 identified 11 variables associated with the factor “unique gastronomic
experience”

Portions are generous

I like the quality of the served meat

The organoleptic properties of food satisfy all my senses

The food is real homemade

You can feel the spirit of the space and tradition

The food is traditional, prepared by the recipe that was once used, and you can feel it
Excellent dishes with local ingredients

The food fits the ambiance
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The natural materials of the dishes in which the food is prepared and served contribute
to the taste

Local music fits into the ambiance
Everything we eat can be traced from “field to table.” It is priceless

Sokobanja (Serbia) is a prime example of a spa destination that prioritizes sustainable
tourism development. Nestled along the Moravica River, between the mountains of
Rtanj, Ozren, and Devica, Sokobanja has a rich history of therapeutic use, dating
back to Roman and Turkish times. The first recorded instance of tourism dates to
1837. The town’s significant anthropogenic attractions include Sokograd, the Trebic
archaeological site, the Amam bath, the monastery of St. Archangel, Knez Milo§ Inn,
Latin City, and Seselac cave. The abundance of thermal mineral springs, favorable
climate, mountainous terrain of Rtanj and Ozren, and strategic location within a valley
have contributed to Sokobanja’s development as a tourist destination. The region’s
natural assets, including canyons, caves, Bovan Lake, Vrmdza Lake, and the Moravica
River, form the foundation of its tourism industry.

Zelengora restaurant, which has been operating since 2011, has a rich history dating
back to 1967. The restaurant specializes in traditional dishes from the 20th century,
including kacamak, ajvar, saC dishes, pies, sarma, and beans. A key aspect of
Zelengora’s approach is its commitment to sourcing ingredients from local producers.
Trout is sourced from the Moravica River, dairy products come from a local dairy, and
meat products are supplied by a 160-year-old butcher shop. Homemade rakija, crafted
from locally sourced fruit, is a significant brand when it comes to spirits served in
the restaurant. By prioritizing local food, Zelengora enhances the overall gastronomic
experience for tourists.

The Sunce Hotel, initially opened in 1977, underwent renovation and reopened in 2020
following a challenging period of privatization. It boasts the largest accommodation
capacity in Sokobanja and offers guests a range of wellness and spa treatments
within its 1,300-square-meter wellness center. The Golden View, a high-category
accommodation, opened its doors in 2023 and offers a more intimate setting.

Results and Discussion

Of the 243 respondents who participated in the research on active tourism, 144 (59.3%)
were male, and 99 (40.7%) were female. The majority of respondents, 177 (72.8%), were
from Serbia. Additionally, 30 respondents were from China (12.3%), 18 from Croatia
(7.4%), nine from Slovenia (3.7%), and nine from Austria (3.7%). All respondents were
guests of the Sunce and Golden View hotels in Sokobanja.

The first factor analysis (see Table 1) yielded a single factor model, explaining 55.165% of
the variance. The variables with the highest factor loadings represent two distinct groups
of respondent responses regarding the importance of recreation and active tourism.
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Table 1. Total Variance Explained

. . Extraction Sums of Squared Rotation Sums of Squared
Initial Eigenvalues Loadings Loadings
Factor
Total % of Cumulative Total % of Cumulative Total % of Cumulative
Variance % Variance % Variance %
1 6.620 |55.165 55.165 6.370 |53.081 53.081 4.266 35.552 35.552
2 1.637 |[13.643 68.808 468 3.903 56.984 2.572 21.432 56.984
3 .807 6.726 75.535
4 .664 5.531 81.066
5 .622 5.183 86.249
6 496 4.132 90.381
7 457 3.807 94.188
8 210 1.747 95.935
9 154 1.287 97.222
10 127 1.058 98.281
11 116 970 99.251
12 .090 749 100

Source: Autor’s research

Table 2 reveals strong loadings for eight variables, indicating a strong association with
the “relaxation of body and mind” factor. Relaxation is a fundamental practice for stress
reduction, achieving life harmony, improved sleep, and overall well-being. Knobloch et
al. note that tourism experiences, beyond mere pleasure, have significant implications
for well-being and quality of life, necessitating a deeper understanding. The results in
Table 2 suggest that key motivations for visiting a destination include escaping routine
for the sake of own productivity, socializing with friends, improving health and fitness,
and boosting self-confidence. These motivations highlight tourists’ desire for vacations
that enhance their overall well-being. Consequently, the future of spa tourism lies in
developing offerings that integrate wellness, spa, and recreational activities.

Table 2. Factor Matrix

Factor
1 2
Vi 765 -.283
V2 .882 297
V3 915 128
V4 710 -.001
V5 928 -.155
V6 .907 -214
\% .824 .360
V8 918 -.118
V9 -.629 124
V10 -.188 227
Vil .097 .022
V12 -.136 .055

Source: Autor’s research
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Today, tourists seek destinations offering diverse recreational experiences. Sokobanja
is well-positioned to cater to these desires. The surrounding areas are ideal for both
recreational and professional cycling.Adventure enthusiasts can indulge in adrenaline-
pumping activities such as scuba diving, mountain biking, free-climbing, orienteering,
diving, paragliding, sailing on Bovan Lake, kayaking, and exploring Rtanjska Lednica.
The surrounding mountains present challenges for recreational and professional alpinists
alike. These activities align with the motivations of tourists seeking to improve their health
and fitness. Additionally, Sokobanja offers wellness and spa treatments, as well as an aqua
park during the summer months, catering to those seeking relaxation and stress relief. In
recent years, rural tourism has gained momentum in Sokobanja. Villages like Vrmdza,
Resnik, Trubarevac, MuZinac, Zu¢kovac, Sarbanovac, and JoSanica have revitalized old
accommodations and built new ones to provide comfortable stays. These villages preserve
traditions, crafts, and culinary heritage, offering tourists the opportunity to participate in
daily life and enjoy the tranquility of the countryside. This type of tourism appeals to those
seeking social interaction and immersion in nature, as indicated in Table 3.

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics

N Minimum [ Maximum Mean Std. Deviation | Variance
N o N .. Std. .. o
Statistic | Statistic | Statistic | Statistic Statistic Statistic
Error

Relaxing the mind and body | 243 1 5 4.25 .059 922 .850
Enjoying natural 243 1 5 433 052 816 667
environment
Improve personal health/ 43 1 5 498 058 906 220
fitness
Staying physically active 243 1 5 4.30 .053 .820 672
Escaping from dall.y routine 243 1 5 430 056 871 758
to be more productive
Increasing the level of self- 243 1 5 497 059 917 341
confidence
Being with people of 243 1 5 437 048 741 549
similar interests
Spending time with friends | 243 1 5 4.28 .058 903 816
Valid N (listwise) 243

Source: Autor’s research

Of the 287 respondents who participated in the research on gastronomy, 147 (51.2%)
were male, and 140 (48.8%) were female. The majority of respondents, 217 (75.6%),
were from Serbia. Additionally, 25 respondents were from Slovenia (8.7%), 17 from
Italy (5.9%), and 12 from the Czech Republic (4.2%). All respondents were guests of
the Zelengora restaurant in Sokobanja.
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The second factor analysis (see Table 4) also yielded a single-factor model, explaining
80.099% of the variance. The variables with the highest factor loadings were related to
the question of whether gastronomy is a primary motivator for visiting the destination.

Table 4. Total Variance Explained

.. . Extraction Sums of Squared Rotation Sums of Squared
Initial Eigenvalues Loadings Loadings
Factor % of Cumulative % of Cumulative % of Cumulative
Total Var‘;aonce % Total Varoiance % Total Var‘;ance %
1 9.612 |80.099 80.099 9.404 |78.367 78.367 9.156 |76.301 76.301
2 1.018 |8.486 88.586 481 4.006 82.374 729 6.073 82.374
3 .646 5.382 93.967
4 .269 2.239 96.207
5 11 921 97.128
6 110 916 98.044
7 .086 715 98.759
8 .061 .505 99.264
9 .034 280 99.544
10 .025 207 99.751
11 .020 .169 99.920
12 .010 .080 100

Source: Autor’s research

Table 5 reveals strong loadings for 11 variables, indicating a strong association with the
“unique gastronomic experience” factor. The variables with the highest factor loadings
represent distinct groups of respondents’ responses related to the survey.

Table 5. Factor Matrix

Factor
1 2

\2! 983 -.142
V2 924 -.094
V3 .873 -.096
V4 913 302
VA .882 -.078
Vo6 931 303

\ 952 -.157
V8 .870 -.110
V9 .899 .306
V10 981 -.164
Vil 954 271

V12 -.011 -.151

Source: Autor’s research

Based on the ratings for all 11 variables, we can conclude that respondents associate
unique gastronomic experiences with destinations that preserve tradition and local
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culture and utilize local products, offering a full experience. Sokobanja, with its rich
history, offers a glimpse into its past. The region’s Roman and Turkish influences are
reflected in its culinary traditions. Tourists can savor dishes like “Turkish coffee”
and “baklava,” with names referring to past periods, but prepared according to local
methods and customs. Today, Sokobanja distinguishes itself from similar destinations
by offering a diverse range of gastronomic specialties across various local restaurants.
Nikoli¢ and Stankovi¢ highlight the historical significance of taverns in the region,
dating back to 1837. Modern-day restaurants cater to tourists’ desires for large portions,
high-quality, organic, and homemade food prepared using traditional recipes (Table 6).
The preserved historical ambiance and ethnic culture of Sokobanja, combined with its
proximity to rural areas, contribute to the authenticity of its culinary offerings. Local
sourcing of ingredients enables restaurants to provide genuine homemade dishes while
also promoting rural development and generating income for agriculture. This synergy
between urban and rural elements fosters a sustainable tourism model.

Table 6. Descriptive Statistics

N Minimum | Maximum Mean Std. Deviation Variance
Portions are generous 287 3 5 3,97 775 ,601
1 like the quality of the 287 3 5 4,02 773 597
served meat
The organgleptlc properties 287 3 5 4,06 777 604
of food satisfy all my senses
The food is homemade 287 3 5 4,08 ,791 ,626
You can feel tl'le. spirit of the 287 3 5 4,06 775 601
space and tradition
The food is traditional,
prepared by the recipe that 287 3 5 4,06 786 618
was once used, and you can
feel it
Excellc.ent dishes with local 287 3 5 401 789 62
ingredients
The food fits the ambiance 287 3 5 4,06 773 ,597
The natural materials of
the dl'ShSS in which the 287 3 5 410 796 634
food is prepared and served
contribute to the taste
Locgl music fits into the 287 3 5 3.99 766 587
ambiance
Everything we eat can be
traced from “field to table”. 287 3 5 4,05 ,785 ,616
It is priceless
Valid N (listwise) 287

Source: Autor’s research
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Figure 1. Interdependence of variables. Source: prepared by the authors (2024).

RBM1
RBM2
RBM1
sl L ‘ -
RBM2 and active tourism"?
RBM4
RBM3
RBM5
RBM4
RBM6
RBM5
RBM7
RBM6
1 RBMS
RBM7 "hat gastronomy
represents a motive that attracts
‘tourists to destinations"? RBM9
RBM8
RBM10
RBM11

Source: Autor’s research

The Figure 1 indicate that recreation and active tourism are significant for tourists
primarily due to their association with relaxation of body and mind, as evidenced by
strong correlations with eight specific variables (F2). Additionally, unique gastronomic
experiences attract tourists to destinations, highlighted by strong associations with
eleven distinct variables (F1). This indicates that both relaxation and culinary offerings
play crucial roles in enhancing the tourist experience.

Gastronomic experiences significantly impact tourist satisfaction and loyalty, serving
as a key motivator for travel decisions (Mora et al., 2021). The integration of food,
culture, history, and environment in gastronomic tourism experiences influences
consumer choices and contributes to sustainable rural development in wellness and spa
tourism. Research suggests that unique gastronomic experiences, offering authentic,
unforgettable, and culturally immersive food encounters, significantly impact
destination choice, satisfaction, and loyalty. The interconnectedness of recreation and
gastronomy positively impacts tourists’ physical and mental well-being, fostering
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loyalty to the destination. The research findings highlight the numerous benefits of
active, gastronomic, wellness, and spa tourism in Sokobanja. However, to remain
competitive in the tourism industry, Sokobanja must adapt to emerging trends by
prioritizing recreation and gastronomy as key indicators of sustainable development.

Conclusion

The paper discusses the impact of various factors on tourist well-being, particularly
in the context of spa tourism in Serbia, which has evolved to include modern
wellness concepts and gastronomic experiences. It highlights the growing demand for
destinations that offer a blend of traditional spa services, outdoor activities, and local
culinary delights, emphasizing the importance of gastronomy in attracting tourists and
enhancing their overall experience. Case studies from regions like Istria, Opatija, and
Pirot illustrate how local communities can leverage their culinary heritage and natural
resources to promote sustainable tourism development, ultimately contributing to the
psychological and physical well-being of visitors.

The research on active tourism in Sokobanja involved 243 respondents, predominantly
from Serbia, and revealed that relaxation and well-being are key motivations for
visiting the area. The findings indicate that tourists are increasingly seeking diverse
recreational experiences, such as cycling, adventure sports, and wellness treatments,
which align with their desire for improved health and fitness. Additionally, a separate
study on gastronomy highlighted the importance of unique culinary experiences tied
to local culture and tradition, suggesting that Sokobanja’s rich gastronomic offerings
significantly enhance tourist satisfaction and loyalty, ultimately contributing to
sustainable tourism development in the region.

Sustainable tourism seeks to preserve natural and cultural heritage while fostering
local economic growth. While other forms of tourism exist in modern spa centers,
the rise of gastronomic and active tourism offers a sustainable approach. These types
of tourism contribute to destination development without negatively impacting the
environment. Sokobanja’s Tourism Development Program (2023-2027) reflects this
shift, emphasizing a pristine environment suitable for relaxation through wellness
treatments and specific gastronomic experiences (Tomi¢ et al., 2020). This study
examines the potential synergy between gastronomic and active tourism, hypothesizing
that these two types of tourism can complement each other to create a more attractive
offering for a wider range of tourists. Our findings confirm this hypothesis. Tourists
engaging in sports and recreational activities also prioritize local dining experiences,
highlighting the importance of a robust gastronomic offering in such destinations.

Our findings indicate that recreation and active tourism positively impact visitors’
physical and mental well-being. Moreover, a gastronomic offering centered around
local products and traditional preparation methods attracts a larger tourist base. This
combination of tourism types fosters a sense of loyalty among visitors. The research
underscores several key tourist elements of Sokobanja, including its rich wellness

368 http://ea.bg.ac.rs



Economics of Agriculture, Year 72, No. 1, 2025, (pp. 357-373), Belgrade

and spa programs. In addition to relaxation, the destination offers opportunities for
adrenaline sports, nature walks, and visits to waterfalls, rivers, and lakes. To capitalize
on these strengths, the local population should continue to preserve their cultural identity
through gastronomic specialties, sourcing local ingredients, and maintaining traditional
preparation and serving methods. Sokobanja possesses significant anthropogenic and
natural resources, making it well-suited for sustainable tourism development.

Active and gastronomic tourism can drive sustainable development. Sustainable
food tourism supports local agriculture and economic growth while offering tourists
opportunities to connect with local culture and traditions. Sustainable active tourism
promotes healthier lifestyles and active aging for tourists while enabling local
communities to develop tourism aligned with their values and aspirations. The synergy
between these two forms of tourism benefits both visitors and residents. Future research
should involve surveying residents to gauge their perspectives on the importance of
gastronomy and recreational tourism. Educating the local population about the benefits
of this type of development is crucial. The ultimate goal of developing this kind of
tourism is to foster a healthy environment and cultivate loyalty among tourists.
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