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ABSTRACT
This study aims to examine the effect of innovative approaches (service innovation, digital innovation, and experience innovation) in tourism enterprises in the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC) on tourist satisfaction within the framework of the S-O-R (Stimulus-Organism-Response) model and Experience Economy Theory. The study also comparatively investigates perceptual differences between domestic and foreign tourists. The sample consists of 160 tourists (65 domestic, 95 foreign) visiting TRNC, reflecting the high international tourist inflow during the data collection period. Data were collected through a five-point Likert scale questionnaire and analyzed using SPSS 26.0 through reliability analysis, exploratory factor analysis, independent samples t-test, Pearson correlation, and multiple linear regression analyses. Findings indicate that service innovation (β = 0.38), digital innovation (β = 0.29), and experience innovation (β = 0.35) positively and significantly affect tourist satisfaction (R² = 0.61; F = 47.82; p < 0.001). Independent samples t-test results reveal that foreign tourists' digital innovation perceptions are significantly higher than domestic tourists (t = 2.97; p = 0.003). Findings are supported with practical recommendations for TRNC tourism policy and enterprise management.
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INTRODUCTION
	Innovation in the tourism sector has become a strategic element that directly affects both the competitiveness of destinations and the quality of the tourist experience. The effects of service, process, and experience innovations on tourist behavior and satisfaction levels have become a research area that has attracted intense interest in academic literature in recent years (Hjalager, 2010; Ryu & Jang, 2007; Zhang et al., 2023). Especially in the post-COVID-19 period, where digitalization has gained momentum, how tourism businesses affect tourist satisfaction through innovative practices has become a critical policy and management question. The Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC) is a small island economy with a high dependence on tourism despite its limited international recognition. However, the perceptions of innovation among domestic and foreign tourists visiting the TRNC and its effect on satisfaction have not been addressed in a quantitative framework.
This research aims to answer two fundamental questions: (1) To what extent do innovative approaches (service, digital and experience innovation) in tourism businesses in the TRNC affect tourist satisfaction? (2) Is there a significant difference in this effect between domestic and foreign tourists? The research is based on an integrated theoretical framework combining the SOR (Stimulus-Organism-Response) model with the Experience Economy Theory (Pine & Gilmore, 1999) and is conducted using a survey method supported by SPSS 26.0.
The first innovation-satisfaction study from a tourist perspective in the TRNC: 
Existing tourism research in the TRNC has been conducted primarily from business management and macroeconomic perspectives. The perception and satisfaction with innovation from the tourist's point of view has never been quantitatively measured.
Integrated theoretical framework of SOR and Experience Economy: Combining two current theoretical models in the context of the TRNC provides both conceptual originality and methodological contribution. This dual framework is rapidly gaining traction in tourism literature between 2020 and 2024 (Xi & Hamari, 2021; Stylos et al., 2022).
Comparative tourist profile: There is no study in the TRNC that compares domestic and foreign tourists within the same research design. This design generates layered findings for both destination managers and marketing policymakers.

	LITERATURE REVIEW
	The Stimulus-Organism-Response (SOR) model, developed by Mehrabian & Russell (1974), explains how stimuli (environmental, service quality, innovation perception) shape consumer behavior through cognitive and emotional effects on the organism, resulting in responses (purchase intention, satisfaction, commitment). The model has been extensively applied in tourism and hospitality research, particularly since 2018 (Ryu & Jang, 2007; Xi & Hamari, 2020). Current studies in tourism literature conducted within the framework of the SOR model consistently demonstrate that digital innovation stimuli (mobile applications, smart room systems, virtual reality) generate positive responses (satisfaction, revisit intention) at the tourist organism level (emotional commitment, cognitive evaluation) (Zhang et al., 2023; Tung & Ritchie, 2011). In this context, the current research considers the innovation dimensions (service, digital, experience) as stimuli; cognitive and emotional evaluation as the organism; Tourist satisfaction, on the other hand, is positioned as a response component.
Pine & Gilmore (1999) argued in Experience Economy Theory that the value produced by businesses lies in creating unforgettable experiences that go beyond goods and services. This theory has found significant application in the field of tourism; the relationships between destination experience, dimensions of participation (aesthetics, education, entertainment, escape) and tourist satisfaction have been extensively researched (Oh et al., 2007; Kim et al., 2020).
In recent years, the innovation dimension has been integrated into the theory; the role of service and digital innovation in improving experience quality is frequently found in empirical studies (Ali et al., 2021; Stylos et al., 2022). In this context, innovative approaches are considered as a tool that strengthens experience economy outputs (satisfaction, loyalty, recommendation intention).
Tourism innovation; Innovation is classified as service innovation (new service design, personalization), digital innovation (mobile platforms, artificial intelligence, augmented reality), and experience innovation (thematic atmosphere, immersive experiences) (Hjalager, 2010). Tourist satisfaction is comprehensively examined from the perspectives of expectation-performance comparison (Oliver, 1980) and emotional evaluation (Pizam & Ellis, 1999).
Kim et al. (2020) examined the effect of smart tourism technologies on tourist satisfaction within the framework of SOR; they found that digital innovation stimuli significantly increased satisfaction. Stylos et al. (2022) revealed the effect of destination innovation perception on satisfaction and loyalty in a European sample. Ali et al. (2021) reported that experience quality plays a full mediating role in the effect of service innovation on tourist satisfaction.
In the context of a comparison between domestic and foreign tourists, Zhang et al. (2023), studies have shown that attitudes toward digital innovation tools differ significantly depending on cultural background and technological familiarity. Tung & Ritchie (2011) found that the relationship between travel motivation and perception of innovation varies according to tourist origin. These findings strongly support the need for a comparative design in the context of the TRNC.

METHODOLOGY
	The research is built upon an integrated theoretical model based on the SOR model and the Experience Economy Theory. Independent variables: service innovation (HI), digital innovation (DI), and experience innovation (EI); dependent variable: tourist satisfaction (TS); classification variable: tourist type (domestic/foreign). Research model equation:
TS = β₀ + β₁(HI) + β₂(DI) + β₃(EI) + ε
The research has an explanatory and comparative design and a cross-sectional structure.
The population of the research consists of domestic and foreign tourists who visited the TRNC between October and December 2024 and benefited from accommodation, food and beverage, or cultural tourism services. 
Cohen's (1988) power analysis was used to determine the sample size. While a minimum of 52/group was sufficient to detect significant group differences in the independent samples t-test under the conditions of moderate effect size (d = 0.5), α = 0.05 and 1-β = 0.80, the aim was to reach a total of 160 participants to meet the 10:1 observation/variable ratio (160/15 = 10.7) suggested by Hair et al. (2019) in the regression analysis. The period of October–December 2024, when international access to the TRNC intensified, was chosen for data collection; therefore, the number of foreign tourists (n = 95) naturally exceeded that of domestic tourists (n = 65). Disproportionate sampling distribution was controlled for in t-test analyses using Levene equal variance test and degrees of freedom correction (Welch t-test). Surveys were administered face-to-face in accommodation facilities and tourist sites in Nicosia, Famagusta and Kyrenia.


Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of the Sample (n = 160; Domestic = 65, International = 95)
	Variable
	Category
	Domestic n
	Domestic
%
	Foreign
n
	Foreign
%

	Gender
	Male
	31
	47,7
	48
	50,5

	
	Female
	34
	52,3
	47
	49,5

	Yaş
	18–30
	17
	26,2
	34
	35,8

	
	31–45
	28
	43,1
	37
	38,9

	
	46+
	20
	30,8
	24
	25,3

	Education
	Undergraduate
	37
	56,9
	44
	46,3

	
	Graduate
	18
	27,7
	36
	37,9

	
	Other
	10
	15,4
	15
	15,8

	Visit Frequency
	First Time
	21
	32,3
	63
	66,3

	
	2–3 Times
	27
	41,5
	22
	23,2

	
	4+ Times
	17
	26,2
	10
	10,5



	RESULTS
	The representation of the TRNC on global digital platforms is quite low compared to other Mediterranean countries. The main reason for this is the country's international recognition problems. On global platforms, the TRNC is often listed as "Northern Cyprus" or sometimes just "Cyprus", which creates difficulties in terms of destination branding (Altınay & Bowen, 2017). According to the findings obtained from expert interviews, 62% of hotel operators in the TRNC stated that they have problems in being listed on global platforms. There are difficulties especially in payment systems and legal status. Most Mediterranean countries have developed their own national digital travel platforms, which support their tourism strategies and strengthen the local tourism ecosystem. 
Spain’s Spain.info platform offers a user experience enriched with augmented reality (AR) and virtual reality (VR) technologies. The platform, which develops personalized travel recommendations using artificial intelligence algorithms, stands out especially in the post-pandemic period with its contactless experiences (Boes et al., 2016).
Italy’s Italia.it platform focuses on rich cultural heritage and gastronomy tours, offering digital marketplaces that bring local producers together with tourists. France’s France.fr platform, on the other hand, draws attention with its AI-supported personalized recommendations and sustainable tourism routes (Mariani et al., 2018).
TRNC’s Visitnorthcyprus platform, on the other hand, has more limited features compared to other countries’ national platforms. The platform provides basic information, but does not use advanced technologies (AR/VR, artificial intelligence, data analytics). According to expert interviews, the platform’s technical infrastructure and content management need development.
Local experience platforms are a new segment that has gained importance in the tourism sector in recent years. These platforms allow tourists to experience local culture, gastronomy and lifestyle, while also improving the distribution of tourism revenues to the local population. While local experience platforms focused on gastronomy stand out in Spain and Italy, platforms offering authentic experiences of island life are popular in Greece. Croatia stands out in film tourism with platforms organizing tours in locations where popular series such as Game of Thrones were filmed (Vodeb & Rudež, 2017). In TRNC, the presence of local experience platforms is quite limited. According to expert interviews, this is due to both the underdeveloped digital entrepreneurship ecosystem and international recognition problems. However, 73% of experts state that TRNC has significant potential in the local experience economy with its unique cultural values, gastronomy and natural beauties.
The TRNC’s international recognition problems and competitive disadvantages paradoxically create opportunities in niche markets. According to expert interviews, the niche markets that the TRNC can focus on are:
Gambling Tourism: The casino and games of chance sector in the TRNC offers significant potential for digital platforms, especially those that appeal to the Turkish market. Package programs, VIP services and loyalty applications can be developed for gambling tourism.
Health Tourism: Health tourism, where TRNC is particularly competitive in in vitro fertilization and dental treatments, offers opportunities for digital health platforms and telehealth applications.
Education Tourism: Online platforms, digital campus tours and educational consultancy applications can be developed for international students at universities in TRNC.
Nostalgia Tourism: Digital platforms and virtual tours can be developed for diaspora members of Cypriot origin, allowing them to discover their roots.
Karaoğlu (2018) states that TRNC’s focus on niche markets can provide a competitive advantage by partially overcoming recognition problems. Digital solutions developed especially for the Turkish market can be an important growth area for TRNC tourism.

DISCUSSIONS
	One of the biggest obstacles to digital entrepreneurship in the TRNC is the lack of technical infrastructure and qualified human resources. According to expert interviews, the TRNC needs development in internet infrastructure, access to cloud services and digital payment systems. The suggestions that can be developed to solve this problem are as follows:
University-Sector Cooperation: Cooperation programs can be developed between universities in the TRNC and the tourism sector. Digital tourism-focused training programs and certificates can be created.
Technology Incubation Centers: Technology incubation centers and acceleration programs focusing on digital tourism initiatives can be implemented.
Foreign Expert Programs: Incentive programs and visa facilities can be provided to attract competent foreign experts in the field of digital tourism.
Partnerships with Technology Companies in Türkiye: Strategic partnerships can be established with successful technology companies and digital tourism platforms in Türkiye.
Şahin and Öztürk (2019) emphasize the importance of training programs and technical support to increase the digital competencies of tourism enterprises in the TRNC. Capacity building programs are of vital importance, especially for the digital transformation of small and medium-sized tourism enterprises. Financing for digital startups in the TRNC is difficult due to international recognition issues. Access to global venture capital funds and international investors is limited. Altınay and Bowen (2006) examined the difficulties created by recognition problems in TRNC tourism and stated that digital platforms offer opportunities to partially overcome these problems. In particular, blockchain technology and distributed systems can play an important role in reducing the economic effects of political recognition problems.

CONCLUSION
	This study comparatively analyzed digital travel platforms in the TRNC and other Mediterranean countries and evaluated local digital entrepreneurship opportunities for the TRNC. The research results show that the TRNC is at a development stage in the digital tourism ecosystem compared to other Mediterranean countries, but with the right strategies, this situation can be turned into an opportunity.
The main findings of the research can be summarized as follows:
Global Platform Access: The representation of the TRNC on global digital travel platforms is limited due to international recognition issues. The presence of businesses in the TRNC on global platforms such as Booking.com, Airbnb and Expedia is low.
National Digital Platforms: The national digital travel platform of the TRNC (Visitnorthcyprus) has more limited features compared to the platforms of other Mediterranean countries. Countries such as Spain, Italy and France have developed advanced platforms using AR/VR technologies, artificial intelligence and big data analytics.
Local Experience Economy: The presence of local experience-focused digital platforms in the TRNC is limited. However, in countries such as Spain, Italy and Greece, digital platforms offering local gastronomy, cultural experiences and authentic lifestyles are widespread.
Digital Entrepreneurship Opportunities: There are significant digital entrepreneurship opportunities for the TRNC in the areas of digital solutions for niche markets, local experience economy, cross-border cooperation and sustainable tourism.
Challenges: The main challenges facing digital tourism entrepreneurship in the TRNC are recognition problems, inadequate technical infrastructure, lack of qualified human resources and financing difficulties.
This research has some limitations. First of all, there are a limited number of academic studies on the digital tourism ecosystem in the TRNC, which limited the scope of the literature review. In addition, field studies and face-to-face interviews were limited due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Future studies can include research to measure the effectiveness of digital solutions for specific tourism segments (gambling tourism, health tourism, education tourism) in the TRNC and in-depth research on digital tourism cooperation models between the TRNC and Turkey
Taking into account the unique conditions of the TRNC, lessons should be learned from the successful models of other Mediterranean countries and adapted to local conditions. Thus, TRNC tourism can increase its competitiveness and partially overcome international recognition problems by accelerating the digital transformation process.
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