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The unprecedented public panic caused by COVID-19 will affect the recovery of tourism,
especially the theme parks, which are generally crowded due to high visitor volume.
The purpose of this study is to discuss the effect of the COVID-19 on the theme park
industry. This study aims to predict recommendation intentions of theme park visitors
by exploring the complicated mechanism derived from the fear of COVID-19. This study
uses a quantitative research method, and SPSS 20.0 and AMOS 22.0 were used for
data analysis. An online survey was conducted with 420 Chinese respondents who
visited Shanghai Disneyland after its reopening. The study explored the relationship
between Fear of COVID-19, perceived risk, participation, service experience, and revisit
intention. Results indicated the perceived risk of theme park visitors will not directly ruin
their recommendation intention. Visitors’ fear of COVID-19 enhanced their perceived
risk, reduced their desire for active participation and impaired their service experience,
which consequently affected their recommendation intention. We provide theoretical and
managerial implications.

Keywords: fear of COVID-19, perceived risk, participation, service experience, recommendation intention,
protection motivation theory, experience economy theory

INTRODUCTION

The global tourism industry has suffered a contraction of over 80% of businesses since the COVID-
19 pandemic surfaced (UNWTO, 2020). Epidemiologists and medical experts believe that the
COVID-19 could become a persistent global pandemic. The long-term effects of COVID-19 on the
tourism industry are considerably more serious than the effects of SARS in 2003 and MERS in 2012
(Baldwin and di Mauro, 2020). Pandemic regulations and control measures, such as maintaining
social distance and restricting people’s gatherings, have severely affected tourism sectors, such as
airlines, hotels, theme parks, and attractions. Among them, theme parks and attractions, before
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COVID-19, have substantially contributed to tourism economies
(Dong and Siu, 2013). They provide core entertainment
activities, such as themed facilities, rides, and various
supplementary services (e.g., food and beverages, shopping,
and other services), thereby creating novel and pleasurable
experiences for tourists and visitors.

The theme park industry has been expanding globally,
attracting thousands of tourists annually. In 2019, the top
10 theme parks had 521.18 million tourists, an increase of
4% compared with the same period in 2018 (TEA, 2019).
Unfortunately, theme parks were also affected by COVID-
19 because they represent densely populated places and must
deal with operational and marketing risks associated with the
pandemic. Data from the China Theme Park Research Institute
indicated that 2,075 theme parks in China have been closed since
the emergence of COVID-19 (Yang, 2020). However, stringent
pandemic prevention and control measures have eventually led
to the reopening of numerous theme parks since April 2020
(Jolly, 2020). Despite their reopening, the effects of COVID-19
persist, and many theme park visitors may still fear COVID-
19, which will affect their experiences and following behaviours
(Wen et al., 2020).

One popular theory of cognitive psychology related to risk
perception and people’s negative emotions (Rather, 2021a) is the
protection motivation theory (PMT) (Rogers, 1975). The theory
indicates that people manifest protection and risk prevention
behaviours after their assessment of external threats (or negative
events) and the anticipation of negative consequences. Here, a
natural outcome of threat appraisal in PMT is people’s negative
emotions (Zheng et al., 2021). Previous studies have explored
considerably the role of customers’ emotions, particularly positive
emotions for marketing and management purposes (Addis
et al., 2018). However, academic attention to negative emotion
is insufficient, for example, in tourism (Nawijn and Fricke,
2015). Currently, fear of COVID-19 is an outstanding negative
emotion. Recent studies have attempted to explore tourists’ fear
of COVID-19 (Das and Tiwari, 2020; Jian et al., 2020; Luo and
Lam, 2020) and the corresponding risk perceptions (Abraham
et al., 2021; Hao et al., 2021) on their behavioural intention.
However, these studies did not fully attach importance to the
complicated mechanism in the service consumption setting that
the fear and perceived risk in a pandemic environment will
first affect the experiences of tourists who may then decide to
behave accordingly, such as whether to recommend the tourism
services or not.

In some tourism services (e.g., theme parks), visitors often
expect a high degree of participation (Wu, 2011). Based on
experience economy theory (EET) (Pine and Gilmore, 1999),
active participation is a prerequisite of optimal experiences, and
in our study, service experience in tourism (Xu and Chan, 2010).
However, in a pandemic environment, visitors’ participation may
be remarkably affected when they perceive risks and tend to
protect themselves. For example, they may desire not to visit
crowded places inside a theme park and avoid group activities and
close interactions with service staff or other visitors (Wen et al.,
2020). Thus, the relationship between visitors’ fear of COVID-19,
perceived risk and their service experiences can be complicated,

which has not been proven in the extant literature. Thus, we aim
to address this knowledge gap by taking an integrated approach
to applying PMT and EET. Moreover, although EET has been
widely applied in tourism (Ketter, 2018), PMT appears to be
inadequately given credit (Wang et al., 2019) and has not been
adopted together with EET to shed light on the understanding of
tourists’ participation and service experiences.

Lastly, visitors without pleasurable service experiences may
not recommend the service to others (Chen et al., 2020).
Currently, word-of-mouth recommendation is becoming
considerably valuable because of the expected decreasing tourism
flows due to the negative public sentiment on COVID-19. Thus,
visitors’ recommendation intentions should be predicted by
exploring and understanding the effects of fear of COVID-19
in related service consumption settings. Given the paucity of
studies in this area, the current study aims to fill the research gap
by investigating how fear of COVID-19 further affects service
experiences and recommendation intentions. Our three research
objectives are as follows:

(1) To explore how fear of COVID-19 results in visitors’
perceived risks in theme parks;

(2) To examine how visitors’ perceived risk further affects
their participation and service experiences towards their
recommendation intention; and

(3) To provide managerial insights and advice to managers of
theme parks or other tourist attractions on the importance
of managing the negative emotions of visitors.

LITERATURE REVIEWED

Protection Motivation Theory and
Experience Economy Theory
Protection motivation theory was proposed by Rogers (1975)
to explain individuals’ cognitive processes when facing a threat.
PMT assumes that when exposed to a threatening event, people
may decide to participate in risk prevention behaviours to
protect themselves. They may go through processes of “threat
appraisal” and “coping appraisal” (Rogers, 1975; Shafiei and
Maleksaeidi, 2020). The former involves an evaluation of the
degree of the threat (i.e., severity) and the probability that it
may occur (i.e., vulnerability), whereas the latter revolves around
coping behaviours. Despite the recorded applications of PMT
in tourism, one could argue that it is insufficient (Wang et al.,
2019). For example, based on Wang et al.’s (2019) summary
of tourism studies using PMT, particularly those in the recent
decade (Schroeder et al., 2013; Fisher et al., 2018; Zheng et al.,
2021), most studies have tended to focus on predicting tourists’
behavioural intentions without looking through tourists’ threat
appraisals and coping behaviours in a negative relationship
with their experiences. Our study attempts to fill this gap by
integrating PMT and EET (Pine and Gilmore, 1999).

Experience economy theory was developed by Pine and
Gilmore (1999) based on the understanding that offering an
optimal and memorable experience for consumers is necessary
in the contemporary economy. Accordingly, tourists are likely
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to seek an entertaining, educational, aesthetic, and escapist
experience, and their active participation in the tourism activities
(Mereu, 2016). However, despite the plethora of applications of
this theory in tourism (Ketter, 2018; Lee et al., 2020), studies
assessing tourists’ experiences while perceiving certain threats
and risks in the service environment remain scarce.

Previous studies have mainly focused on the impact of
negative emotion caused by COVID-19 on motivation, attitudes,
and behavioural intentions in the tourism industry (Matiza, 2020;
Sigala, 2020; Rather, 2021a; Sánchez-Cañizares et al., 2021). In
the context of the epidemic, while the concept of innovative
technology for service experience is widely discussed in the
hospitality industry (Rahimizhian and Irani, 2020; Kim et al.,
2021), it is rarely discussed for the theme parks industry with
a focus on participation and experience. This study fills the
research gap by investigating how fear of COVID-19 further
affects service experiences.

In the present study, our theoretical contributions centre
on the application of both theories by examining the inter-
relationships among PMT-related constructs (fear of COVID-19,
perceived risk), EET-related constructs (participation, service
experience) and behavioural intention (i.e., recommendation
intention as the proxy) in a new conceptual framework. Fear of
COVID-19 was chosen as an outcome of people’s appraisal of
COVID-19 threat in general (Rather, 2021a) while perceived risk
was also highlighted to assess the level of risk for a theme park
visit. Previous PMT-based studies have used it as a core in their
conceptual frameworks (Qi et al., 2009; Schroeder et al., 2013).
Participation and service experience were chosen to shed light
on the mechanism of forming theme park experiences alongside
applying EET, because the former represents a prerequisite of the
latter (Pine and Gilmore, 1999; Dong and Siu, 2013). Connecting
PMT to EET further, it is believed that in theme parks, if visitors
have the fear of COVID-19 and perceive high risk in visiting a
theme park, their participation and service experiences will be
affected because of the chosen protective and coping behaviours
(Rather, 2021a). The following sections review relevant literature
concerning fear of COVID-19 and perceived risk, and then
those about participation, service experience, recommendation
intention, and interrelationships among different constructs.

Fear of COVID-19
Fear is a negative emotion that represents an individual mental
response to threatening stimuli in the environment (de Hoog
et al., 2008). Cisler et al. (2009) explained that fear is the main
emotion of people when faced with threats of uncertainty. In
tourism, Kang et al. (2012) noted that fear can significantly
affect tourists’ activities and destination choices. Luo and
Lam (2020) further argued that tourists’ fear negatively affects
travel intention.

Epidemics refer to highly infectious and rapidly spreading
diseases (Strong, 1990). Because of the uncertainty and possibility
of fatal consequences of the new virus, the fear of the virus
spread rapidly in public (Person et al., 2004). COVID-19 has
been an ongoing pandemic with over 200 million COVID-19
cases reported worldwide at the time of this study (JHU CSSE,
2021). The psychological impact of COVID-19 on everyone has

been profound; that is, it inevitably triggers significant fear of
health and death amongst people (Elemo et al., 2020). First, this
type of fear could spread rapidly in public possibly because of
the lack of knowledge and the uncertainty and possibility of its
fatal consequences (Person et al., 2004). Second, during such
pandemics, governments often implement coercive measures,
such as travel restrictions, banning public activities, closing
schools, quarantine, and isolation measures, which may further
exacerbate the fear (Eichelberger, 2007). Because of the current
popularity of social media, one’s fear of the pandemic may also
be aggravated by observing others’ online reviews (Dalrymple
et al., 2016). Fear of infection and uncertainty causes people to
suffer from a higher degree of mental health problems and also
affects people’s participation in social activities (Quadros et al.,
2021). Currently, the assumption is that fear of COVID-19 may
be long-lasting, and may be something that people, and tourists,
in particular, must deal with constantly (Hall et al., 2020).

In line with PMT, fear of COVID-19 can be regarded as an
emotional outcome of people’s “threat appraisal” of COVID-
19 in general (Rather, 2021a; Zheng et al., 2021). According
to Rad et al. (2021), an individual’s fear level will increase if
someone feels vulnerable to COVID-19’s serious health threat,
which further motivates him or her to adopt preventive or
protective behaviours. However, the role and effect of fear
of COVID-19 still requires further research and evidence in
different contexts (Rather, 2021b). In our study, we argued
that one visitor’s fear of COVID-19 will determine his or her
protective behaviours and experiences in theme parks through an
evaluation of perceived risks.

Perceived Risk
In cognitive psychology, perceived risk refers to the perception
of uncertainty and potential threats (Hao et al., 2021). Risk
perception can be interpreted as a subjective assessment of the
risks subject to their characteristics and severity of the threats
(Moreira, 2008). It has been widely studied in the research on
tourist behaviour (Kim et al., 2016). When travelling, tourists
face various risks pertaining to their health conditions, external
natural disasters, and political and crime problems at destinations
(Giusti and Raya, 2019). Tourists’ perceived risk is arguably
dependent upon their risk assessment and affects their decision-
making related to consuming tourism products (Reisinger and
Mavondo, 2015). In line with PMT, perceived risk shares a
conceptual foundation with “susceptibility” or “vulnerability” (Qi
et al., 2009; Schroeder et al., 2013). In our study, perceived risk
was defined to reflect visitors’ overall risk evaluation for a theme
park visit based on their understanding that theme parks are
vulnerable to COVID-19.

Tourists’ risk perception can be influenced by multiple
factors, including external factors, such as the media, other
information sources and surrounding influence groups, as well
as internal factors inclusive of personal cultural backgrounds,
past experiences (Lepp and Gibson, 2003) and affective states,
such as fear (Godovykh et al., 2021). The COVID-19 pandemic
is a public health threat that exacerbates mental health stress
through fear, panic, and uncertainty, thereby increasing people’s
psychological risk and vulnerability (Mamun, 2021a,b). The
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spread of the COVID-19 has brought severe environmental
uncertainty, which has led individuals to become markedly
cautious with risk-taking (Amin, 2020). Alternatively, fear of
COVID-19 is arguably believed to enhance people’s perceived risk
for service consumption (Szymkowiak et al., 2021). This linkage
will be strengthened because of the nature of theme parks which
are built to attract a high volume of visitors in daily operations
while requesting a great level of manpower, full-time and part-
time, to serve the visitors in the meantime (Milman et al., 2020).
Thus, because of the crowdedness and expected close interactions
between people (Solmaz et al., 2015), theme parks appear to
be highly vulnerable and susceptible to COVID-19, particularly
for potential visitors who are afraid of COVID-19 (i.e., fear of
COVID-19). Thus, we propose the following hypothesis:

H1: Fear of COVID-19 affects perceived risk.

Service Experience
According to EET (Pine and Gilmore, 1999), customer experience
is highlighted by the service providers in the service-dominant
industry (Shaw et al., 2011). In the tourism context, tourists
and visitors have a desire for memorable and pleasurable service
experiences in numerous sectors (Ketter, 2018). Theme parks
are a representative sector because of their nature of staged
authenticity and hyper-reality. Moreover, theme parks have
long been at the forefront of innovative design, marketing and
providing memorable experiences to cater to the contemporary
trends of leisure and recreation sectors (Geissler and Rucks,
2011). In theme parks, visitors’ service experiences reflect
their cognition and emotional evaluation of product and
service consumptions (Dong and Siu, 2013; Lee et al., 2020).
Specifically, while travelling with their friends, family members
or relatives, visitors may want to experience various kinds of
rides (e.g., white knuckle, slow, family, water rides), activities
and games (e.g., fishing, bungee), one-time “must-see” shows
and thematic foods and beverages (Luo et al., 2020). All
these components contribute to the overall service experience
evaluations in theme parks.

Although service experience is a well-established concept,
few studies have explored its barriers. People’s risk perception,
as derived from negative emotions, may negatively affect their
service experiences (Mbama and Ezepue, 2018). Tourists have
proven to be considerably sensitive to their potential encountered
risks, and their experiences can be influenced directly by risk
perceptions (Lepp and Gibson, 2003). Our study assumed that
theme park visitors’ perceived risks directly and negatively
influence their service experiences. Accordingly, the higher the
perceived risk, the worse the service experiences. Alternatively,
the lower the perceived risk, the greater the service experiences.
Therefore, we formulate the following hypothesis:

H2: Perceived risk negatively affects service experience.

Participation
Customer participation during service consumption is also
evident in line with EET (Chang, 2018). In tourism, tourists
expect a high degree of participation when consuming numerous

tourism products (Fan et al., 2020). It is a crucial predisposition
for customers’ participation and interactions with service
providers (Dong and Siu, 2013). It is especially evident given
today’s experience economy (Pine and Gilmore, 1999) that
tourists expect from their consumption of tourism products.

Theme parks represent a typical tourism sector that visitors
are highly inclined to participate intensively while receiving
in-park services and experiencing park facilities (Fu et al.,
2017). Theme parks have developed and evolved over the years,
from an emphasis on passive experience to more interactive
experiences, for which visitors are involved as active participants
in creating and inputting their own experiences (Baker, 2016).
For example, today’s visitors can learn about new cultures and
improve their skills and knowledge (e.g., cooking skills) in theme
parks (Kauppinen-Räisänen et al., 2013). Many theme park
services are also designed to involve visitors in the creation of
interactive experiences (e.g., Turtle talk in Disney World) (Oh
and Ma, 2018). The socialisation factor has also been found
to stimulate theme park visitors’ participation in service (Wu,
2011). This finding is because emotional labours are highly
requested in theme parks to stimulate visitors’ participation
(Bryman, 1999). Thus, visitors become highly immersed in such
interaction and participation-oriented environments in theme
parks (Lee et al., 2020).

However, people’s participation in service may be hindered
by numerous factors, one of which relates to their perceived
risk. Prebensen et al. (2013) used the probability of perceived
risk to examine individuals’ involvement. Similarly, people’s
participation may significantly decline when they are sensitive
to and perceive certain risks in activities (Miles et al., 2008).
This phenomenon can be well explained by PMT (Rogers,
1975) in that people who perceive being exposed to an external
threat with high risks involved may turn to a low level of
participation in services as a reflection of their protective and
coping behaviours (Lee, 2011). Our study proposed that if visitors
perceive a high risk for the theme park visit and services, their
participation will be affected. Specifically, they may not like
to visit crowded themed lands and avoid close interpersonal
interaction and group activities to a great extent, thereby resulting
in a lower level of participation. Thus, we proposed the following
hypothesis:

H3: Perceived risk negatively affects participation.

Inevitably, participation in services is related closely to service
experiences (Xu and Chan, 2010). Elsharnouby and Mahrous
(2015) indicated that pleasurable service experiences depend
on customers’ active participation. Customers can co-create
consumption values and service experiences with a high degree
of participation (Dong and Siu, 2013). In our study, theme park
visitors normally expect to be involved deeply in this kind of
hyper-real service environment and have intense interactions
with service providers and performers (Lee et al., 2020). Their
participation relates positively to their service experiences. Thus,
we propose the following hypothesis:

H4: Participation positively influences service experience.
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Recommendation Intention
Recommendation, also known as “word-of-mouth
recommendation,” is the dissemination of positive comments
on specific objects, services or organisations (Chien et al.,
2018). Because word-of-mouth is usually regarded as a reliable
information source, the effects of customers’ recommendations
is usually stronger than traditional advertising (Nguyen and
Romaniuk, 2014). Fullerton (2005) believed that consumers’
recommendations can create profits for enterprises. The
recommendations could help enterprises attract new customers.
Because of COVID-19, tourists’ loyal behaviours may be difficult
to perceive through revisit behaviours (Hassan and Soliman,
2021). Instead, their recommendations to other potential
visitors may matter substantially in the future, which service
providers must emphasise.

In this study, recommendation intention was chosen as the
proxy of behavioural intention. It refers to the intention of
dissemination of positive comments on specific objects, services
or organisations (Chien et al., 2018). In our study, despite the
lack of future revisit intention because of COVID-19, theme park
visitors could consider spreading recommendation messages
through oral, online or other communication channels after
retaining memorable experiences in a theme park visit (Ma
et al., 2017). We also assumed that a theme park visitor’s
recommendation intention would be influenced by three factors:
perceived risk, participation, and service experience.

First, perceived risk can directly change one’s behavioural
intention, including recommendation intention (Al-Ansi et al.,
2019). Cong (2021) conducted an empirical study of European
tourists in Vietnam and found that the greater the perceived
risk by the tourists, the more negative they are about their
recommendation intention. Therefore, we assumed similarly in
theme parks that when visitors perceive high risk, they will have
already felt reluctant to recommend. Thus, we formulated the
following hypothesis:

H5: Perceived risk negatively influences recommendation
intention.

Second, other than the negative influence of perceived risk,
we also considered two positive predictors of recommendation

intention. Among the two, participation should be a prerequisite
for recommendation intention (Chang et al., 2018) particularly
in those participation-oriented service sectors, e.g., theme parks
(Lee et al., 2020). Some studies have indicated that active
consumers may invite others to participate in certain service
consumption activities (Heinonen, 2011; Chen et al., 2017).
Furthermore, according to Chen et al. (2017), in social media,
active consumers may share knowledge and experiences with
other consumers and even invite them to participate in the
consumption. In our study, we also assumed that theme
park visitors’ active participation relates positively to their
recommendation intention. Hence, we propose the following
hypothesis:

H6: Participation positively influences recommendation
intention.

Lastly, the other positive predictor of recommendation
intention is service experience, which has been widely proven
in literature. For example, Altunel and Erkurt (2015) found
that tourist experience positively influences recommendation
intention in culture tourism. Another study indicated that
the festival experience at a destination will lead to the
recommendation intention for the destination (Culha, 2020). In
theme parks, it has also been known that if visitors are satisfied
with their service experiences, they will recommend them to
other potential visitors (Ma et al., 2017). Thus, in our study, it
is assumed that theme park visitors’ recommendation intentions
are derived from their service experiences. Thus, we formulated
the following hypothesis:

H7: Service experience positively influences recommendation
intention.

Conceptual Model
This study used the preceding literature review and hypothesis
development as bases to propose that theme park visitors’ fear of
COVID-19 will affect their service experiences through perceived
risks and will affect their participation and recommendation
intention. With the integration of PMT and EET, we proposed
our conceptual model (Figure 1).

FIGURE 1 | Conceptual model.
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MATERIALS AND METHODS

Measures
The measurement scales of the existing research were used
in this study, which have been proven effective and valid, to
develop the questionnaire. Fear of COVID-19 was measured
based on Ahorsu et al. (2020) and Bhuiyan et al. (2020). This
study defined perceived risk as the perception of uncertainty
and potential threats, it was measured by adopting the scales
used by Fuchs and Reichel (2006). Based on the reality that
theme park visitors are the subject of this study, the measurement
of theme park visitor service experience in this study using
the theme park visitor service experience scale of Dong and
Siu (2013). Due to the same research background, scales from
Dong and Siu (2013) were adapted to evaluate theme park
visitors’ participation. Following Altunel and Erkurt (2015), the
measure of recommendation intention was developed. These
items are appropriate in the setting of tourism. Since prior
research have applied similar items in determining tourists’
recommendation intention in tourism. The preceding measures
were anchored a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from “strongly
disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (7). To ensure accuracy, these
items were translated from English to Chinese, and then revised
and translated back into English. The measurement scales were
checked by bilingual scholars to ensure the equivalence of the
questionnaire’s Chinese and English versions. Marketing and
tourism scholars helped examine the validity of the questionnaire.
In the final version, 22 scale items were used to measure
the focal variables. Other questions requested the demographic
information of the participants.

Data Collection
The target survey respondents of this study were theme park
visitors. Because of the current pandemic environment and social
distancing requirement, an onsite questionnaire survey is not
permitted. Instead, a professional data service company was
recruited to conduct an online survey (Fong et al., 2020). In
our study, the recruited company was experienced company
with an extensive database of Chinese residents (WenJuanXing,
2021). The professional data service company is widely used
in scientific research data collection in China (Peng et al.,
2019; Shi et al., 2021). A simple random sampling method was
employed (Acharya et al., 2013) and the company sent out the
questionnaires through its panel database. Tourists, or Chinese
visitors regardless of their places of origin, who had visited
Shanghai Disneyland after it reopened in May 2020 were treated
as qualified respondents.

A pilot study with 50 respondents was conducted, and later,
slight modifications were made for the survey items and the
questionnaire. In order to resolve the problem of Common
method bias, mixing the order of the questions to using different
scale types in the online questionnaire (Chang et al., 2010). Then,
data for the main survey were collected from November 10,
2020 to December 30, 2020. To ensure the quality of the data,
repeated questions were embedded in the questionnaire to check
the consistency of the responses (Ye et al., 2021). Finally, 604

questionnaires were distributed, and 420 valid responses were
obtained, yielding a valid response rate of 69.54%. This sample
size is considered highly satisfactory for our multivariate data
analysis purposes (Lai and Hitchcock, 2015).

Data Analysis
SPSS 20.0 and AMOS 22.0 were used for data analysis. In
particular, SPSS 20.0 was used to conduct descriptive analyses.
Then, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted using
AMOS 22.0 to test the measurement model. Reliability and
validity were checked following the suggested criteria of Fornell
and Larcker (1981). Finally, the structural model was tested
to analyse the hypothesised relationships among the constructs
(Byrne, 2001).

RESULTS

Sample Profile
The sample had 51% female and 49% male visitors. The
respondents were between the ages of 18 and 35 years (65%).
This result is consistent with the recent visitor profile of Shanghai
Disneyland, which attracted more young visitors than seniors
because of COVID-19 concerns, as proven by the managerial
park staff. Moreover, 55% of the respondents were single and
98% held a university diploma or above. Therefore, our sample is
generally representative of the theme park visitors in a pandemic
environment (Table 1).

TABLE 1 | Demographic profile of respondents (N = 420).

Variable Frequency Percentage

Gender Male 206 49%

Female 214 51%

Marital Status Married 189 45%

Single 231 55%

Age 18–25 years old 139 33%

26–35 years old 134 32%

36–45 years old 101 24%

46–55 years old 46 11%

56–65 years old 0 0

Over 65 years old 0 0

Education High school or below 8 2%

Diploma 227 54%

Degree 164 39%

Master or above 21 5%

Occupation Student 206 49%

Working 189 45%

Housewife 17 4%

Retired 8 2%

Personal Monthly Income
(RMB)

Less than 5000 84 20%

5000–9999 138 33%

10,000–14,999 105 25%

15,000–19,999 63 15%

20,000–29,999 17 4%

30,000 and above 13 3%
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Measurement Model
The CFA results (Table 2) showed that the measurement model
is valid because the χ2/df value is 2.423, and comparative fit
index (CFI) is 0.965, Tucker–Lewis index (TLI) is 0.919, the
goodness of fit index (GFI) is 0.893, and root-mean-square error
of approximation (RMSEA) is 0.058 (Byrne, 2001). These results
showed that the model is reasonably fit (Byrne, 2001). The
model was further verified in terms of reliability, convergent
validity, and discriminant validity. Taber (2018) explained that
the value of Cronbach’s alphas should be above 0.7, which

indicates that the instrument has high reliability. All Cronbach’s
alphas in the current study are between 0.907 and 0.958. The
composite reliability (CR) of every construct is between 0.958
and 0.913. The highest average variance extracted (AVE) is
0.884, and the lowest value is 0.662, which exceeded the cut-
off of 0.5 for convergent validity (Fornell and Larcker, 1981).
Furthermore, the square root of each AVE is higher than the
correlation of the related pairwise constructs, which also satisfied
the requirement of discriminant validity (Fornell and Larcker,
1981; Table 3).

TABLE 2 | Confirmatory factor analysis results.

Latent variable Measurement item Standardised loading Cronbach’s alpha CR AVE References

Fear of COVID-19 (FC) Afraid of COVID-19. 0.647 0.931 0.932 0.662 Ahorsu et al., 2020;
Bhuiyan et al., 2020

Uncomfortable to think. 0.776

My hands perspire when I think of COVID-19. 0.862

Afraid of losing my life. 0.832

When watching news and stories about COVID-19 on
social media or any other media (i.e., TV, Radio), I
become nervous or anxious.

0.836

Cannot sleep because I am worried about being
infected with COVID-19.

0.813

My heart races or palpitates when I think about being
infected with COVID-19.

0.904

Perceived risk (PR) I thought that my friends or relatives would worry about
my safety whilst I was in the theme park.

0.644 0.927 0.928 0.724 Fuchs and Reichel,
2006

Prior to my trip, I view the theme park as more
dangerous than other tourist attractions.

0.873

Theme parks are risky. 0.934

Friends or relatives see the theme park as a risky place
to visit.

0.890

Theme park is a dangerous place for tourists. 0.884

Participation (PA) Totally involved in the theme park. 0.920 0.907 0.911 0.775 Dong and Siu,
2013

Quite absorbed in the experience. 0.933

Nearly forgot the time when I was playing. 0.780

Service experience (SE) Satisfied with the whole experience. 0.948 0.958 0.958 0.884 Dong and Siu,
2013

Memorable. 0.911

Enjoyable. 0.961

Recommendation
intention (RI)

Say positive things about this theme park to other
people.

0.877 0.911 0.913 0.724 Altunel and Erkurt,
2015

Recommend it to someone who seeks my advice. 0.900

Encourage friends and relatives to visit the theme park. 0.824

Share the experience with my friends and relatives. 0.800

AVE, average variance extracted.

TABLE 3 | Fornell–Larcker criterion.

Fear of COVID-19 Perceived risk Participation Service experience Recommendation intention

Fear of COVID-19 (FC) 0.814

Perceived risk (PR) 0.532 0.850

Participation (PA) −0.148 −0.123 0.880

Service experience (SE) −0.225 −0.237 0.520 0.940

Recommendation intention (RI) −0.203 −0.207 0.554 0.540 0.850

The gray meaning is the AVE under the root. The following is the correlation.
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FIGURE 2 | Structural model. **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001; ns, non-significant.

TABLE 4 | Structural model test.

Path Path coefficients t p

Fear of COVID-19 (FC)⇒ Perceived risk (PR) 0.533 9.570 <0.001

Perceived risk (PR)⇒ Service experience (SE) −0.178 −3.943 <0.001

Perceived risk (PR)⇒ Participation (PA) −0.126 −2.418 0.016

Participation (PA)⇒ Service experience (SE) 0.497 10.868 <0.001

Service experience (SE)⇒ Recommendation intention (RI) 0.325 6.282 <0.001

Perceived risk (PR)⇒ Recommendation intention (RI) −0.086 −1.954 0.051

Participation (PA)⇒ Recommendation intention (RI) 0.374 7.207 <0.001

Structural Model
The maximum likelihood method was adopted to examine
the structural model with inter-relationships amongst the five
constructs (i.e., fear of COVID-19, perceived risk, service
experience, participation, and recommendation intention). The
results of model fit indices are acceptable (Figure 2). The χ2/df
value is 2.421, and CFI is 0.964, Tucker–Lewis index (TLI)
is 0.959, the goodness of fit index (GFI) is 0.893 and root-
mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA) is 0.058 (Byrne,
2001). Table 4 shows the results of the hypothesis testing. The

TABLE 5 | Results of mediation tests.

Causal relationships Direct effect Indirect effect Total effect

FC⇒ PR 0.533 – 0.533

PR⇒ PA −0.126 – −0.126

PR⇒ SE −0.178 −0.063 −0.241

PA⇒ SE 0.497 – 0.497

SE⇒ RI 0.325 – 0.325

FC⇒ RI – −0.113 −0.113

FC⇒ SE – −0.129 −0.129

FC⇒ PA – −0.067 −0.067

PR⇒ RI −0.086 −0.126 −0.211

PA⇒ RI 0.374 0.162 0.536

– means not applicable. FC, fear of COVID-19; PR, perceived risk; PA, participation;
SE, service experience; RI, recommendation intention.

results indicated that fear of COVID-19 affects perceived risk
(β = 0.533, p < 0.01); perceived risk negatively affects service
experience (β = –0.178, p < 0.001); perceived risk negatively
affects participation (β = –0.126, p < 0.01); participation
positively influences service experience (β = 0.497, p < 0.01);
perceived risk negatively affects recommendation intention (β = –
0.086, p > 0.05); participation negatively affects recommendation
intention (β = 0.374, p < 0.001) and service experience
positively influences recommendation intention (β = 0.325,
p < 0.001). Thus, six hypotheses are supported, one hypothesis
(H5) is rejected.

Our results also showed that the indirect effect of fear
of COVID-19 on recommendation intention was significant
(β = –0.113) (Table 5). Fear of COVID-19 also has an indirect
effect on service experience (β = –0.129) and on participation
(β = –0.067). After 5000 bootstrapping, the 95% confidence
interval (CI) is [–0.187, –0.046]. The CI value does not include
zero, which indicates that the mediating effect is significant
(Cheung and Lau, 2008).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

COVID-19 triggers negative emotions that hardly disappear
in a short time, which could also hinder the recovery of the
tourism industry in the post-pandemic era. Our study focused
on clarifying the underlying mechanism of fear of COVID-19 on
tourists’ experiences and behaviours. To achieve this objective, we
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developed a conceptual model and verified it through the survey
of theme park visitors. The survey results demonstrated that
visitors’ fear of COVID-19 enhanced their perceived risk, reduced
their desire for active participation and impaired their service
experience, which consequently affected their recommendation
intention. Except for H5, the other six hypotheses (i.e., H1, H2,
H3, H4, H6, H7) were supported.

Risk and safety were still the central concerns for tourists,
which is consistent with previous studies (Abraham et al.,
2021). This concern is heightened by the ongoing COVID-19
pandemic and the corresponding public health crisis (Matiza,
2020). We found that fear of COVID-19 positively affects
perceived risk (H1), and perceived risk significantly affects service
experience and participation negatively (H2 and H3). These
results are parallel with previous findings (Miles et al., 2008;
Mbama and Ezepue, 2018). Meanwhile, visitors’ participation
positively affects the service experience (H4). The current
study revealed that customer involvement and participation can
enhance service experience, which is highly expected in an
entertainment environment and selected tourism sectors (Dong
and Siu, 2013). However, our result is inconsistent with previous
studies that supported the view that perceived risk negatively
influences recommendation intention (thereby rejecting H5)
(Cong, 2021). By the same token, the perceived risk of theme park
visitors will not directly ruin their recommendation intention
but will indirectly affect it through the effects on participation
and service experiences. This is especially true for visitors who
may have more objective assessment and rational behavioural
intention as a result of their own experiences (Ma et al., 2017).
Our study unveiled that participation and service experiences
could result in visitors’ recommendation intentions directly (H6,
H7). This result echoed previous research findings (Altunel and
Erkurt, 2015; Jiménez-Castillo and Sánchez-Fernández, 2019;
Culha, 2020). The current study indicated that visitors’ fear of
COVID-19 enhanced their perceived risk, reduced their desire for
active participation and impaired their service experience, which
consequently affected their recommendation intention.

Theoretical Implications
This study contributes to PMT and EET literature in tourism
and those of tourist emotion and service experience in the
following ways. First, our study applies and integrates PMT
and EET. Theme park visitors’ threat appraisals (i.e., fear of
COVID-19, perceived risk) of PMT (Rogers, 1975; Rather, 2021a)
have been proven to arguably lead to their protection and risk
prevention behaviours, which revolve around a choice of more
passive participation into services and activities. The lack of
active participation affects the formation of optimal experiences
following the argument of the EET (Pine and Gilmore, 1999).
This innovative approach to theoretical integration also fills
a knowledge gap because many recent COVID-19-focused
studies (see Liu et al. (2021)) have focused on relevant tourism
phenomena from another classical theory: theory of planned
behaviour (TPB). One of the main limitations of TPB is that
it does not include other powerful measures that may predict
behaviour better than the TPB ones in certain circumstances
(Sniehotta et al., 2014), such as fear in a pandemic environment.

Second, there was a dearth of tourist studies that focused on
uncovering the effects of negative emotion (Nawijn and Fricke,
2015). Prior limited studies have focused on the influence of
tourists’ fear as a negative emotion on their travel decisions
(Jian et al., 2020; Luo and Lam, 2020). Few studies have
evaluated the effects of tourists’ fear on their service experiences
and behaviours. COVID-19 triggers fear, specifically in densely
populated tourism venues, such as theme parks (Milman et al.,
2020). During a pandemic, how tourists’ and visitors’ fear and risk
perceptions affect their experiences should be studied. Our study
fills the gap in this regard.

Third, theme parks are entertainment venues that stimulate
visitors’ high level of participation to generate pleasurable
experiences (Wu, 2011; Lee et al., 2020). However, limited
studies have attempted to learn the mechanism of how fear
and risk perception affects service experiences through the
visitors’ participation. We successfully exemplified that theme
park visitors’ fear of COVID-19 results in perceived risks,
which can further influence service experiences by altering their
participation levels. Aligned with PMT, visitors’ self-protection
and COVID-19 threat coping behaviours are embedded in their
choice of participation level and types (Wang et al., 2019). In
other words, theme park visitors might avoid or reduce close
interactions with others when they attend different activities and
programmes in theme parks.

Lastly, because of the expected reduction in tourism flows
and declining revisit intentions caused by the negative public
sentiment on COVID-19 (Rather, 2021a), recommendation
intention will become an important indicator of tourist
loyalty in future tourism. Therefore, we added to the existing
knowledge by exploring and understanding the role of perceived
risk, participation and service experiences in predicting
recommendation intention, either negatively or positively.

Managerial Implications
Given the fear brought by COVID-19, some effective strategies
should be adopted to alleviate this negative emotion and
promote tourists’ safety and peace of mind. Theme parks
could strengthen pandemic prevention and control measures,
such as mask-wearing, flow control, temperature measurement
and other means to reduce the fear of COVID-19 and the
perceived risks. The frontline service personnel of theme
parks consider providing personalised service to make visitors
perceive comfort and ensure hygiene and safety control, which
may improve visitors’ participation and ensure a pleasurable
experience. Moreover, theme parks should communicate with
visitors effectively and convey relevant safety information and
practices in various forms. For example, pandemic prevention
slogans and measures in theme parks can be presented using
cartoon images. The intimacy brought by cartoon images to
visitors can eliminate the negative cues of risk perception.

Theme parks should also control and promote uncrowded
themed lands and service environments. More effective flow
management with guest distribution inside parks should be
updated during and after COVID-19 pandemic. More virtual
queues should be used in place of physical queues to avoid
gatherings (Brown et al., 2013).
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Visitors’ participation should be activated and assured in a
smarter way. For example, individual activities can be promoted
more than group activities because the visitors may not have such
a high level of self-protection concern. High technology, such as
robot services, can be incorporated more to replace interpersonal
services (Luo et al., 2021). For example, robots can be presented
in the form of cartoon or movie characters and support social
distancing practices, thereby minimising the risk of the virus
spreading in theme parks. Virtual and augmented reality (VR and
AR) innovations can also be incorporated into the design of rides
and services to help visitors participate (Wei et al., 2019). For
example, Universal Studios Japan has merged AR technology in
their new rides that people can participate in competing for the
race (Mileva, 2021). Ultimately, in-time feedback systems can be
designed and implemented to collect the feedback and advice of
in-park visitors for their perception of these innovative designs
and service practices.

Lastly, we suggest inviting experienced visitors to help spread
the recommendation messages to others and assist in mitigating
the fear and perceived risk of potential theme park visitors.
Theme parks could provide incentives to those with successfully
referred visits. For example, complimentary tickets or group
discounts can be given as a reward for such loyal visitors. This
kind of referral and redemption programmes can be promoted
and conducted online regularly.

Limitations and Future Research
Directions
This study has several limitations that pave the way for future
research opportunities. First, given the practical restrictions, this
study focused only on Shanghai Disneyland and its visitors. Thus,

the results of this study may not be generalisable to other theme
parks in other countries. Future studies can test the theoretical
relationships by collecting samples from various branded theme
parks in different countries. This approach will reduce cultural
and geographical differences. Second, our data may not fully
reflect the perceptions of visitors. Future studies could consider
a cross-sectional approach to collect real-time elicited emotions
and experiences, thereby avoiding memory bias. Third, this study
did not categorise first-time and repeat visitors. Future research
can compare the differences on their theme park experiences and
risk perceptions.
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