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Abstract 
Although Croatia is widely known for its sports achievements and a very long 
tradition in tourism development, golf in Croatia is still not recognized as an 
attractive means of leisure activity or as a valuable option for tourism 
product diversification, particularly when it comes to the continental part of 
the country. The purpose of this research was to assess the potentials of golf 
tourism development around traditional spa tourism destinations that have 
adequate natural resources and sufficient tourism infrastructure that could 
meet the high standards of contemporary golf tourism development. Two 
traditional spa tourism destinations with hot springs, namely Varaždinske 
Toplice in the north-western part and Bizovac in the eastern part of 
continental Croatia, have been selected as case studies for promoting the 
idea of integrating spa and golf tourism products among other spa tourism 
destinations in continental Croatia. In selection process, a special attention 
has been paid to the applicability of golf tourism offer to the existing spa 
tourism product in these destinations as well as the improvements that need 
to be done in order to provide high-end golf tourism experience. The 
methodology used in this research includes a conceptual modelling as well as 
secondary data and SWOT analyses. The majority of findings in this research 
go in favour of golf tourism development in these areas, especially when it 
comes to measuring economic benefits that outweigh the social and 
environmental concerns. The main limitation of this research lies with lack of 
reliable data and references to the literature. In spite of the fact that the 
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concept of spa & golf tourism product is proven to be successful in the 
practice, from the body of available literature it is clearly evident that this 
area of research is still in the initial stage of development. 
 

Keywords: golf tourism, spa destination, tourism product diversification, 
continental Croatia 
 
Track: Red strategies – Sport Tourism policies and Development 
Word count: 10,000 
 

 
1. Introduction 
The popularity of golf as an outdoor leisure activity has grown substantially 
over the past two decades. According to the International Golf Federation 
(IGF), the number of registered golf players in total has exceeded 60 million, 
while golf is played in more than 140 countries on all inhabited continents 
(IGF, 2016). At the beginning of the third millennium Readman (in Hudson 
ed., 2003: 165) claimed that golf represents "the largest sports-related 
travel market", while Hudson and Hudson (2010: 3) estimated that the 
global golf tourism market worth over $20 billion annually (or approx. €15 
billion according to European Central Bank statistical database), based on 
primary or secondary motivation of travellers. On account of these figures, 
golf can be considered as one of the World’s most widespread and 
developed individual sport activities, which transformative impact on 
economies and societies has particularly flourished during the past three 
decades. The expansion of the golf market was followed by growing 
attention and activities of tourism developers and managers who recognized 
a huge market potential for investors and service providers. From demand-
side perspective, both playing golf and taking golf-motivated travel are 
increasingly popular leisure activities that attract attention not only of active 
golf players, but also recreational players and those who would like to start 
practicing golf and be involved in related activities, clubs and events.  
During the 20th century, along with development of tourism offer and the 
increase of global tourist movements, many golf courses were constructed 
and transformed into important attractions for visitors. In this regard, to 
date two ways of designing and constructing golf courses have been 
profiled: 1) traditional golf courses designed for active golfers and golf 
tournaments, and 2) custom-designed golf courses as an integral part of 
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tourism destination product. Due to the intensive construction of golf 
courses and their successful integration into tourism supply of many 
destinations, along with the emergence of specialized tour operators in this 
field, golf tourism has become a sought-after tourist product not only for 
golfers and golf managers, but also for tourism destinations looking for 
competitive advantage and market specialization.  
In terms of European golf market statistics, Croatia can be considered as 
unknown country for the vast majority of international golf demand. One of 
the main reasons for such status is the lack of modern designed golf courses 
associated with special interest tourism products that would attract a wider 
range of visitors, not only the impassioned golf players, tournament 
organizers and fans. So far, there are only five officially rated golf courses 
and about ten driving ranges in the country, which in total cannot be 
considered sufficient for inducing Croatia's image as a golfing country. In 
order to meet growing demand in this field, in its "Tourism development 
strategy until 2020" (2013: 41) Croatia has highlighted and adopted ten 
operative strategies for tourism offer improvement, among which golf 
tourism product is one of the top priorities for development. Accordingly, 
this research aimed to evaluate the potentials of golf tourism development 
in relatively small but well-known tourism destinations in continental 
Croatia with attractive tourism products that attract significant number of 
visitors. In the selection process of destinations suitable for golf tourism 
development, a special attention is given to two traditional spa tourism 
destinations in continental Croatia, namely Varaždinske Toplice (in the 
north-western part) and Bizovac (in the eastern part), which are recognized 
as potential areas for creating so called spa & golf tourism product. 
Although the amalgam of spa & golf tourism products is already well-known, 
profitable and sustainable concept in practice, there is evident lack of 
empirical studies that would serve as references for further scientific 
research on related impacts and effectiveness. 
 

 
2. Golf tourism market overview  
Taking into account the total number of registered players worldwide, golf 
can be considered as one of the biggest sports (Markwick, 2000: 515) and 
also one of the largest sport-related businesses. Apart from the official IGF 
statistics, there are some estimates that the total number of golfers in 
developed countries has recently reached 80 million players (Garau-Vadell, 
de Borja-Solé, 2008: 17). Beside active golfers it is further estimated that 
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there are another 20 million recreational golfers (Bartoluci, Čavlek, 2000: 
106) in the world who occasionally play golf and participate in golf events. 
Therefore, the global golf playing demand of nowadays can be estimated to 
over 100 million participants whose number tend to grow over time at the 
same growth rate as global tourism movements.  
When it comes to the tour packaging that includes golf-related activities, 
golf is even more lucrative product due to the fact that golfers rarely travel 
alone. Instead, they often travel with their family members, partners and 
friends. Assuming that each golfer travels with at least one accompanying 
person, it can be estimated that about 200 million people travel to 
destinations worldwide to play golf or to participate in other golf-related 
activities. In 2015, according to the UNWTO (2016: 4), there were in total 
between 6 and 7 billion tourist arrivals (travels) worldwide, which means 
that previously assessed size of the overall golf demand has a significant 
share of 3% in the global travel market. 
Statistical data on organized golf tours also support the previous statement. 
As reported by the International Association of Golf Tour Operators (IAGTO), 
taken as a leading organization of tour operators specialists for organized 
golf tours, there were about 1.6 million organized golf tours which have 
generated revenues of €1.5 billion in 2012 (KPMG, 2013: 1). The sale of 
organized golf tours shows tremendously high growth rates, whereby the 
IAGTO states that the global travels associated with golf have increased by 
20% in the period from 2011 to 2013 (KPMG, 2015: 7).  
According to R&A (2015: 4) statistics, in 2014, golf was played on more than 
34,000 golf courses worldwide, of which 71% are open to the public. The 
vast majority of these golf courses are located in the western hemisphere. 
Namely, the North and South America are home to 55% of all golf courses, 
while Europe holds the second largest share of 22%, followed by Asia with 
14% and Oceania with 6%. The same source reports that about 79% of the 
global golf courses are located in the top 10 golfing countries including the 
USA, Canada, UK, Germany, France, Sweden, South Africa, Japan, Australia 
and China. Besides these golf courses, Bartoluci (2013: 399) has estimated 
that there are about 10,000 small golf centres around the globe, mostly 
used for the recreational purposes. By the end of 2014, R&A (2015: 7) has 
collected data for almost 700 new golf courses worldwide that were under 
construction or in advance planning. At the same time, only in Europe, along 
with existing 7,400 golf facilities, there were 40 golf courses under 
construction and 119 in planning process.  
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In spite of the growing number of golf courses worldwide, it should be noted 
that there are no two golf courses or golf resorts of the same architecture 
because each was built in specific scenery determined by the landscape and 
size of the land, with different hazards (e.g. lakes), order of greens (holes) 
and arrangement of fields, to be more attractive for golf tourists. For that 
reason, golfers seem to have a constant need to travel more and play on as 
many different golf courses as possible. In that sense, Ecoina’s (2012: 177) 
experts have concluded that, as the popularity of golf grew during the 20th 
century, golfers began to look for more and more interesting golf 
destinations, which goes in favour of creating new golf courses and resorts. 
Along with the increase in number of golf courses around the world, it is 
evident that such growth has been followed by growing competition among 
golf resorts and golf tourism destinations. According to the IAGTO, ten most 
popular tourism destinations for golf tour packages in 2012 were located in 
Spain, Portugal, Ireland, Turkey, Scotland, USA, Thailand, Italy, Morocco and 
England (IAGTO, 2013: 11). In the same year, the typical duration of golf tour 
packages were between 4 and 7 nights for the vast majority of organized 
tours, while only 22% of tour packages last 8 nights or longer. According to 
the KPMG, the most frequent golf travellers are still the Brits, Americans and 
Canadians, although often choosing domestic trips. The Scandinavians 
(mainly Swedish), Germans and Austrians are also near the top of the list, 
with strong interest to travel abroad for golf (KPMG, 2013: 2-4). Conducted 
research also shows that there is a growing number of Asian golfers visiting 
Europe (Ecoina, 2012:177), which represents one of the most important 
emerging golf generating markets. 
As expected by the IAGTO, the leading tour operator in this market segment, 
the forecasts of the growth in demand for organized golf tours is about to 
remain positive (KPMG, 2015: 7). Another interesting research conducted by 
the US National Golf Foundation (NGF), showed that in the US there is about 
41 million people who would like to become golfers. Of this number, one in 
four has expressed his/her willingness to immediately start practicing this 
sport (Ecoina, 2012: 177).  
Finally, it should be mentioned that the golf tourism product is not related 
only to the construction of golf courses and on-site service providing to the 
golfers, but also includes a wide range of supporting products and services. 
In that sense, Hudson and Hudson (2010: 11) have developed a matrix of 
golf supply which is supported by complex golf industry cluster that consists 
of golf facilities and other core industries that produce goods and services 
used to operate these facilities and to play the game, such as, golf 
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equipment and golf apparel manufacturers, etc. Due to a wide variety of 
goods and services included in it, golf tourism can be considered as a 
complex product which generates among the highest multiplier effects of all 
sport-related tourism products. In that context, the growing number of 
golfers (professional and recreational), golf courses and golf-related events 
makes golf equipment and services more affordable to a wider demand, 
which recurrently boosts golf-related tourism products and services. 
 

 
3. Literature review 
According to Hudson and Hudson (2009: 4), golf tourism has gained strong 
academic and public interest during the last two decades. So far, there are 
many textbooks written on sport and tourism development in which golf 
tourism has been often analysed and from various aspects (e.g. Gimmy and 
Benson, 1992; Standeven and De Knopp, 1999; Hudson, 2003; Ritchie and 
Adair, 2004; Higham, 2005; Gibson, 2006; Weed and Bull, 2009; Hudson and 
Hudson, 2010; Hinch and Higham, 2011; Moufakkir and Burns, 2012; 
Saayman, 2012; Hudson and Hudson, 2014). Beside these highly valuable 
contributions, there is much of research done on the impacts of golf tourism 
development on particular regions, such as Markwick (2000) for Malta; 
Warnken, Thompson and Zakus (2001) for Gold Coast in Australia; 
Briassoulis (2007) for Coastal Mediterranean Europe; Garau-Vadell and de 
Borja-Solé (2008) for Mallorca, Spain; Tassiopoulos and Haydam (2008) for 
South Africa; Barros, Butler and Correia (2010) for Algarve, Portugal; Eberts 
and Ramsey (2010) for Manitoba province in Canada; Boukas, Boustras and 
Sinka (2012) for Cyprus; Completo and Gustavo (2014) for Portugal; etc. For 
Croatia it is worth to mention several contributions on golf tourism 
development provided by Bartoluci and Čavlek (2000), Jugović, Gržinić and 
Lončar (2009), Petar (2010), Bučar and Sobry (2011), etc. There are also 
professional reports on international golf market trends, provided by 
international organizations (e.g. IAGTO, 2013; KPMG, 2013, 2014, 2015; 
R&A, 2015), that were also very helpful in assessment of the possible 
patterns of golf tourism development in the observed area in Croatia. Since 
this research is focused on tourism product diversification towards higher 
value-added services and experiences for visitors, the concept of integrating 
spa and golf tourism products has been detected as a key aspect that needs 
to be further considered and analysed.  
Among the first studies that discuss opportunities of creating spa and golf 
tourism packages is the article written by Monteson and Singer (1992: 38). 
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They were analysing a daily routine of spa resort visitors and tried to fill time 
gaps between their spa treatments with some golf-related activities. Several 
years later, Monteson and Singer (1999) have written the article on 
restoration of a historic spa resort (Homestead in the USA) with golf 
amenities that would increase the attractiveness and value of the core 
tourism product. Discussing the average structure of a resort, Hudson and 
Hudson (2010: 19) have pointed out that resort typically consists of a luxury 
hotel with amenities – e.g. golf, beach, skiing and/or spa – that make it a 
destination in itself. Therefore, a spa & golf resort is seen as a destination 
that aims to fulfil the needs and expectations of a wider range of visitors, 
not only golfers or spa customers solely. Another interesting research was 
conducted by Kruczek and Nowak (2014: 304) who have concluded that "the 
spa products should evolve in the direction of combining health tourism 
with recreation and relaxation (e.g. fitness & spa, ski & spa, golf & spa, bike 
& spa, horse & spa, business & spa, nature & spa)". Beside these articles, 
there are also many other studies and articles in which authors discuss and 
analyse various impacts of golf and/or spa tourism development on the 
environment, spatial planning and community, which are not relevant for 
this research. 
 
 

4. Research approach and methodology 
The authors of this research believe that the success of future tourism 
development in any area relies on creating amalgam of two or more 
compatible special interest tourism sub-products that can be promoted and 
enjoyed as high value-added packages. In this study, the health tourism, 
namely spa and wellness sub-products, is seen as a basic framework of 
tourism development in two observed destinations in continental Croatia, 
which can be upgraded with other tourism products, particularly sports 
tourism. On the other hand, sports tourism is seen as travel for "recreation 
or competition purposes, to observe sport at grassroots or elite level" 
(Tassiopulos and Haydam, 2008: 871), which ideally fit the concept of spa 
and wellness tourism. As Nuno Silva (2010: 127) has reported, "western 
societies are witnessing the rebirth and reinvention of health tourism 
founded on new ideologies, concepts, spaces and services mostly dominated 
by the desire for wellbeing expressed by the spa ideal". In this sense, spa 
centres, particularly those with long tradition of providing a variety of health 
care treatments, are recognized as primary tourist attractions for modern 
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visitors whose attention can be regained or intensified by introduction of 
composite attraction, i.e. designed golf courses and related services.  
Having in mind that proposed new concept of tourism development for 
Varaždinske Toplice and Bizovac is based on scarce data and the 'vision' of 
authors rather than on thorough analysis of facts and figures, this research 
can be considered as a typical grounded theory research. According to 
Mehmetoglua and Altinay (2006), grounded theory is "appropriate for 
creating a theoretical model, give conceptual labels to the data, and place 
interpretations on the data in fields of hospitality and tourism". So, the 
methodology adopted in this research includes a conceptual modelling 
approach as well as secondary data and SWOT analyses that allow the 
identification of potentials and limitations of creating spa & golf tourism 
product in the observed area. The data used for modelling and estimating 
patterns of golf tourism development in continental Croatia were extracted 
from available case studies and statistical records on spa tourism 
development in continental Croatia. 

 
5. Discussion: Golf tourism in continental Croatia  
Despite its high popularity among predominantly European leisure tourists, 
in terms of golf tourism statistics Croatia still lags far behind competitor 
countries in the Europe. According to Bučar and Sobry (2011: 633), the first 
golf course in Croatia was constructed in 1922 on the Brijuni Islands (today’s 
national park), while three other courses were constructed in the following 
10 years. Between 1930s and 1980s there was no evidence of any golf 
development activity, essentially for political reasons. The same source 
reports that in 2010, Croatia has adopted a new Strategy of golf tourism 
development, which contained a plan for construction of 89 golf courses in 
total, of which 34 supposed to be constructed in the continental part. 
Nowadays, there are only five officially rated golf courses in the country, of 
which three are situated in continental Croatia (CGA, 2016). There are also 
about ten driving ranges available, of which five are located in continental 
Croatia. All these golf facilities are mostly used by approx. 1,500 registered 
golf players in Croatia, in total (EGA, 2016), gathered around 20 golf sport 
clubs (CGA, 2016). Since the golf is not popular sport activity in Croatia, 
there is still no open-source data available on the size of total (domestic and 
international) golf tourism demand in Croatia, which would enable a more 
in-depth analysis of the market potentials.  
When considering continental Croatia only, golf is played on two officially 
rated golf courses in the central region (in the capital City of Zagreb and in 
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the nearby town of Zaprešić) and on one officially rated golf course in the 
northern region of Međimurje (in the spa and sport resort LifeClass Terme 
Sveti Martin). Beside each of these golf courses there is a driving range 
accompanied with other golf-related facilities and services. Unlike these 
three most developed golf destinations, there are also two driving ranges in 
the very eastern part of Croatia (Zmajevac and Principovac) that operate 
without accompanied golf courses, but are intended to serve as an initial 
stage of the golf course development project. According to CGA (2016) data, 
in 2015 there were 11 golf sport clubs in continental Croatia that bring 
together more than 600 registered players (approx. 40% of the total number 
of registered players in Croatia). All these facts and figures lead to the 
conclusion that golf development in Croatia generally lacks of the initial 
support from domestic golfers. 
It is worth to note that there is one officially rated 9- and 18-hole golf course 
with driving range in the central region (in the municipality of Krašić), which 
was closed in 2010 due to bankruptcy of the owner. That golf course was 
permanently closed at the height of the global financial crisis due to several 
reasons among which the absence of complementary tourism offer and the 
lack of destination’s image seem to be major causes of the project failure. 
For these and other reasons it seems that this golf course will remain closed. 
The idea of upgrading traditional spa centres (a group of spa and health care 
facilities attached to hot springs and long tradition in providing a variety of 
health care services) located in continental Croatia into multifunctional 
destinations with value-added experience for mixed groups of visitors has its 
roots in the first successful case of integrating spa centre and diverse offer 
of sport activities, embodied in today’s spa and sport resort LifeClass Terme 
Sveti Martin. This resort has been taken as a benchmark case study to 
validate the proposed idea among other spa centres in continental Croatia 
in order to reach a critical number of golf courses according to the 
international golf standards and to create an image of golf tourism region 
with attractive and diverse offer. According to resort’s official web site 
(LifeClass Terme Sv. Martin, 2016), the history of resort goes back to 1911 
when trial drilling for crude oil was carried out on site, but a spring of hot 
water was found, which later turned to be a thermo-mineral water with high 
healing properties. The first thermal bathing facilities were built in 1936, 
under the name Toplice Vučkovec, and as such were serving mostly the local 
population. After the change of the ownership in 2003, a spa centre with 
modest facilities moved into a new development era of high-class spa and 
sport resort striving for international visitors. Bartoluci and Hendija (2011: 
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77) reported that the total amount of €50 million has been invested in this 
resort between 2003 and 2010, and represents one of the best investment 
case studies in continental Croatia. The majority of financial resources were 
invested into the 4-star hotel, a wellness centre, a sports hall and the golf 
course, while the whole project has ensured employment for more than 200 
people. According to the CBS (2004-2016) statistical data records, the 
upgrade of domestically (mostly locally) oriented spa centre into the 
internationally oriented spa and sport resort, has brought a substantial 
growth of the attractiveness and strong tourist inflow, not only to the resort 
itself, but to the whole micro-region (Figure 1). 
 
Figure 1: Tourist overnight stays in the municipality of Sv. Martin na Muri, 2004-2015 

 
Source: According to CBS (2005-2016) 
 

The continuously growing number of tourist overnight stays in the 
municipality with no other strong tourist attractions (other than the spa and 
sport resort), might serve as a textbook example of the power of tourism in 
transformation of predominantly rural settings from a merely agricultural to 
a service providing areas. As can be seen from Figure 1, the number of 
overnight stays in the municipality began to rise significantly since the grand 
opening of the spa and sport resort in 2005. While the number of domestic 
overnight stays has been growing for 14% a year during the last 10 observed 
years, the international demand for accommodation services has been 
growing by 23.4% a year. 
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5.1 Potential demand and available resources in the area for golf tourism 
product 
In the context of tourism development, the main strengths of the 
continental part of Croatia are the abundance of tourism resources available 
in this region and relatively strong image of corresponding tourism 
destinations. Although the observed region is rich in highly attractive natural 
and social resources for development of various tourism products, the 
analysis of tourism performance reveals that the continental part of Croatia 
lags far behind its coastal part and needs a special approach in product 
designing. Available data on tourism development, presented in Table 1, 
reveal significant progress of the region concerning most of the key 
indicators for the period of last 10 years.  
 

Table 1: Tourism development indicators for continental Croatia in 2006 and 2015 

Tourism performance indicator 
Year Change 

2015/06 2006 2015 

Total number of tourist arrivals 1,104,343 1,834,418 166.1 

Total number of overnight stays 2,183,858 3,306,148 151.4 

Average length of stay (nights per arrival) 2.0 1.8 90.0 

Domestic overnight stays 1,023,167 1,083,690 105.9 

- share in region's total 46.9% 32.8% -14.1% 

International overnight stays 1,160,701 2,222,458 191.5 

- share in region's total 53.1% 67.2% +14.1% 

Share of region's overnight stays in the total number of 
overnight stays in Croatia 

4.1% 4.6% +0.5% 

 

Total number of region’s beds in all tourism 
accommodation facilities (on August 31st) 

26,459 44,079 166.6 

Share of region’s beds in the total beds in Croatia 2.9% 4.2% +1.3% 

Source: Compiled according to CBS (2007; 2016) 

 
The evident progress in tourism development suggests that the observed 
region’s tourism performance is far below its actual potentials, especially if 
tourism data for the City of Zagreb are excluded from the analysis. Taking 
into account that the City of Zagreb (situated in the central part of the 
continental Croatia) has two officially rated golf courses, which is important 
fact for this study, the absence of spa centres provokes some further 
considerations of tourism performance for the rest of the continental 
Croatia. Some key indicators of tourism performance separately shown for 
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the City of Zagreb and for the rest of the continental Croatia are summarized 
in Table 2. 
 

Table 2: Tourism development indicators for the City of Zagreb and the rest of continental Croatia in 
2015 

Tourism performance 
indicator 

City of Zagreb 
The rest of 

continental Croatia 
Total continental 

Croatia 
 Number Share Number Share 

Tourist arrivals 1,077,778 58.8% 756,640 41.2% 1,834,418 

Tourist overnight 
stays 

1,804,290 54.6% 1,501,858 45.4% 3,306,148 

Domestic overnight 
stays 

375,739 34.7% 707,951 65.3% 1,083,690 

International 
overnight stays 

1,428,551 64.3% 793,907 35.7% 2,222,458 

Average length of stay  
(nights per arrival) 

1.7 - 2.0 - 1.8 

Number of beds in all 
tourism 
accommodation 
facilities  
(on August 31st) 

19,868 45.1% 24,211 54.9% 44,079 

Source: Compiled according to CBS (2016) 

 
The second data analysis reveals that the majority of tourism development 
in continental Croatia is centralized around the City of Zagreb. Due to its 
strong image as an internationally recognized tourism destination for both 
business and leisure visitors, Zagreb should be considered as a central point 
(i.e. hub) of the continental part of Croatia for attracting international 
golfers and investors in golf-related facilities. The remaining share of the 
regional tourism market performance reveals that the entire area (outside 
of the capital city) hides substantial potentials for tourism development, 
particularly in the renowned tourism destinations, such as spa centres, 
natural parks and historical towns. Although the spa centres in this study 
were taken as a platform for diversification of traditional spa destinations 
into spa & golf tourism resorts, the integration of golf tourism offer with 
eco-, heritage or some other tourism product is also possible (and worth 
thinking about). 
Besides promising tourism statistics trends, it is important to emphasize that 
the observed region is rich in relatively low-cost resources for golf tourism 
development. Generally, the resources for developing golf-related offer can 
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be classified into four main groups: 1) physical resources (climate, land, 
water supply, spatial planning, facility construction, international travel 
accessibility, etc.), 2) human resources (know-how, special skills, labour 
surplus, recruiting system, etc.), 3) financial resources (equity, ownership, 
capital investments, loans, grants, etc.), and 4) organizational resources 
(international licenses and ratings, national and international golf 
organizations, sport clubs, events, marketing communication, strategy of 
tourism development, etc.). Having in mind that the continental Croatia is 
predominantly rural area with strong emphasis on agricultural production, 
all key natural conditions, as part of physical resources, seem to be 
favourable for golf-related activities throughout most of the year. Apart 
from abundant natural resources, there are also some other resources in the 
region available for golf tourism development (such as facility construction 
capacities, international airports, efficient ground transportation network, 
available workforce, technical government support, golf sport clubs, 
marketing infrastructure, etc.) that need more detailed analysis and 
assessment. 
 
5.2 Golf market trends that affect the area 
There are several key trends that affect the international golf market, which 
directly support the idea of diversifying spa tourism product towards 
internationally oriented spa & golf resorts. Based on the research results 
provided by Hudson and Hudson (2010: 18), over the last several years there 
has been a noticeable stagnation and even decline in the number of ‘core’ 
golfers, but the overall golf demand is still increasing at surprisingly steady 
growth rate. The growing share of recreational and occasional golfers’ 
market represents a significant opportunity for many destinations and 
resorts to offer golf as an add-on feature to holidays, especially in terms of 
specialized tour packaging.  
Another key trend is the changing role of golf in the global society, which 
has being transformed from sport and leisure activity into a big business. 
Today, golf is primarily governed by the motives of providing sport 
experience to millions of players around the world, which represents a huge 
market for selling golf-related services and equipment. Related to previous, 
the next key trend is that golf is becoming less corporate and more sport for 
all due to decreasing green fees and other costs, which make golf more 
affordable to a wider range of consumers. 
Unlike the historical status of the golf as sport for the upper classes of 
society, the modern golf is more like trendy sport with an appeal across 
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generations, genders and cultures regardless of their backgrounds and 
occupations. Additionally, golf is also seen as a family sport with a great 
entertainment value that put an emphasis on preserved environment and 
specially designed facilities for family stay. According to the KPMG (2016: 4), 
junior golfers hold a significant share of 9% in total golf demand in Europe, 
which is important fact for the spa destinations in this research because 
younger golfers represent a strong potential for the growth in demand (for 
both golf & spa) in the future. For all these reasons, golf is seen as a useful 
tool for tourism destinations' market (re)positioning, differentiation from 
other destinations, as well as creating competitive advantage and 
opportunities for starting a new business.  
In the context of golf tourism development in continental Croatia, all 
previously mentioned trends go in favour of promoting idea of upgrading 
existing domestically oriented spa centres into internationally oriented spa 
& golf resorts that should generate a series of multiplying effects for local 
and regional economies. 
 
 
5.3 Selection of tourism destinations suitable for golf tourism 
development 
Development of golf courses and golf tourism is predominantly attached to 
the rural settings. According to Butler’s early observation of significant 
growth in leisure activities in rural settings, "golf is one of the best 
examples, both in demand for space and in proportional growth. Many golf 
courses were historically located within urban areas, or in the rural-urban 
fringe, but increasing numbers are now being located in rural areas, 
reflecting the lack of suitable land within urban areas and the fringe, and 
land use planning policies" (Butler, 1998: 215). Therefore, a contemporary 
golf tourism planning usually takes into consideration such rural settings for 
golf course development which does not cause any major collision with 
other economic activities or local community’s needs regarding the land use. 
In this regard, the vision of future tourism development in continental 
Croatia should be basically focused on already established tourism 
destinations with developed tourism infrastructure and market recognition, 
particularly those that have sufficient resources (primarily land area) for the 
expansion and diversification of basic tourism product. As already 
mentioned, golf-related facilities and activities can be successfully 
integrated into tourism products of spa resorts, natural (or national) parks 
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and historical towns, which all might serve as ideal platforms for tourism 
product diversification towards golf development. 
The selection of tourism destinations in continental Croatia suitable for golf 
tourism development is primarily based on Croatia’s "Tourism development 
strategy until 2020" (Croatian Parliament, 2013) where ten operative 
strategies for tourism offer improvement have been adopted, among which 
golf tourism product is one of the top priorities for further development. 
Specifically for continental Croatia, golf tourism is recognized as a secondary 
tourism product, which means that it needs to be attached to existing 
tourism settings or integrated with some other attractive tourism product in 
order to make it profitable. In this context, Croatia in its strategic planning 
has highlighted the construction of golf courses predominantly for 
recreational purposes, which should be clustered within about an hour of 
driving distance (from airport and between golf courses), carefully designed, 
environmentally responsible in its operations, and integrated with 
“gastronomy, wellness and thalassotherapy” tourism products. Based on 
that formulation, it can be concluded that spa & golf tourism product has its 
conceptual framework in strategic documents, which affirms that the 
government at all levels is willing to provide strategic and financial support 
to such projects (e.g. public infrastructure, paperwork, land consolidation, 
public-private partnership, etc.).  
Having in mind that golf course planning and construction primarily takes 
into consideration the basic preconditions of an area, such as land, water, 
energy and facilities, a brief overview of the ownership structure of these 
components seems to be critical for realization of the vision. In spite of the 
fact that Croatia has passed through the economic transition (from socialism 
to capitalism), the ownership of the land is in many cases still retained by 
the public sector (state, county, city or municipality). From the perspective 
of development projects that require large land surfaces, public ownership 
of the land appears to be more likely to convert than the private one. 
Moreover, physical (and urban) plans in Croatia usually allocate publicly 
owned land to the zones of sport-recreational activities, which can be the 
subject of long-term concession contract or sale. According to the Water Act 
(Croatian Parliament, 2009), all water sources (including thermal, mineral 
and thermo-mineral) in Croatia are categorized as common good and cannot 
be objects of ownership rights, but at the same time they are under full 
protection of the government. So, all companies that want to economically 
exploit water sources in Croatia must enter into a concession contract with 
the state government. From the energy demand and supply point of view, 
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all consumers in Croatia have sufficient amount of energy for all purposes. 
Shortages in supply of any sort of energy are negligible. In its 2014 Annual 
Energy Report (Ministry of Economy, 2015: 7) it is highlighted that Croatia’s 
energy self-supply covers more than 60 per cent of total demand for energy, 
which classifies Croatia in a group of relatively energy independent 
countries. Apart from the large state-owned energy production capacities, 
there are also many small privately-owned energy production units that use 
renewable sources such as wind and solar energy, biogas, liquid biofuels and 
geothermal energy. The use of geothermal energy is regulated by the special 
Act (Croatian Parliament, 2015). Considering the ownership of the spa 
facilities, among 14 large spa centres that operate in this region, five of 
them are privately owned, two of them have mixed ownership (with joint 
use of hot springs), while the rest of seven spa centres are publicly owned. 
At last, it can be concluded that the basic preconditions for golf tourism 
development in continental Croatia are fulfilled in principle, but the 
variations depend on the local peculiarities.  
Apart from already mentioned spa and sport resort LifeClass Terme Sveti 
Martin, which has integrated spa and golf tourism products, in continental 
Croatia there is no other attempts of creating spa & golf resorts, even 
though many physical plans of towns and municipalities support that idea. 
After the completion of the initial stage in which LifeClass Terme Sveti 
Martin has become and proved to be a true spa and golf (sport) resort, the 
second stage of integrating spa and golf tourism products is focused on 
Varaždinske Toplice and Bizovac. The selection process of these two tourism 
destinations (micro-regions) has taken into consideration several key 
aspects, of which some of them might serve also as an image creating 
factors.  
Firstly selected spa tourism destination is Varaždinske Toplice where state-
owned spa centre plays a key role in the local economy and community 
activities. According to Ivanišević (2015: 154), the history of Varaždinske 
Toplice dates back to the 3

rd
 century B.C. when the Illyrian tribe Jasi founded 

their settlement in this area. The historical records of the spa centre 
(Varaždinske Toplice, 2016) reveal that during the Antique period, there was 
a well-known thermal spa called Aquae Iasae whose importance was well 
described by the fact that they were renovated by Roman Emperor 
Constantine in the 4th century. Such historical fact proves that Varaždinske 
Toplice is among the oldest spa centres not only in Croatia, but also in 
Europe, which gives to the image of the future spa & golf resort a historical 
value worth of emphasizing. Another important historical fact about this 
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location is that the health care treatments are provided continuously ever 
since the foundation of the hot springs. In order to quantify overall tourism 
demand for this destination, trend of tourist overnight stays for the past 12 
years is shown in Figure 2.  
 
Figure 2: Tourist overnight stays in Varaždinske Toplice, 2004-2015 

 
Source: According to CBS (2005-2016) 
 

From the Figure 2 is clearly visible that during the past decade tourism 
demand for Varaždinske Toplice, as a destination with nearly 1,000 beds in 
all accommodation facilities, was cut down by almost 60%. Such tremendous 
decrease in number of tourists clearly signifies that the destination needs to 
redefine its tourism product in order to become competitive and more 
visible on the market. In its Development strategy for the period 2014-2020, 
Varaždinske Toplice has highlighted the possibility of golf course 
construction, with clear emphasis on its integration with dominant spa 
tourism product and other sport recreational activities in this micro-region 
(Varaždin County, 2015: 484). Although it is 70km away from the Zagreb 
international airport, the destination is literally situated beside the highway 
A4 (Zagreb-Budapest), which takes about 45 minutes of driving for visitors 
to reach the site. The last but not least important fact is that spa centre of 
Varaždinske Toplice is still a state-owned property looking for investors or 
partners who will rejuvenate the spa offer according to the international 
standards and add some new value to overall tourism destination product 
(e.g. golf offer). 
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Secondly selected spa tourism destination is Bizovac, namely privately-
owned spa centre Bizovačke toplice, which serves as the largest spa centre 
in the eastern part of Croatia. According to the official web site of the spa 
centre, the history of using thermal water dates back from 1970 when state-
owned oil company was undertaking test drillings in the area searching for 
sources of oil, but instead of oil they have found the hot springs as the 
remains of the Pannonian Sea (Bizovačke toplice, 2016). The uniqueness of 
thermal water that supplies this spa centre is in its salinity, while the 
temperature of the water at source reaches up to 97 degrees Celsius 
(Hećimović, 2008: 39). Beside the healing properties, such hyperthermal 
water might also serve as a geothermal source of energy, useful for heating 
the green of the golf courses and other related facilities. Very similar to the 
previously selected spa destination in this study, Bizovac is also facing with a 
long-term decrease of tourism demand, shown in Figure 3. 
 
Figure 3: Tourist overnight stays in Bizovac, 2004-2015 

 
Source: According to CBS (2005-2016) 
 

A trend of tourist overnight stays shown in the Figure 3 reveals that during 
the period of 2005-2014 (before the privatization of the complex) the 
municipality of Bizovac has lost over 65% of the overall tourism demand, in 
which international visitors held a relatively small share of 15%. In the mid-
2014, the spa centre was taken over by a private company, which has 
invested in the expansion of swimming pool complex and the construction 
of a modern health care centre. When the announced 3-phase project of the 
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spa resort will be completed, at its full capacity the spa complex will employ 
more than 150 people. From that standpoint, Bizovačke toplice spa centre 
can be considered as one of the key drivers of the micro-region’s sustainable 
socio-economic development. The privatization process and recent upgrade 
of spa centre have created a strong platform for further development 
projects and ideas, among which golf is imposed as a logical extension and 
one of the key components of upgrading the overall tourism supply of this 
micro-region. In that sense, it is important to mention that the municipality 
of Bizovac has anticipated the possibility of golf course construction in its 
Physical Plan, adopted in 2005, which proves that the vision of integrating 
spa and golf tourism products already exists (Municipality of Bizovac, 2005: 
87). The closest air transport access point for this micro-region is the Osijek 
international airport, which is 35km away or 45 minutes of driving by car 
from the site.  
Based on all previously mentioned facts and available data, a SWOT analysis 
of creating integrated spa & golf tourism product for two selected tourism 
destinations has been performed. The SWOT analysis, shown in Table 3, 
includes assessment of internal (strengths and weaknesses) and external 
environments (opportunities and threats) that should justify the main idea 
of this study. 
 
Table 3: SWOT analysis of creating spa & golf tourism product in Varaždinske Toplice 
and Bizovac 

Strengths Opportunities 

• Available land and water sources; 
• Ecologically and physically 

preserved environment; 
• Proximity to the main golf tourism 

generating markets; 
• Spa tourism destinations with a 

long tradition (especially 
Varaždinske Toplice); 

• Historical value and rich cultural 
heritage (especially Varaždinske 
Toplice); 

• Proximity to Zagreb and Osijek 
international airports (within one 
hour of driving);  

• Easily accessible by road 
(especially for Varaždinske 
Toplice); 

• Spa and golf are compatible and high 
value-added products; 

• Image of 'new market incomers' (as 
golf tourism destinations) in Croatia; 

• Golf can be easily integrated with 
other sport, cultural, wine and food 
tourism products and activities; 

• Spa & golf is an increasingly desirable 
integrated tourism product; 

• Demand for family tour packages 
that include spa & golf shows 
significant increase; 

• Relatively cheap and accessible non-
built land (greenfield investment 
opportunities); 

• Opportunity of expanding 
international demand for other 
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• Golf tourism development is 
supported by national tourism 
development strategy; 

• Physical plans have anticipated 
sport-recreational zones for the 
construction of golf courses; 

• Existing golf course (LifeClass 
Terme Sveti Martin for 
Varaždinske Toplice) and driving 
ranges (Zmajevac and Principovac 
for Bizovac) on a distance of one 
hour of driving; 

tourist attractions and services 
within each destination; 

• Providing additional jobs, particularly 
for young and educated residents; 

• Use of information technology in 
marketing and distribution of 
services; 

Weaknesses Threats 

• Low market value of regional 
tourism image; 

• Decreasing overall tourism 
demand in these destinations; 

• Low-income micro-regions (lack of 
local demand for upscale tourism 
offer); 

• Limited number of 
accommodation facilities 
(approx.1,000 beds in Varaždinske 
Toplice and 300 beds in Bizovac) 
and a lack of high class hotels; 

• Insufficient local or regional 
investment funds for supporting 
tourism infrastructure; 

• Lack of economies of scale; 
• Lack of golf tourism management 

and marketing know-how; 
• Lack of qualified personnel (for 

golf); 
• Absence of sponsors for golf-

related events; 
• Status of relatively unknown 

country to international golf 
players; 

• Underestimated value of golf 
tourism in Croatia; 

• Competition among golf tourism 
destinations in SE Europe; 

• Political instability in Europe; 
• Possible political intervention; 
• Possible environmental 

organizations’ overreaction 
(complaints on land use for golf 
facilities); 

• Possible indifference of the local 
population towards golf tourism 
development;  

• Increasing pressure on local 
resources (especially water, 
electricity, and roads); 

• Environmental degradation; 
• Climatic changes (e.g. strong wind, 

rainy days, persistent fog, etc.). 

Source: by the authors, 2016. 

 
Based on elements shown in Table 3, it can be concluded that there is no 
doubt that two selected tourism destinations fulfil all basic preconditions for 
integrated spa and golf tourism development. Such expansion and upgrade 
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of traditional tourism offer in these areas would improve socio-economic 
conditions of local population and provide a variety of opportunities for 
small entrepreneurs to expand their businesses and make stronger 
contribution to the local and regional economic performance. 
 
5.4 Assessment of some expected economic outcomes 
Development of golf tourism brings along many positive as well as negative 
outcomes that needs to be observed and assessed. From the economic 
standpoint, golf is considered as one of the most profitable businesses in 
tourism. Profitability is not achieved only by revenues from the use of the 
golf course (green fee), but also from the production of golf related 
equipment, clothing, footwear, golf travel arrangements, amateur and 
professional tours, and additional tourist consumption in tourism 
destinations. It is proved that golfers’ consumption in tourism destinations is 
significantly higher than any other category of visitors, including those 
dealing with some other sport activities or events. The IAGTO estimates that 
golfers spend 120% more than other traditional tourists on their travels 
(KPMG, 2013: 1). On average, weekend tour package that include a round of 
golf costs between €300 and €600 (without transport costs) per person, 
weekly arrangement between €600 and €900 per person, while the luxury 
travel package can cost more than €5,000 per person (KPMG, 2013: 5). In 
the most developed golf tourism regions in Europe, the average daily 
consumption of a golfer is between €200 and €250 (Ecoina, 2012: 177). 
According to Barros, Butler and Correia (2010:14) research on golf tourism in 
Algarve region (Portugal), only 26% is related to golf playing activities while 
the rest of 74% of the consumption is related to the cost of travel, 
accommodation, visiting bars and restaurants, entertainment and of other 
services in the area. In the case of Austria (Petar, 2010: 8), the revenues 
from golf playing activities is only 10% of total revenues, while the rest of 
90% are generated from other services in the area, e.g. accommodation, 
food, shops, entertainment, etc.  
When discussing revenues from golf playing activities it is worth to cite 
Jugović, Gržinić and Lončar (2009: 70) findings on golf tourism development 
in Croatia’s coastal region of Istria, who have estimated the direct golf 
course revenues at €60 per round of golf, while total average daily 
consumption of a golfer is estimated at €120. The same authors argue that 
15,000 golf rounds a year per one golf course is the minimum at which the 
whole investment project becomes profitable. In spite of the fact that the 
revenues from golf-related activities and average golfer’s consumption are 
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not the same for the continental and the coastal region of Croatia, a rough 
calculation, based on the Istria’s case study cited above, shows that the one 
18-hole golf course can generate annual revenues of min. €900,000, while 
the total consumption of golf players, related to one golf course, would 
increase up to €1.8 million euros a year. 
According to the KPMG (2014: 18), an average cost of golf course hole 
(construction) in 2014 in Central Europe was estimated at €233,000. When 
this average cost of a golf course hole is multiplied by 18 (holes), it leads us 
to conclusion that in both observed tourism destinations in Croatia the total 
investment in a single golf course would be between 4 and 5 million euros, 
depending on the location and, of course, the quality of the golf course 
(rated as high-end, top quality or signature golf course). If we assume that 
each selected tourism destinations in continental Croatia would have a 
cluster of five golf courses, a total amount of investment in golf course 
construction in each destination would be between €20 million and €25 
million. 
Apart from the positive economic outcomes, there are also some negative 
aspects of golf tourism development in rural areas that might have 
reflections on the economic sustainability of golf development projects. In 
that sense, Palmer (2004: 125) indicates four key issues around which 
opposition to the development of golf courses have been organized: 1) the 
irrelevance of golf courses to local needs; 2) environmental impacts; 3) 
sustainable use of resources; and 4) political interference in and control over 
planning process. Having in mind that both tourism destinations observed in 
this study are rich in resources, but facing long-term difficulties in economic, 
social and demographic senses, intensifying tourism development in the 
context of product diversification from traditional spa towards high-end spa 
& golf would increase the opportunities of employment, income generation, 
infrastructure development and other benefits.  
 
5.5 Discussion and perspectives of golf tourism development in the area 
From the initial standpoint in which two spa tourism destinations in 
continental Croatia are looking for some new subset of economic activities 
that would better utilize the existing resources, current trends in golf 
tourism development have encouraged a new vision of tourism 
development in these areas. Although the idea of integrating spa and golf 
tourism products is not new, the growing market for added value tour 
packages, containing various attractions and activities for families and other 
structured groups, is a relatively new trend that is going to be intensified in 
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the upcoming years. In order to meet this trend, two analysed spa centres 
need a significant improvement of their traditional spa offer towards an 
integrated tourism product that would attract the attention of upscale 
visitors.  
Even though these two predominantly rural settings have some differences 
between each other (e.g. historical value, thermal water composition, 
facilities ownership, etc.), the findings in this research reveal that they have 
many similar characteristics, such as geographical position, climate 
conditions, landscape, available resources as well as current image and 
market position, share of international demand and proximity to 
international airports. A variety of characteristics can be used to create 
different images of future resorts, while similarities can be used to cut costs 
in development and operational phases of the project. So, the perspective of 
golf tourism development in the observed area depends on many variables 
among which the overall consensus of all regional stakeholders towards golf 
tourism development seems to be the critical one. 
If the spa and sport resort LifeClass Terme Sveti Martin is considered as the 
initial stage and the realization of ideas presented in this research would be 
the second stage, all further stages in development of spa and golf tourism 
in continental Croatia will depend on several following factors:  

1) Introduction of regional and destination management organizations 
(e.g. to increase the efficiency of development planning, 
management, and marketing, etc.); 

2) Proactive participation of public sector (e.g. providing public 
infrastructure, concession or privatization of state-owned property, 
environment protection, proper information dissemination, pro-
golf education, involvement of the local population in decision 
making process, etc.); 

3) Creation of favourable investment climate (e.g. stabilization of the 
tax system in the long-run, introduction of the real exchange rate, 
to lessen the regulatory burden and extent of red tape in general, 
etc.); 

4) Willingness of the local communities to support the idea of 
intensifying tourism development (e.g. involvement in physical 
planning and decision-making processes, local entrepreneurship, 
etc.); 

5) Continuation of current trends in tourism demand (e.g. visitors 
looking for diverse and integrated tourism products, increase in 
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demand for family package tours and short-stay tours with sport 
amenities, etc.),  

6) Increase of the interest of domestic golfers to play golf in Croatia 
(e.g. more favourable green fees for domestic golfers, more local 
players, more young players, more sport clubs, golf training 
sessions, registration and memberships, more golf events, more 
intensive promotion, etc.), and other factors. 

 
 

6. Conclusion  
Based on the results of previously published studies and reports, as well as 
on the identification of current trends in golf tourism development, this 
research can be considered as a visionary attempt to rejuvenate traditional 
spa centres whose market competitiveness has been gradually weakened 
during the time. Since the vast majority of golf courses in the Northern and 
Eastern Europe are closed during the winter time, destinations with hot 
springs seems to have significant advantages on the golf market not only 
because of the possibility of integration of playing golf with spa, wellness or 
medical treatments, but also because of the geothermal power that can be 
used for heating the greens and other golf facilities during the winter time. 
For that and other reasons, spa tourism destinations with available 
resources for tourism product diversification have become, by all means, 
hot spots for both golfers and investors looking for something new on the 
market and potentially highly beneficial for all involved stakeholders.  
Based on the first successful integration of spa and sport tourism products in 
continental Croatia, authors of this research have continued to promote the 
idea of expanding golf offer in the region focusing on those destinations that 
are able to support such a concept. Two traditional spa centres, namely 
Varaždinske Toplice and Bizovac, were taken into analysis as the most 
suitable destinations in continental Croatia for integrating spa and golf 
tourism products. In order to determine a strategic position of the selected 
destinations in the context of tourism product diversification, a constructed 
SWOT analysis has proved that internal and external environments are 
favourable for pushing these two destinations into the new phase of 
destination's life cycle. The expected positive economic outcomes that 
would arise from such development scenario should increase opportunities 
for local residents and entrepreneurs to participate in more diverse 
economic activities at local and regional levels. Given the possible negative 
side effects of such projects, this visionary attempt should be vetted by a 
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wider interdisciplinary team of experts who will make a final assessment on 
its validity and applicability in the observed region. 
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