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Abstract

:

Prior to the global pandemic, wildlife tourism was increasing rapidly globally but was in the early stages of development in China, where it faces great challenges and opportunities. Women comprise a substantial proportion of the market but their decision-making behavior and their perceptions of risk in wildlife tourism have not yet been explored. This paper explores relationships between risk perception and decision-making in tourism. A survey of female tourists was undertaken at non-captive and semi-captive wildlife sites in western China, as well as through internet website posting, resulting in 415 completed questionnaires. Quantitative methods were used to examine four sequential stages of decision-making in wildlife tourism: destination selection, trip itinerary, travel mode and security assurance, and entertainment consumption. Three dimensions of risk perception in wildlife tourism were identified: physical safety, personal comfort, and quality of experience. Decision-making behavior and risk perceptions are related. Perceived risks greatly impact tourists’ travel mode and security assurance decisions. The higher the perceived risk, the greater the likelihood of female tourists participating in decisions on destination selection, travel methods and other entertainment activities undertaken on their wildlife tourism trips. Concerns regarding personal comfort positively influence destination selection, the trip itinerary, and recreation and consumption decisions. Assurance of acquiring a quality experience influences entertainment consumption decisions. The study contributes to the understanding of risk, decision-making behavior and gender research, and confirms the practical importance of safety considerations at wildlife destinations.
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1. Introduction


Wildlife tourism has gained increasing research attention globally, including studies of Chinese wildlife tourists [1]. The development of wildlife tourism in China is facing great opportunities and challenges. China faces pressures from scarce resources, a large population and rapidly growing tourism, and semi-captive wildlife tourism destinations, such as wildlife safari parks and aquariums, have become preferred places for many wildlife lovers, parent–child families and female tourists in China [2]. Traditional views regarding wildlife pose problems for the resolution of conflicts between wildlife conservation and tourism development. Improper behavior is resulting in serious environmental problems, such as a sharp decline in biodiversity, environmental degradation and even severe public health crises. The coronavirus (2019-nCoV) crisis centered on Wuhan has pushed the relationships between humans and wildlife into prominence [3]. Thus, it is important to explore the characteristics of Chinese wildlife tourists and their behavior [4]. Tourists’ attitudes and behavior regarding wildlife are vital aspects of the sustainable development of wildlife tourism.



At the same time, increased attention is being given to the roles of women as travel consumers [5] with profound implications for tourism development [6,7]. However, there are differences between the Asian and other markets [8]. A recent incident caused a sensation in China regarding women and wildlife tourism. On 23 July 2016, Ms. Zhao and her family visited Beijing Wildlife Park on a self-drive tour. She exited the car and was then dragged away by a tiger. On seeing this, Ms. Zhao’s mother immediately got out of the car and was killed by another tiger. Ms. Zhao was seriously injured and was rushed to hospital. The incident resulted in heated public discussion about the risk perception and decision-making behavior of female tourists in wildlife settings in China.



In the fierce competition for source markets, the needs and desires of women have been receiving increasing attention [9,10]. Yang, Khoo-Lattimore, and Arcodia (2017) [11] stressed the importance of understanding gender differences in tourism in varying circumstances. As long ago as 1982, Monk and Hanson wrote “Do not exclude half of humanity in human geography”, marking feminism as one of three philosophical movements in human geography [12]. Gender differences in tourism had been identified prior to this [13]. Now, there is a substantial body of work on tourists’ behavior, decision-making, safety perceptions, shopping, constraints and appropriate research methods [14,15,16,17,18]. Substantial differences in motivation and behavioral preferences have been found in association with the gender of tourists [18]. Research on Chinese women has focused upon marketing and consumer behavior related to the tourist gaze [19], and their solo travel and related risk-taking experiences [16,18]. As Chinese female education levels and economic independence continue to increase, female decision-making powers in many aspects of life, including travel and entertainment, are increasing [20]. However, female roles in trip decision-making and risk perception are under-explored and have yet to be considered in wildlife tourism.



Having addressed aspects of wildlife tourism in previous research, the above incident at the Beijing wildlife park prompted further research into the risk perception and decision-making behavior of female wildlife tourists. Accordingly, the following objectives will be explored in this paper:




	
To describe characteristics of female tourists participating in wildlife tourism;



	
To examine the risk perceptions of Chinese female wildlife tourists;



	
To explore the involvement of Chinese female tourists in tourism decision-making and the demographic factors impacting them;



	
To validate the relationship between risk perception and participation in tourism decision-making.









2. Literature Review, Research Hypotheses, and Model


2.1. Literature Review


2.1.1. Wildlife Tourism


Research on wildlife tourism gained increased attention following the publication of Shackley’s (1996) [21] book Wildlife Tourism. It covered a variety of topics such as products and suppliers [22], theoretical frameworks [23], impacts on wildlife [24], stakeholders [25], and destination management [26]. Sustainable development is an important topic for wildlife tourism [27]. The attributes of wildlife tourists have gained considerable attention, including, their spatio-temporal behavior [28], their experiences [4], satisfaction [29], educational benefits [30], and the factors that influence these, including demographic characteristics, personality, risk perception, motivation, environmental attitudes [30], and habitat type [31]. The theory of planned behavior, and approaches to environmental attitudes, such as involvement theory and actor-network theory [32] have been used to guide studies. Curtin (2009) [33] advised of the need to avoid anthropocentrism. Serious wildlife tourists have been differentiated from casual wildlife tourists [34]. Most studies have been undertaken in Australia, United States, United Kingdom, New Zealand and Canada and Africa, as well as elsewhere [35,36], but there has been a lack of attention to Asian countries such as China [37]. Chinese wildlife tourists’ attitudes to wildlife tourism attractions have been found to have similarities to those found elsewhere, but there are differences in management applications [1]. There is a lack of research on female wildlife tourists and on the decision-making behavior of women in wildlife tourism. Although the gender of respondents is commonly reported, research results are rarely analyzed or presented from the perspective of women, which is a viewpoint that has received little attention and currently lacks in-depth discussion.




2.1.2. Female Decision-Making Behavior


Early research on female tourists’ decision-making behavior is more systematic. As early as 1978, Jenkins began to pay attention to the role of women in family tourism decision-making. Research on female tourists’ decision-making mainly focuses on three aspects: the extent of involvement of women in decision-making [13], the specific content of decision-making [25,38] and the factors influencing decision-making [39,40,41].



Research on whether or not women participate in decision-making in tourism and the degree of decision-making is of growing interest. Female decision-making behavior in the various stages and aspects of the tourism process has attracted considerable attention, including preparation activities, financial aspects and decisions made at the destination [20]. Wills (2002) [42] identified three phases: demand generation, information gathering and final purchase decisions. The content of decisions includes: destination selection, determining travel time and duration, information collection and travel service selection, budget design, preparing luggage, transportation arrangements and accommodation selection, event selection, shopping [41], and other tasks in the entire set of travel decisions [38]. Zalatan (1996) [43] highlighted travel departure and return times, purchase of insurance, attractions and destination activities.



Regarding the specific content of women’s decision-making in tourism, many aspects need to be considered, such as time and distance considerations, leisure time, consumption level, traffic conditions, tourism destination popularity, service conditions, and safety issues [25,39]. Decisions were divided into three types according to the different roles of husband and wife in the decision-making process, with feminists emphasizing the roles of women in tourism decision-making [13]. Before the 1950s, most family travel decisions were made by the husband but, along with socio-economic development and greater female involvement in the economy, female participation in tourism decision-making has increased. Such involvement is influenced by a variety of factors which can be divided into two main groups: the external environment in which the tourist is located and the attributes of the tourist, such as personal psychological and socio-economic factors [44], including age. Tourism decisions by females are also affected by family structure, resource contributions, cultural values, and risk perceptions [45]. Other variables are of importance in other relevant tourism and travel decision-making models, such are: cost, travel time, flexibility, privacy, air quality impact, CO2 emissions impact, reliability, availability and reputation [46]. Although research on female tourism decision-making has become more abundant as tourism consumption by women has escalated, consumer preferences and consumption methods have undergone tremendous changes, so that it is now increasingly important to differentiate among different types of decisions and decision-makers.




2.1.3. Tourism Risk


Tourism risk is defined as the risk perceived and experienced by tourists during their purchase and consumption during travel [47]. Visitors’ risk perceptions influence their on-site behavior and their intention to return to a destination and to recommend it to others [48,49]. Risk perception should be a consideration in wildlife tourism for both management and policy [50].



Research on risk perception focuses on types of risks, including the risks involved in particular travel experiences such as adventure and sports tourism [51,52], and the measurement of risk perception levels. The more common risk perception models include the following factors: hardware/facilities, physical health, money/finance, expectations, social relationships, time costs, and political dynamics [53,54,55,56]. Perceptions of risk were found to vary with tourists’ age, income, family status, travel experience, partnering style, length of stay, travel expenses, satisfaction, travel frequencies, willingness to travel, sensation seeking, holiday needs and intercultural communication efforts [57,58]. Gustafson (1998) [48,59] suggested that women and men may perceive risk differently. However, there is a lack of gender-informed risk-focused investigations [11] and most studies of risk and gender have prioritized the experiences in or from developed countries.



With respect to wildlife, Cong et al. (2017) [2] identified three risk factors in human–dolphin interactions: quality of experience, physical risk and amenity risk. Perceptions of risk are influenced by the species, the size of the animal, the degree to which wildlife is considered to be dangerous, whether species are diurnal or nocturnal, and the degree of control individuals feel that they have over wildlife activities [40,60]. Wildlife–human interactions associated with hunting have also been explored where the perceived risks can be indirectly influenced by management action and information dissemination [61]. The higher the perceived risk, the lower the likelihood of travel to a destination as potential visitors become more cautious and rational [62,63]. Therefore, understanding the risk sensitivity of tourists in different situations, and providing them with health and safety protection when necessary, have become important to the construction and marketing of destinations.



In summary, decision-making behavior and risk perception are important but under-explored in wildlife tourism research. There is also a need to address these topics from a gendered perspective.





2.2. Research Hypotheses


Much related research on risk and destination choice focuses on specific destinations in an isolated way, resulting in a fragmented nature in research results without a comprehensive understanding [58]. Thus, a more complete understanding of the entire process of wildlife tourism can be obtained by exploring the roles of women in the multiple stages of decision-making. In the study of tourists’ participation in tourism decision-making, scholars often subdivide tourism into different stages and study the specific content of tourism decision-making in these stages [13]. This may explain some of the differences in results obtained in other studies [38]. Accordingly, the decision-making content of wildlife tourism is divided into four chronological stages, which involve different activities, thereby providing specific information for various service suppliers in wildlife tourism. Studies have confirmed that the higher the risk perception of potential tourists to a destination, the less likely they will travel there [64]. Karl (2018) [65] Subdivided the type of destination from tourist risk perception: Familiarity, (Touristic) infrastructure, Safety and verified that tourists with varying attitudes toward risk and uncertainty in travel decision-making differ strongly with respect to ideal destinations initially, but choose rather similar destinations when it comes to the final destination choice. However, this relationship has not been examined previously according to different stages of decision-making behavior and with different types of risk.



In this research, the following four sequential decision-making stages are examined: pre-trip travel planning, destination selection, form of travel and safety concerns, and entertainment consumption during the trip [13]. Risk perception is subdivided into three types: physical safety, comfort and experience quality [37]. Thus, the following hypotheses are proposed:



Hypothesis 1-1. (H1-1): 

Perceived physical safety risk significantly affects pre-trip travel planning decision-making.





Hypothesis 1-2. (H1-2): 

Perceived physical safety risk significantly affects tourism destination selection decision-making.





Hypothesis 1-3. (H1-3): 

Perceived physical safety risk significantly affects decision-making regarding form of travel and safety concerns.





Hypothesis 1-4. (H1-4): 

Perceived physical safety risk significantly affects decision-making concerning entertainment consumption during the trip.





Hypothesis 2-1. (H2-1): 

Perceived risk to comfort significantly affects pre-trip travel planning decision-making.





Hypothesis 2-2. (H2-2): 

Perceived risk to comfort significantly affects tourism destination selection decision-making.





Hypothesis 2-3. (H2-3): 

Perceived risk to comfort significantly affects decision-making regarding form of travel and safety concerns.





Hypothesis 2-4. (H2-4): 

Perceived risk to comfort significantly affects decision-making concerning entertainment consumption during the trip.





Hypothesis 3-1. (H3-1): 

Perceived experience quality risk significantly affects pre-trip travel planning decision-making.





Hypothesis 3-2. (H3-2): 

Perceived experience quality risk significantly affects tourism destination selection decision-making.





Hypothesis 3-3. (H3-3): 

Perceived experience quality risk significantly affects decision-making regarding form of travel and safety concerns.





Hypothesis 3-4. (H3-4): 

Perceived experience quality risk significantly affects decision-making concerning entertainment consumption during the trip.






2.3. Research Model


According to the literature review and the hypotheses, it is proposed that the relationships between the perceived risk of physical safety, perceived risk to comfort, and perceived risk to experience quality, and the four stages of decision-making, are as shown in Figure 1 below.





3. Questionnaires Design and Analytical Methods


3.1. Questionnaires Design


A questionnaire was designed on decision-making behavior and risk perception in wildlife tourism, composed of five parts: decision-making influences, decision-making content in each tourism stage, risk perception, travel behavior and demographic information.



First, respondents were asked who is dominant in wildlife tourism decisions and the role of their peers in such decisions. In order to determine the degree of decision-making participation of women in wildlife tourism, the process of wildlife tourism was divided into different sequential stages (initial preparation, pre-trip financing, pre-departure arrangements and destination activities). Each was addressed through 4–6 items, for a total of 19 questions, based upon the content on women’s tourism decision-making in Zalatan (1996) [43], and informed by a review of the websites of many wildlife destinations in China. Respondents answered using 5-point Likert scales. Risk perception was measured using nine items taken from Roehl and Fesenmaier (1992) [56], Lepp and Gibson (2003) [14], Lepp, Gibson and Lane (2011) [54] and Xu, Cong and Wall (2019) [28], each with five options from 1 = “not worried at all” to 5 = “very worried”. SPSS20.0 software was used to test the reliability and validity of the questionnaire. The reliability is 0.873 which is high and the KMO value exceeds 0.8 which indicates good validity.



The content of the questionnaire addressed decision-making in the following four stages: First, the initial preparation activities, when travel information is collected and the destination and duration of the trip are determined. Second, financial management activities are usually considered before travel. Travel is an expensive leisure activity, and for some groups, it may be the most expensive service product they have ever purchased. Therefore, the pre-departure budget and the purchase of services from travel agents and operators, etc. is particularly important. Third, arrangements are made prior to the departure. Before the departure, the tourist arranges accommodation, transportation, luggage and insurance according to their own situation and that of their companions. Fourth, once tourists arrive at the destination, they will make decisions about more tourism activities, including the selection of scenic spots, interpretation systems, restaurants, shopping and entertainment. A total of 19 decision-making items are identified as occurring in the four stages.




3.2. Data Collection


The population of wildlife tourists is unknown, but includes those who travel specifically in the hope of seeing wildlife as well as those for whom it is a subsidiary, even incidental, experience. Thus, there is no obvious way of gaining a representative sample. Initially, a total of 12 groups of tourists was interviewed in Sichuan Wolong Nature Reserve, in Sichuan, China, where animals live in a natural environment, and in Beijing Badaling Wildlife World, which is a drive-through safari park, to gain information to assist in the design of the questionnaire. Questionnaires were administered at these two sites from 3 April to 18 April 2018. Purposive sampling and spot intercept at the entrance of the scenic spot strategy were used for the questionnaire distribution. It was recognized that when interviewing women in the field, if other members of the party, such as husbands and children, participate, then answers may be modified and the data may be contaminated. This could not be avoided entirely but every effort was made to encourage interviewees to speak freely and to avoid this form of bias. In this study, 49 respondents completed questionnaires at the former site and 114 at the latter. In order to ensure the quality of the questionnaire filling, each questionnaire was filled out on the spot and collected as soon as they finished. Each questionnaire was completed with the guidance of our research team members face to face during the whole process in case of any introduction or explanation was needed. To express gratitude, every respondent will get a small gift. The recovery rate was 100%. In order to reduce the interference to the quality of tourists’ travel experience, no continued interruption to those non-respondents if they showed reluctance to complete it. Thus, visitors to both non-captive and semi-captive wildlife sites are included in the study. However, the majority (252) of respondents are self-selected, responding to an internet website posting. The responses are analyzed as one dataset. While an effort was made to ensure that a diversity of experiences and locations is included in the sample, it cannot be claimed that the sample of 415 respondents is representative of all wildlife tourists in China. Therefore, the results of this study are indicative rather than conclusive.




3.3. Statistical Analysis


A predominantly quantitative approach is employed using Excel, SPSS20.0 and AMOS24.0 software. First, descriptive statistics are used to summarize respondents’ demographic and travel behavior characteristics. Then, factor analysis is used to compress the risk perception and decision participation scales. Correlation analysis is used to explore relationships between both demographic and travel characteristics with participation in decision-making. Relationships between decision-making behavior education, number of children, age, income, travel duration, travel cost and so on were tested using correlation analysis. Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) permits the analysis of linear relationships between manifest variables and latent constructs [66,67]. AMOS24.0 software was used to test the SEM of the relationship between tourism risk perception and participation in tourism decision-making. Several indices were used, such as χ2/df, the goodness of fit index (GFI), adjusted goodness of fit index (AGFI), normative fit index (NFI), comparative fit index (CFI), root mean square residual (RMR), and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) [8].





4. Results


4.1. Attributes of Respondents and Travel Characteristics


4.1.1. Attributes of Respondents


Most of the female tourists are younger than 45 years (Table 1). They are highly educated and about a quarter are students. As a result, many have a low income. The number of low-income groups is larger than that of high-income groups. Almost half (45.3%) have no children and, reflecting past Chinese policy, a similar proportion (43.4%) have one child. Most respondents come from Shaanxi, Beijing and Sichuan.




4.1.2. Travel Characteristics


Respondents indicated that they mostly travel once per year for less than 3 days. They prefer affordable hotels rather than star hotels or other types of accommodation. Independent travel with family, husbands or boyfriends, as well as with colleagues, classmates and friends, are preferred to organized tours. Less than 10% travel to view wildlife through a travel agency. They travel for sightseeing, relaxation and to understand wildlife. Nearly two-thirds indicated that they seek information through new media, such as Weibo and WeChat, although recommendations of relatives and friends are also important. Expenditures are not large (more than half spend less than a thousand dollars on wildlife travel) even though there is interest in purchasing souvenirs, such as clothes and hats. Semi-captive breeding locations, such as safari parks, are the preferred destinations. Watching wildlife from a distance and seeing specimens in museums are the most common forms of wildlife tourism in China.





4.2. Decision-Making Participation


4.2.1. Female Travelers’ Decision-Making Influence


According to the survey, in the wildlife tourism situation, about one-third of the women interviewed are willing to listen to the opinions of classmates, colleagues and friends. More than a quarter are willing to listen to their boyfriends or husbands. More than one-fifth is unwilling to listen to the opinions of others. The proportion of people who are willing to listen to their parents (10.8%) and the elderly and children (7.2%) is small. Only 13% of respondents relied completely on the opinions of their peers. The data reveal the complexity of decision-making and a widespread willingness to consider the opinions of others but, ultimately, more than half give priority to their own wishes.




4.2.2. Female Tourists’ Decision-Making Participation


Mean scores for decision-making participation, derived from Likert scales (5 is full participation, 0 is non-participation), are shown in Table 2. All scores are above 3.0 and the average of these scores is 3.57, confirming the importance of women in the decision-making process.



In previous studies, women generally participated most in decisions on destination activities, but the results of this survey are different: the average score (3.49) for destination activities is lower than the overall average score (3.57). In this study, involvement in choosing a tour guide and commentary system and choosing shopping is low (3.14 and 3.22, respectively). Compared with men, in general, female tourists are less likely to be sightseers. Additionally, they are not strong seekers of wildlife knowledge so they have low inputs into decision-making regarding guides and interpretation. In both daily life and during travel, shopping is an activity that can bring entertainment and excitement to women. If with a child, they will listen to the child’s opinion, but shopping at wildlife tourism scenic spots is not an important activity for women, and their involvement in this activity is low.



Women participate actively in pre-departure activities (mean = 3.67). They are particularly prominent in preparing the luggage (4.02), which received the highest score among all measured activities. They are also prominent in making accommodation and travel arrangements. In the final decisions before departure, women are often able to make detailed arrangements in terms of transportation and accommodation, re-confirming prior information.



Of the major groups of decision-making activities, when their constituent responses are averaged, the lowest participation is in pre-trip financing (3.47). However, there are significant differences between those with and without an income. For example, retired women (2.57) and housewives (3.21) have the lowest degree of financial decision-making. The score for students is only 3.29. In contrast, professional and technical personnel (3.72) and enterprise managers (3.68) have higher scores. Thus, those with independent income sources have greater decision-making roles in pre-departure financial management activities, whereas those with few economic resources negotiate with others rather than making decisions themselves.



The educational level of female tourists and their degree of tourism decision-making are significantly correlated at the 0.01 level. Linear regression analysis produced a positive coefficient of 0.218. Therefore, the higher the educational level, the greater is the likelihood of involvement in decision-making in wildlife tourism, especially in more complex decisions. Well-educated women have more ability and greater economic power and pay more attention to their own needs.



Number of children is significantly correlated with the degree of tourism decision-making at the 0.05 level. Linear regression resulted in a coefficient of −0.106, indicating those with more children tend to have less involvement in decision-making. Although both women and men take the initiative to deal with trivial matters, caring for children consumes a lot of energy for women, especially when there is more than one child in the family. This preoccupation causes them, when traveling, to give less attention to decisions regarding tourism activities and to give greater priority to the child’s wishes. Unmarried women and those who are not pregnant are more likely to make independent travel decisions.



Length of time spent at the destination and involvement in decision-making are correlated at the 0.01 level with a positive linear regression coefficient of 0.134. The longer the trip, the more complex the decisions and the more decisions are required, for instance with respect to entertainment and shopping, and the greater the chance of involvement. Similarly, there is also a significant correlation (at the 0.01 level) between travel expenses and the degree of tourism decision-making with a linear regression coefficient of 0.144. Not only is greater attention given to trips with greater costs, but those with higher tourism expenditures also tend to have higher education and more tourism experience and are more adept at making tourism decisions.



Somewhat surprisingly, neither age nor income was found to be related significantly to the degree of female decision-making in tourism. As young women age and have increased family responsibilities, they pay more attention to the needs and preferences of spouses, children and other family members, and consider more the opinions of others when making tourism decisions. At the same time, they may make more detailed decisions, such as packing luggage or selecting a restaurant, while leaving many decisions to others. With respect to income, women with higher incomes often have richer tourism experiences and can make informed and efficient tourism decisions. In addition, women with high incomes generally have stronger voices in family matters, making participation in tourism decisions more prominent. In contrast, female tourists with lower incomes cherish a relatively small number of tourism opportunities. They check the information carefully and pay more attention to details in the tourism process in order to reduce risk and to try to ensure that they have a high-quality tourism experience. This results in higher decision-making participation. Thus, no clear relationship between income and tourism decision-making was found.





4.3. Risk Perception and Decision Participation


4.3.1. General Characteristics


Female tourists were most worried about the safety of wildlife tourism and tourism projects, with an average score of 3.81 (out of 5), followed by road safety. They were less concerned about the lack of opportunities to see wildlife at the destination, inconvenient weather conditions or unsatisfactory travel arrangements.



Initially, risk perception and decision participation are analyzed separately and then the relationship between them is explored.




4.3.2. Risk Perception


Because there are nine items in the questionnaire concerning risk perception and 19 items regarding participation, factor analysis is used to group the data into a small number of meaningful combinations and eliminate less important information. First, the suitability of the data for factor analysis was confirmed using the KMO and Butler spherical tests. The KMO value of the risk perception items is 0.872, which is greater than the critical value of 0.7. Cronbach’s α = 0.86, indicating that there are common factors among the correlation matrices of the risk perception items, confirming that the data are suitable for factor analysis. Factor analysis was conducted using SPSS24.0. Factors were obtained according to the principal component extraction method, with orthogonal rotation with maximum variance. Three risk components were found with eigenvalues greater than 0.5 and they are named physical safety risk, comfort risk and experience quality risk (Table 3). The cumulative variance of the three factors is 75.7%, i.e., the three factors summarize 75.7% of the information contained in the original variables.




4.3.3. Decision Participation


As for the risk perception data, the suitability of the decision participation data for factor analysis was tested using KMO and Butler spherical tests. The KMO for decision-making participation is 0.916, which is greater than 0.7 and Cronbach’s α = 0.83. This indicates suitability for factor analysis. Using the same procedures as above for the risk perception data and an eigenvalue of 1, four components were derived from 19 items (Table 4). These are named: destination selection, travel method and security, pre-tour travel decision-making, and entertainment consumption. The cumulative variance of the four factors is 65.2%. The results confirm that the involvement of women is most prominent in the pre-trip phase.





4.4. Structural Equation Model (SEM)


An SEM was created to investigate the relationship between tourism risk perception and tourism decision participation. A set of hypotheses was created, and they are shown in Table 5. The KMO is 0.876, Cronbach’s α = 0.85. Harman’s single factor test = 19%, p < 0.05 was used as the standard to test the hypotheses. The initial model underwent three rounds of corrections, and the structure of the final model is presented in Table 6. The model fits acceptable standards according to χ2/df, GFI, CFI, IFI, and RMSEA. It is very close to the NFI standard. The critical value is greater than 1.96, and it is significant at the 0.05 level. Therefore, the structural equation model fits well. The test results are shown in Table 6 and the final model is presented in Figure 2.



The SEM results are basically consistent with the linear regression results. For example, for female wildlife tourists, physical safety concerns significantly affect travel method and security decisions; risks related to the quality of experience significantly affect decisions regarding entertainment/recreation activities. Small differences between model results and prior analyses probably reflect the fact that the extracted factors used in the SEM cannot fully represent the actual situation due to the loss of information involved in factor analysis.





5. Discussion


Wildlife tourism has gained increasing research attention globally [68]. Tourists’ attitudes and behavior regarding wildlife are vital aspects of the sustainable development of wildlife tourism. The development of wildlife tourism in China is facing great opportunities and challenges [28]. This research explored women’s decision-making behavior and their perceptions of risk in wildlife tourism using quantitative research methods.



Women have important and increasing influences in wildlife tourism decision-making which occurs in four stages, reflecting their expanded power in the family and society in China. The finding that women participate actively in destination selection and pre-departure activities is consistent with the finding of other research, such as Wang et al., (2004) [41] and Kim et al. (2010) [58]. However, in previous studies, such as Kim et al. (2010) [58], women participated most in decisions on destination activities, but the results of this survey are different. Their decision-making level in shopping in the wildlife context is low, probably reflecting the generally poor shopping environment in such situations. While most wildlife tourism spots in China have souvenir shops, few types of goods are available, and their appearance and quality and the creativity behind the products are not attractive to most female tourists. Research on the shopping behavior of female tourists indicates that they are often drawn to attractions with shopping opportunities and they generally spend more time and energy on shopping than male tourists [69] and are more willing to buy souvenirs than men [70]. They prefer to purchase souvenirs, such as clothes and hats, which are aesthetically valuable, compared to educational products such as books and postcards. They prefer to read travel reviews rather than the basic information provided by travel websites [71].



Women with higher education participate more in tourism decision-making, this conclusion is consistent with Antoine’s (1998) [13] and Karl’s (2018) [65] findings. Additionally, the more children they have the less likely they are to be involved in decision-making. This finding supports the results of Filiatrault (1980) [10] on the influence of family structure on women’s behavioral decisions. They are also more likely to be involved when trips are relatively long and expensive. No significant relationship was found with age or income, perhaps because most respondents were relatively young adults and only 11 percent of respondents were aged 45 years or older This is inconsistent with previous studies [57,58]. Nichols and Snepenger (1998) [29] show that family income also affects women’s travel decisions: specifically, decisions in low-income families are dominated by the wife, while in middle-income families they are jointly made by the husband and wife.



Female wildlife tourists are most worried about physical safety, such as being harmed by wild animals. This is different from female solo travelers who are pursuing risk-taking experiences [11]. In recent years, there have been widely publicized examples of injuries resulting from interactions with wildlife, demonstrating the need for managers to pay attention to the safety of their sites. The research findings are generally consistent with conclusions that the higher the perceived risk, the more cautious the decision, and female tourists are often more concerned than men about the security of accommodation, transportation and tour arrangements [18].



5.1. Theoretical Contributions and Implications for Sustainable Tourism


This study focused on the female tourism market in wildlife tourism and has portrayed the characteristics of the Chinese female role in wildlife tourism decision-making. A majority of risk and gender studies address the experiences of travelers from developed countries [1]. This study of Chinese wildlife tourists enriches the literature and complements the studies undertaken elsewhere in other cultural contexts. The focus on the analysis of the relationships between risk perception and decision-making behavior, contributes to risk theory, decision-making behavior theory and gender research.




5.2. Practical Implications


The sustainable development of wildlife tourism is a global challenge. The development of wildlife tourism in China is facing opportunities and challenges [27]. On the one hand, it is necessary to meet rapidly expanding tourist demands. China has a large population, and the protection of wildlife resources is under high pressure. The sustainable development of biodiversity and communities is at the core of sustainable tourism systems [17,29]. China is in the process of establishing a national park-based nature reserve system and there is a need to understand and manage the clientele [28]. Women have a higher perception of the risk of being harmed by wildlife. The higher the risk perception of potential tourists to a destination, the lower is the possibility that they will travel there. Wildlife tourist attractions should strengthen their safety precautions and take measures to protect the safety of tourists [4]. This research supports the sustainable development of wildlife tourism destinations, findings can inform site management and niche marketing.



Women are active in pre-tour destination selection and collection of information and wildlife tourist attraction managers and operators should not ignore the needs of women at this decision stage. They should use effective methods to attract female tourists, such as writing attractive advertisements and encouraging visitors to pass on word-of-mouth recommendations to their relatives and friends.



Compared with men, women are more concerned about food safety and accommodation during travel. Therefore, tourism companies involved in wildlife tourism should ensure that they provide female tourists with safe and hygienic meals and lodgings. Female tourists are interested in the decision-making of shopping activities, and wildlife destinations with a good shopping and consumption environment will be more favored by female tourists. The development of creative cultural and creative products and souvenirs related to wild animals is an opportunity.



Perception of high risk makes tourists more cautious and rational. For example, after deciding to take a trip, they may collect a large amount of tourism information to enhance their sense of security. Understanding the risk perception characteristics of tourists in different tourism contexts can inform the provision of protection for them in various aspects, such as health and safety.




5.3. Limitation and Future Research


The database consists of visitors to specific sites as well as online questionnaires aimed at tourists’ risk perception and decision-making on wildlife tourism experiences generally. This ensures a diversity of experiences at the cost of a representative sample of a known population. The results of this research are suggestive rather than definitive. In order to acquire a substantial number of respondents, it was necessary to use both on-site and internet surveys, and responses were analyzed as one sample. However, it is likely that visitors to different sites, particularly captive and non-captive wildlife settings, may have different attributes and display different behaviors with respect to both decision-making behavior and risk perception. Therefore, more research using consistent and comparable research methods, in a diversity of wildlife settings, is required. Future research can explore the differences in tourists’ risk perception in captive, semi-captive and non-captive settings. Additionally, in focusing upon women, no attempt was made in this paper to explore the similarities and differences between men and women. In addition, this study did not differentiate between single household females, females with a partner without children, females without a partner with children and females with both a partner and children. Therefore, it is necessary to conduct in-depth research on each category of female tourism decision-making behavior in future research.





6. Conclusions


This study addressed a significant research gap: understanding female wildlife tourists, especially in China. It also takes an essential first step to examine the links between risk perception and decision-making behavior in wildlife tourism. It shows that female wildlife tourists have considerable involvement in decisions regarding wildlife tourism, especially in the pre-departure phase and when risks are perceived to be substantial.



A specialist group of wildlife tourists has yet to evolve in China. The portraits of wildlife tourists are described. Ranked according to the extent of female involvement in decision-making from high to low, their influence is greatest in destination selection, followed by pre-departure travel planning, travel form and safety, and entertainment consumption.



Correlation analysis was used to explore relationships between both demographic and travel characteristics with participation in decision-making. Education, number of children, age, income, travel duration, travel cost and so on were used to test relationships between them and decision-making behavior.



Regarding risk perception, three factors were extracted based on factor analysis of nine risk perception items: physical safety, comfort, and experience quality.



Women are prominent in collecting background information and participate actively in destination selection. They are more concerned with safety than men and are also more likely than men to desire a comfortable experience. Female tourists are prominent in shopping decisions. This suggests that wildlife tourism destinations with good shopping and other recreational/consumption opportunities will be most popular among female tourists. It also suggests the value of offering creative, animal-related products for sale.
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework. 
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Figure 2. The SEM of risk perception and decision-making. 
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Table 1. Demographics attributes of female tourists (N = 415).
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Subject

	
Attribute Level

	
Percentage (%)






	
Age

	
<25

	
33.1




	
25–34

	
24.9




	
35–44

	
28.9




	
45–54

	
9.9




	
≥55

	
3.4




	
Job

	
Self-employed/Business owner

	
5.3




	
Manager

	
5.1




	
Common employees

	
36.1




	
Technical personnel

	
11.1




	
Liberal professions/Full-time housewife

	
10.8




	
Retiree

	
4.3




	
Student

	
27.2




	
Educational Level

	
Junior high school and below

	
1.7




	
Senior school or technical secondary school

	
9.4




	
Junior College

	
22.9




	
Undergraduate college

	
46.3




	
Graduate and above

	
19.8




	
Number of children

	
No children

	
45.3




	
One

	
43.4




	
Two

	
11.1




	
Three or more

	
0.2




	
Annual income (Yuan)

	
<30,000

	
34.9




	
30,000–50,000

	
23.1




	
50,001–100,000

	
19.8




	
100,001–200,000

	
12.8




	
200,001–300,000

	
5.3




	
>300,000

	
4.1
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Table 2. Level of participation in decisions.
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Subdivision Decision Content

	
Level of Participation

	
Standard Deviation






	
Initial preparation activities

	
Decide on the date of the holiday

	
3.67

	
1.15




	
Pick destination

	
3.87

	
1.13




	
Search for wildlife tourism information

	
3.55

	
1.06




	
Search for destination information

	
3.79

	
1.10




	
Search for travel agency information

	
3.26

	
1.23




	
Subtotal

	
3.63

	
0.88




	
pre-trip financing

	
Budget and financial arrangement

	
3.61

	
1.10




	
Registration travel agency

	
3.13

	
1.28




	
Buy airline tickets and train tickets

	
3.56

	
1.20




	
Buy tourist attractions tickets

	
3.57

	
1.17




	
Subtotal

	
3.47

	
0.95




	
Pre-departure arrangements

	
Transport arrangements

	
3.60

	
1.15




	
Accommodation arrangements

	
3.74

	
1.14




	
Prepare luggage

	
4.02

	
1.08




	
Other arrangements (e.g., medical insurance)

	
3.33

	
1.26




	
Subtotal

	
3.67

	
0.92




	
Destination activities

	
Choose tourist attractions

	
3.88

	
1.00




	
Choosing tour guides and commentary system

	
3.14

	
1.92




	
Choose restaurants

	
3.64

	
1.10




	
Shopping activities

	
3.22

	
1.25




	
Entertainment activities

	
3.53

	
1.12




	
Treat emergencies

	
3.54

	
1.13




	
Subtotal

	
3.49

	
0.80




	
Average

	
3.57

	
1.15
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Table 3. Risk perception factor analysis results.






Table 3. Risk perception factor analysis results.





	
New Extraction Factor

	
Problem Item

	
Factor Loading

	
Interpretation of Variance

	






	
Physical safety risk

	
Worried that wildlife threatens personal safety

	
0.892

	
53.108

	
KMO = 0.872

Bartlett = 1942.601

Freedom = 36

Sig. = 0.000




	
Worried that tourism projects endanger personal safety

	
0.849




	
Worried about various accidents on the road that endanger personal safety

	
0.784




	
Comfort risk

	
Worried about the climatic conditions of the destination, such as dissatisfaction

	
0.842

	
14.235




	
Worried about poor destination infrastructure

	
0.739




	
Worried about the inconvenience of destination traffic

	
0.590




	
Experience quality risk

	
Worried about the chances of seeing wild animals

	
0.918

	
8.359




	
Worried that the travel experience has not met expectations

	
0.810
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Table 4. Decision participation factor analysis results.
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Factors

	
Items

	
Factor Loading

	
Interpretation of Variance

	






	
Pre-tour Travel Decision-making

	
Budget and financial arrangements

	
0.511

	
44.739

	
KMO = 0.916

Bartlett = 4369.378

Freedom = 171

Sig. = 0.000




	
Buy air, train, bus tickets

	
0.803




	
Purchase tickets for scenic spots

	
0.817




	
Search and arrangement of traffic information

	
0.737




	
Search and arrangement of accommodation information

	
0.714




	
Prepare luggage

	
0.534




	
Destination Selection

	
Decide on the date and duration of the holiday

	
0.648

	
8.188




	
Selection of destinations

	
0.774




	
Selection of tourist attractions

	
0.597




	
Inquiry of wildlife tourism information

	
0.740




	
Search for destination information

	
0.760




	
Travel Method and Security

	
Inquiry of travel agency information

	
0.788

	
6.584




	
Sign up for a tour group

	
0.807




	
Choosing tour guides and persuasion services

	
0.529




	
Arrangement of medical and insurance items

	
0.520




	
Treatment of special and unexpected events

	
0.503




	
Entertainment Consumption

	
Choose restaurant

	
0.647

	
5.729




	
Choose shopping activities

	
0.843




	
Choose recreational activities

	
0.792
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Table 5. Hypothesis test results.






Table 5. Hypothesis test results.





	Hypothesis
	Conclusion





	H1-1: Risk perception positively impacts decision-making behavior
	accepted



	H1-2: Physical safety risk positively impacts travel method and safety guarantee
	accepted



	H1-3: Comfort risk perception positively impacts pre-trip planning decisions
	accepted



	H1-4: Comfort risk perception significantly positive impact decision-making of tourism destination selection
	accepted



	H2-1: Comfort risk perception significantly positive impact decision-making of entertainment consumption in travel
	accepted



	H2-2: Experience quality risk perception significantly positive impact decision-making of entertainment consumption in travel
	accepted
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Table 6. Model structure and fit.
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Variables

	
Standardized Estimation

	
Standard Error

	
Critical Value

	
p-Value






	
Decision-Making of Travel Form and Safety Guarantee < ⟵Physical safety risk

	
0.237

	
0.056

	
4.223

	
***




	
Decision-making on travel planning before Tourism < ⟵ Comfort risk

	
0.176

	
0.048

	
3.660

	
***




	
Decision-Making of Tourism Destination Selection < ⟵ Comfort risk

	
0.188

	
0.051

	
3.715

	
***




	
Decision-making of Entertainment Consumption in Travel < ⟵ Comfort risk

	
0.128

	
0.053

	
2.418

	
**




	
Decision-making of Entertainment Consumption in Travel < ⟵ Experience quality risk

	
0.122

	
0.047

	
2.623

	
**




	
Index

	
χ2/df

	
GFI

	
CFI

	
NFI

	
IFI

	
RMSEA




	
Analysis result

	
4.214

	
0.813

	
0.824

	
0.783

	
0.806

	
0.062




	
Ideal standard

	
1 < 5

	
>0.80

	
>0.80

	
>0.80

	
>0.80

	
<0.08








Note: *** is significant at 0.001 level, ** is significant at 0.05 level.
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