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Abstract

Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to provide insight into the on-going COVID-19 pandemic and its

potential influence on tourist behaviour in the short- to medium-term. While the influence of the pandemic

on tourist’s perceived risk and its impact on their future travel behaviour is understandably yet to be

established, the present paper discusses the potential nexus. Additionally, this paper provides tourism

practitioners with some recommendations for mitigating the effect of potential heightened perceived risk

on travel and tourismdecision-making post the COVID-19 crisis.

Design/methodology/approach – The present paper synthesises contemporary academic literature on

perceived risk and post-crisis tourismwith emerging information associated with the unfolding COVID-19

crisis.

Findings – This paper draws empirical evidence from studies related to previous health crises and their

impact on tourism, as well as tourist behaviour. By discussing previous studies within the context of the

on-going COVID-19, it is possible to anticipate the influence that perceived risk associated with

the pandemic may have on the post-crisis behaviour of tourists. Also, short-termmeasures to mitigate the

effects of risk on tourism are posited to guide practitioners in the future recovery of the sector.

Research limitations/implications – The COVID-19 pandemic is an unprecedented and on-going

crisis for the global tourism industry. Hence, the present paper serves as a primer to a broader discussion

within the tourismdiscourse and provides theoretical direction for future tourism research.

Practical implications – Key to the recovery of the global tourism industry will be encouraging both

domestic and international tourism activity. However, while the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on tourist

behaviour is yet to be substantiated, previous research predicts a situation of heightened perceived risk

and the potential cognitive dissonance that may negatively influence tourist decision-making. To mitigate

this potential effect, governance, augmented immigration policy, destination media profiling, recovery

marketing and domestic tourismwill be critical interventions.

Originality/value – This paper is one of the first to discuss the potential influence of the COVID-19

pandemic on the post-crisis decision-making process of tourists and their conative behaviour. As a

primer to further empirical research, this paper sets a pertinent research agenda for academic inquiry

within an evolving and increasingly uncertain global tourismmarket.

Keywords Tourism, Perceived risk, COVID-19 pandemic, Travel behaviour, The future of tourism,

Tourism recovery

Paper type Research paper

Introduction and background

The COVID-19 virus is an on-going global flu pandemic that has come to be considered as

the worst post-World War II pandemic to affect the world, surpassing the outbreaks of

severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) in 2003 and the Middle East respiratory

syndrome (MERS) in 2012 (Baldwin and di Mauro, 2020; Huynh, 2020; Ruiz-Estrada, Park

and Lee, 2020; Wilder-Smith, 2005). According to the World Travel and Tourism Council

(WTTC, 2020), by the 14th of April 2020, the COVID-19 virus had spread to over 180
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countries, infecting an estimated 1.98 million people and accounting for 126 753 deaths

worldwide. The travel and tourism industry – much like in the case of the SARS outbreak – is

widely considered to have been the vector for the global spread of the COVID-19 virus and

has virtually ground to halt, resulting in severe financial losses in the industry due to country

lockdowns and stringent travel restrictions implemented to curtail the spread of the virus

(Arezki and Nguyen, 2020; Novellia et al., 2018; Stezhko et al., 2020; Yanga et al., 2020).

Preliminary economic modelling typically suggests a significant inverse relationship

between the COVID-19 virus and tourism demand (Yanga et al., 2020). Compared to the

predominantly localised economic impact of previous health crises on tourism – SARS in

China, Singapore, Hong Kong and Taiwan (USD$7.7bn); Ebola in Sierra Leone and Guinea

(USD$152m); MERS in Saudi Arabia (USD$2.4bn) and; H1N1 with a global economic

impact of between USD$45 and USD$55bn – the impact of the COVID-19 virus is projected

to be unprecedented (Global Rescue and World Travel and Tourism Council, 2019; Nicola

et al., 2020). Conservative estimates project that in 2020, the global travel and tourism

industry is expected to shed at least 75 million jobs in the short-term and experience a

tourism gross domestic product contribution deficit of up to US$2.1tn (WTTC, 2020).

Interestingly, Novellia et al. (2018) observe that health-related crises have historically

elicited “unscientific” and disproportionate global responses that have been mostly

deleterious to the tourism industry. Moreover, the World Bank has also cautioned that up to

90% of all economic losses associated with epidemics and outbreaks are a result of, “[. . .]

uncoordinated and irrational efforts of the public to avoid infection” (Global Rescue and

WTTC, 2019). However, despite this observation, recovery from external shocks associated

with cases of epidemics and outbreaks are estimated to take an average of 19.4months

and significantly impinge on global demand for travel and tourism (World Economic Forum,

2019; Global Rescue and WTTC, 2019). Therefore, of particular interest to tourism

researchers is the influence of the current public health crisis of COVID-19 on the risk

perceptions of consumers, and more significantly how risk perceptions will potentially

influence the post-crisis recovery travel behaviour of tourists. What is unique about the

COVID-19 scenario is that the global pandemic has particularly affected popular global

tourism destinations including Germany, Spain, France, China, the USA, the UK, Iran and

Italy, which currently account for at least 77% of all infections (WTTC, 2020). Thus, the

implications for international tourist travel behaviour within the short to medium term are

both unknown and potentially catastrophic.

Of particular concern to the future of the global tourism industry are the residual effects of

the pandemic of on travel and tourism in the form of perceived risk associated with travel

and tourism in the post-COVID-19 era. While there may be a probable link between

perceived risk and the travel intentions of tourists within the contemporary post-COVID-19

global tourism market, this nexus is understandably yet to be established. Moreover, post-

health crises in tourist behaviour are relatively under-researched. Thus, there is little

empirical evidence modelling the behaviour of tourists after deleterious global events such

as a pandemic. In an attempt to address this gap, the present paper – as a primer to further

empirical research – provides a critical appreciation of the potential influence of heightened

post-crisis risk perceptions on future travel intention.

Perceived risk and tourist decision-making

Perceived risk is generally characterised as “[. . .] the individual’s perceptions of the

uncertainty and negative consequences of buying a product (or service)”, (Reisinger and

Mavondo, 2005). Within the tourism context, perceived risk is associated with a tourist’s

perception of uncertainty and potential adverse outcomes resulting from the consumption of

travel and tourism offerings (Adam, 2015; Liu et al., 2016). Perceptions of uncertainty and

adverse outcomes may be distilled into eight distinct typologies, namely, health,

psychological, physical, equipment, financial, satisfaction, time and social risk, respectively
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(Fuchs and Reichel, 2011; Olya and Al-ansi, 2018; Qi et al., 2009; Reisinger and Mavondo,

2005; Wolff et al., 2019). Studies that have explored the effect of perceived risk within the

tourism context have established risk as a multi-dimensional construct (Cui et al., 2016). For

instance, in the case of Israel, Fuchs and Reichel (2011) found amongst others food safety,

weather, socio-psychological, financial and service quality risk to be influential to

international tourists’ decision-making. While, in the case of Ghana, Adam (2015)

determined that environmental, political, financial, socio-psychological, physical and

expectation risks were associated with travel and tourism to the country. Similarly, multiple

risk dimensions, including personal safety, cultural, socio-psychological and violence risks,

were associated with travel to China for the 2008 Olympic Games (Kim et al., 2019). As a

result, what is evident from the extent of the literature is that perceived risk is a multi-

dimensional and idiosyncratic construct (Carballo et al., 2017; Liu et al., 2016; Wolff et al.,

2019).

With specific reference to the present discussion, three risk typologies – health,

psychological, social risk – are most pertinent to the likelihood of tourists travelling for

tourism in the near future, post the COVID-19 pandemic. Health risk in tourism is associated

with potential hazards to the health and well-being of the tourist when engaging in travel

and tourism activities (Olya and Al-ansi, 2018). Within the contemporary travel and tourism

context, the perceived health risk is one of the most critical to the decision-making process

of tourists (Huanga et al., 2020). More-so, it is the perceived susceptibility to and severity of

health risk that acts as a heuristic cue that influences the conative behaviour of tourists

(Cahyanto et al., 2016; Jonas et al., 2011). However, apart from the perceived health risk

associated with the COVID-19 crisis, the unique nature of the pandemic may also

exacerbate both psychological and social risk. Psychological risk is related to the possibility

that the travel and tourism experience will not reflect favourably on the tourist in relation to

their image of self or personality (Adam, 2015). While, the social risk is attributable to how

the choice to undertake travel and tourism would affect the tourist’s social reference groups

such as friends and family in terms of their opinion of them (Wang, 2017). Prior studies have

determined the causal effect of health (Liu et al., 2013) and socio-psychological (Adam,

2015; Kim et al., 2019) risk on tourist decision-making in various contexts. This suggests

that as an antecedent to consumptive decision-making in tourism, risk perceptions are

multi-dimensional and dynamic and would be susceptible to both intrinsic and extrinsic

forces such as the COVID-19 pandemic.

Seminal marketing theory opines that consumer behaviour is more susceptible to the

subjective influence of perceived risk than it is to the objective assessment of the risk

(Bauer, 1967). Furthermore, the extent of the literature (Fuchs and Reichel, 2011; Yeung

and Yee, 2019) observes that the impact of perceived risk appears to be significantly more

pronounced in service compared to physical product consumptive decisions due to the

intangible and perishable nature of services. It follows then, that perceived risk would be a

critical dimension and antecedent within the decision-making process of tourists, inter alia,

their cognitive, affective and more pertinently conative (travel intentions) behaviour (Jonas

et al., 2011; Osland et al., 2017; Ritchie and Jiang, 2019; Wang, 2017; Qi et al., 2009). While

the tourist decision-making process is inherently multi-dimensional and complex, Chen

(2016) attempts to simplify the decision-making process into a “decision-consumption

process”, consisting of four distinct stages, the pre-decision; post-decision and pre-

purchase; post-purchase, as well as; pre-consumption and post-consumption stages,

respectively.

Of particular relevance to the present discussion is the potential influence of perceived

health risk on the travel behaviour of tourists posts the COVID-19 crisis in relation to the first

two stages of the decision-consumption process. Whereby, COVID-19 induced perceived

risk will most likely influence tourists’ decisions before they decide to travel to a particular

destination, as well as post-decision, influencing their decision whether to purchase travel
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and tourism products. The literature supports this notion to some extent, identifying the pre-

travel phase as the first of the three stages at which perceived health risk-tourism nexus

manifests (Akhoondnejad, 2015). Furthermore, Chien et al. (2017) observe that health risk

predicts tourist information seeking and the decision-making stage of tourist behaviour.

Post-crisis travel behaviour

Perceived risk as a multi-dimensional construct, may have heterogeneous implications for

tourists in their decision-making, whereby one or more risk dimension(s) can modify a

tourist’s evaluation of a destination and their intention to travel (Carballo et al., 2017; Karl

and Schmude, 2017; Reisinger and Mavondo, 2005). To this end, Nugraha (2014),

Reisinger and Mavondo (2005), as well as Wolff et al. (2019) establish that perceived risk

exacerbates anxiety and other negative affective behaviour that may negatively influence a

tourist’s intention to travel. Prior research (Chien et al., 2017; Fuchs and Reichel, 2011;

Huanga et al., 2020; Law, 2006; Osland et al., 2017; Wang, 2017) also submits that

disasters – natural or man-made – generally have a predominantly negative impact on

destination images and that tourists naturally tend to avoid destinations they perceive to be

risky. This avoidance of specific tourism destinations may be attributed to Cognitive

Dissonance (CD) arising from the moderation of a tourist’s intrinsic travel motives by the

perceived risk associated with travel and tourism.

The seminal theory establishes that CD is primarily a psychological state that occurs as a

result of inconsistencies associated with divergent (often positive versus negative)

perceptions whose consequences include decision-making behaviour aimed at mitigating

the adverse effects of consumptive decisions (Aronson, 1968; Festinger, 1957; Menasco

and Hawkins, 1978). To this end, when confronted by risk, tourists may postpone their travel

plans, re-evaluate their destination choice and seek to mitigate the perceived risk or cancel

their trips altogether (Osland et al., 2017; Roselius, 1971). Furthermore, Wolff et al. (2019)

caution that by using current hazards as heuristic cues, individuals are prone to

exaggerated impact bias, which is the overestimation of perceived risk in the future.

Therefore, personal and physical safety concerns have a discernible impact on the

decisions and choices made by tourists (Novellia et al., 2018). For instance, the 2009 H1N1

influenza virus outbreak resulted in a 4% decrease in international tourism arrivals globally

(Leggat et al., 2010).

Generally, prior contemporary studies have also shown that perceived risk is detrimental to

the travel intensions of tourists (Kim et al., 2019; Novellia et al., 2018; Olya and Al-ansi,

2018), including in the cases of risk associated with major tourist destinations which have

been susceptible global shocks associated with health crises. Previous studies have

generally alluded to the negative impact of both epidemics and pandemics on international

tourism in the cases of China (McLaughlin, 2020; Qi et al., 2009), Thailand (Rittichainuwat

and Chakraborty, 2009; Tavitiyaman and Qu, 2013), the Gambia (Novellia et al., 2018),

Japan (Cooper, 2005) and Hong Kong (Law, 2006). Relatedly, by applying the Health Belief

Model (Rosenstock et al., 1988) to predict domestic tourist behaviour within the context of

perceived health risk, Cahyanto et al. (2016) concluded that the Ebola outbreak in the USA

heightened domestic tourist’s perceived health risk and perceived severity. As a result,

tourists engaged in avoidance behaviour which negatively impacted domestic tourism.

While in the case of Chinese domestic tourists, Huanga et al.(2020) found empirical

evidence that suggests that tourists engaged in avoidance behaviour to mitigate health

risks associated with tourism to Tibet.

The COVID-19 pandemic is an unprecedented global catastrophe of potentially epic

proportions, more so for the tourism sector. What is evident from the extent of the literature

is that perceived risk is a critical multi-dimensional construct within the tourism discourse.

The heterogeneity of the influence of perceived risk on tourists and the susceptibility of

tourism to a myriad of extrinsic shocks such as pandemics, provide an impetus for urgent
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academic inquiry into the potential effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the future conative

behaviour of tourists. Based on the extent of the literature and the current unfolding

pandemic, it is prudent to assume that the perceived risk associated with the current

COVID-19 virus may make the global tourism industry more susceptible to a heightened

estimation of perceived risk, post the pandemic – hence, potentially impinging on the

recovery of the global tourism in the short- to medium-term.

Tourism recovery and the future of contemporary tourism

Conventional wisdom suggests that the recovery of the global tourism sector from a crisis

depends on the scale, typology and scope of the crisis (Ritchie and Jiang, 2019). It is

evident that the sheer scale and impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the global travel and

tourism industry is yet to fully unfold (McLaughlin, 2020; Nicola et al., 2020; Rodrı́guez-

Morales et al., 2020; Yanga et al., 2020). In the interim, attempting to model a practical

approach to the recovery of the travel and tourism industry from the effects of the COVID-19

pandemic crisis is predicated on mitigating the perceived health, as well as subsequent

psychological and social risk and its influence on tourist behaviour. This has become an

urgent discourse within the extant of contemporary tourism research. The global tourism

industry faces a multifaceted challenge from both the tourism demand (perceived health,

social, psychological risk) and supply-side (massive fiscal deficits, job losses, business

liquidation, human capital depletion). As such, the recovery of the travel and tourism

industry requires a concerted multi-stakeholder approach to address both tourism demand

and supply aspects. More-so, the mitigation of the cognitive dissonance associated with

perceived risk in tourism may be predicated on the ability of the destination or destination

country to manage both objective and subjective perceived risk factors for tourism activity

to be within an acceptable threshold to alleviate cognitive dissonance (Cui et al., 2016).

Objective perceived risk factors are associated with the evaluation and the negative impact

of potential consequences associated with travel. The COVID-19 virus represents the

primary health risk that influences tourist behaviour and would be addressed by the

practical government and immigration interventions to mitigate health risk factors. In

contrast, subjective perceived risk factors are associated with negative feelings associated

with the consequences or negative impact of travel. The subjective factors are the

“subsequent” psychological and social risks associated with tourism in the COVID-19 era

would be mitigated by the tertiary interventions to manage tourist perception. These

interventions include managing the country’s media profile, marketing and domestic

tourism.

Governance. Becken and Hughey (2013) advocate for a multi-stakeholder approach to

better integrate tourism and government structures in the mitigation of risk associated with

tourism. To this end, Ritchie and Jiang (2019) acknowledge that the ability of governments

to harness financial, human and technical resources to support the tourism recovery

process. For instance, post the COVID-19 crisis, governments will be crucial to the

alleviation of the negative economic impacts associated with crises by providing tourism

entities with financial stimulus packages, waiving taxes for tourism enterprises, as well as

providing subsidies and low rate loans (Ritchie and Jiang, 2019). Furthermore,

governments will catalyse destination marketing and promotion through public diplomacy

initiatives aimed at opening and managing international communication channels, re-

building tourist confidence and recovering destination image (Carlsen and Hughes, 2008;

Cooper, 2005; Gu and Wall, 2006). However, most importantly, governments have a critical

role in the effective management of the virus and responsible re-opening of their economies

and countries to tourism activity. For instance, the Spanish Government has initiated a four-

pillar tourism recovery plan that seeks to, develop and enforce the socio-sanitary

specifications to ensure that tourist destinations are safe and perceived to be safe

(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, OECD, 2020). Furthermore,
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The Spanish Government seeks to develop and implement new health-oriented knowledge

and observation models, as well as ultimately activating tourism demand when it is

appropriate (OECD, 2020). These measures illustrate how national governments are critical

to the mitigation of the objective risk perception factors related to the COVID-19 virus.

Immigration. National governments typically introduce stringent measures to restrict inward

and outbound travel to manage the spread of disease during pandemics (Cahyanto et al.,

2016; Yanga et al., 2020). Stringent measures have predominantly included quarantining

upon arrival (Folayan and Brown, 2015) and travel bans (Mackenzie, 2014). This holds in

the case of the current COVID-19 pandemic. Due to the pandemic, at least 90% of the

global population is currently under cross-border travel restrictions including, a moratorium

on inbound and outbound travel by both locals and foreign nationals, as well as a complete

or partial hold on visa applications, processing and granting (Fragomen, 2020). As of the

1st of June 2020, the World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO, 2020) reported that 156

national governments of tourism destination countries had imposed total border closers to

international tourism. To this end, the OECD (2020) report on tourism policy responses to

the coronavirus highlights that the lifting of travel restrictions will go a long way to restoring

tourist confidence. Thus, as a critical first step, countries will need to open their borders and

relax their stringent temporary immigration policies to facilitate more efficient travel and

tourism once countries are adequately prepared for tourism activity in a post-COVID-19

virus era.

Media profile. Huynh (2020) observes a correlation between risk perception associated with

the COVID-19 virus and an increase in information searches on social media. Some studies

(Fuchs and Reichel, 2011; Swarbrooke and Horner, 2007) correspond with this observation,

finding that the higher the perceived risk, the more information tourists seek to support their

consumptive tourism decisions. The information-seeking process is deliberate and aids the

“heuristic” or “analytical” cognitive process of decision-making (Dunwoody and Griffin,

2015). To this end, a destination’s post-crisis media profile on various platforms including

the news, documentaries, movies, social media sites and official websites would be a

critical touchpoint from which tourists derive the cues they may use to inform their decision-

making (Chew and Jahari, 2014; Fuchs and Reichel, 2011; Kapu and Richards, 2016; Zhai

et al., 2019). It follows then that a destination’s media profile may be considered as a

potential mitigator of perceived risk (Jonas et al., 2011). For instance, Uganda’s organic

image was deeply influenced by stereotypical factors such as the perceived prevalence of

diseases in the country – that resulted in its image as a risky tourism destination. To mitigate

these risk perceptions, an experimental study by Lepp et al. (2011) found that interventions

by Tourism Uganda meant to provide information symmetry through its official tourism

website positively influenced and changed tourist’s negative pre-test risk perceptions of the

country as a tourism destination. Thus, notwithstanding the value of post-crisis information

for tourism decision-making in the post-COVID-19 era, it is the credibility of the information

source that may be critical to the risk information processing of tourists (Aliperti and Cruz,

2019), associated with perceived psychological and social risk, post the COVID-19 crisis.

Marketing. As a post-crisis risk mitigation strategy, recovery marketing (Campiranon and

Scott, 2014) will be pivotal to the recovery of the global travel and tourism industry. Based

on Aliperti and Cruz’s (2019) determination, post-crisis risk communication strongly

influences risk perception and ultimately tourist behaviour by promoting awareness,

motivating individual’s conative behaviour, facilitating consensus, as well as creating trust.

As a result, Rodrı́guez-Morales et al. (2020) recognise that information symmetry is critical

to managing tourist behaviour within the context of the COVID-19 virus. Evidence from

Japan suggests that targeted marketing campaigns played a critical role in the mitigation of

the perceived risk associated with travel and tourism to Japan post the 2011 earthquake

that resulted in the Fukushima disaster (Chew and Jahari, 2014). The subsequent health,

psychological and social risks attributable to fears of radioactive contamination from visiting
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Japan and interacting with Japanese people resulted in the formation of a negative image

of Japan as a tourism destination (Chew and Jahari, 2014). To mitigate these perceived

risks, the Japanese National Tourism Organisation launched an intensive marketing

programme that promoted the country in non-traditional markets, including Malaysia. By

marketing the country as a safe destination through world-class disaster management

capabilities, advanced food safety and health care competencies managed to influence

both the subjective and objective perceived risk factors to restore and grow its market

share in Malaysian outbound tourism (Chew and Jahari, 2014; Ishii et al., 2011). Therefore,

marketing may represent a viable intervention for influencing tourist behaviour post the

COVID-19 virus and managing the subjective aspects of perceived risk.

Domestic tourism. Risk aversion is higher when tourists consider international tourism

compared to when they consider domestic tourism. This is referred to as “home-is-safer-

than-abroad bias” (Wolff and Larsen, 2016; Wolff et al., 2019). This suggests that tourism

practitioners may need to focus on promoting domestic tourism as a short-term measure to

resuscitating their country’s tourism industry and kick-starting the global tourism industry in

the medium-term. To this end, the OECD (2020) reports that as part of its COVID-19

recovery strategy Switzerland has committed an estimated USD$42.2m in federal funding

for Switzerland Tourism to promote sustainable domestic tourism to kick-start the Swiss

sector by subsidising domestic travel and tourism. In the case of New Zealand, an

estimated USD$256.8m was approved the New Zealand parliament for disbursement

through the Tourism Recovery Fund, to amongst other activities, fund a domestic tourism

marketing campaign, fund a transition programme aimed at “pivoting” businesses towards

domestic tourism, as well as support the strategic asset protection of New Zealand’s

domestic tourism offerings and international brand (OECD, 2020). Such domestic tourism

initiatives promote local tourism and assure both domestic and more importantly,

international tourists of the safety of engaging in tourism, thus mitigating the subjective

factors that influence both the psychological and social perceived risk.

In sum, tourism practitioners need to be consistently reflexive to recognise and respond to

changes in the tourism market. More-so, it is the role of tourism researchers to close the

knowledge and information gap between theory and practice, taking into account real-world

events. The COVID-19 pandemic and its socio-economic effects on tourism are

unprecedented and present a genuinely unique conundrum for the global tourism industry.

Practically, the paper provides essential insights into the importance of mitigating the

perceived risk factors currently influencing tourism, particularly within the short to medium

term, hence providing tourism marketers impetus to seek to address the current evolving

consumer trend(s) related to the COVID-19 pandemic. Pedagogically, this paper

contributes to the burgeoning body of knowledge related to the COVID-19 pandemic crisis

and tourism. In the absence of research on tourist behaviour in light of a global crisis of the

magnitude of the COVID-19 pandemic, the present paper as a primer to broader research

identifies a significant gap in the literature.
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