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Abstract

:

International students enrolled in the long term are considered habitual residents. They act as hosts to their friends and relatives, generating word-of-mouth recommendations and revisiting the host country. In order to facilitate inbound tourism in post-COVID-19 tourism, it is necessary to understand their risk perception, place image, and loyalty and provide meaningful insights for tourism markets. This study explores how social and personal risk perception of COVID-19 and cognitive and affective place image explain place loyalty. International students for degree programs comprised the sample population for this study. Findings revealed that social risk perception negatively shapes cognitive and affective place image, while personal risk perception only explains affective place image. Both cognitive and affective place image significantly affects place loyalty and mediates between social risk perception and place loyalty. The research provides new evidence on the risk perception of COVID-19, showing that internal factors such as social and personal risk perception may cause somewhat different results contrary to previous studies. Although gender moderates the relationship between cognitive place image and loyalty, the influence of gender on the theoretical and empirical relationships between risk perception, place image, and loyalty is not significant for international students. Implications for theory and practice, limitations, and future studies are discussed.
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1. Introduction


At the heart of tourism is the interaction between people and places [1]. However, due to the unprecedented downturn caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, nearly everything in the tourism industry, from traveling rules and regulations to past tourism habits, has been dramatically altered [1]. Such fundamental conditions have created opportunities for many countries and places to reevaluate and readjust to suit the changing international tourism landscape [2].



South Korea (hereafter Korea) became a major tourism hotspot receiving approximately 30 million visitors in 2019, pushed by the global popularity of the Korean wave described as K-drama and K-pop [3]. However, faced by the global tourism industry during the pandemic, Korea has seen a sharp decline in inbound international tourists to the most frequent destination [4]. In this respect, the tourism industry should prepare for the next wave of international tourists when travel is safe and restrictive [5].



Despite the decrease in the number of international visitors entering Korea, the number of long-term international students who aim to achieve degrees is increasing. According to the Ministry of Education [6], the number of international visitors entering Korea to study abroad decreased by nearly 80% before the outbreak of COVID-19. However, the number of international students pursuing degree programs increased by around 6%.



Such growth indicates a potential opportunity for local universities and the tourism market, as a population of international students can be considered inbound tourists and attract international visitors from their home country [7]. In the tourism context, international students, especially long-term students who are pursuing degrees, are considered important for tourism because the travel pattern of international students is similar to long-term tourists who travel for a more extended period [8]. Furthermore, they are likely to generate positive word of mouth and recommendations [9] and act as hosts and guides to family or friends visiting them from their home country [10]. Consequently, international students can significantly aid destination recovery by restoring trust and confidence-building for international travelers in post-COVID-19 global tourism [11].



Place image in tourism research has typically focused on tourists as the core unit of analysis, examining the images conceived by tourists [12]. Although tourist destination image was strongly emphasized in the past, there is a growing recognition of residents’ place, which is equally pivotal to tourism development and marketing [13]. Because the place image indicates residents’ general impressions of the place, such beliefs can act as variables specific to tourism support [14]. Therefore, place image from the resident perspective should be explored to understand its impact on perceptions of tourism for its development with residents’ word of mouth intentions [15]. Residents perceive their image of the place they reside in as more complex and comprehensive than visitors [14], and previous studies confirmed that the two parties showed differences in the images of the place [16]. In response to this lack of empirical research in this field, the study applies risk perception and place image to examine how international students, specific to long-term period, support for positive word of mouth and revisit intention are shaped, as discussed below.




2. Theoretical Background


2.1. The Role of International Students in Tourism


International students are defined as foreign students who cross borders to another country intending to study. Their main goal is to pursue their studies, yet they often travel to host countries to deepen their socio-cultural understanding and facilitate adaptation to the host country’s cultures [17]. They are likely to have ample chance to reflect on tourists’ subjective, individual moments in a host country [18].



In terms of global student mobility, around 4.3 million higher education students are being educated outside their home countries, which is expected to double by 2025 [19]. The number of international students studying in Korea has been rapidly growing, representing over 100,000 as of June 2016, more than an eightfold increase from 2003. The Korean government has deliberated on measures to increase the number of international students coming to Korea up to 200,000 in 2023, expanding the number of international students by more than 5% until 2023 [9]. Although Korea saw expansion in the volume of population mobility over the past few decades, the international flow was sharply reduced due to the outbreak of COVID-19 [20]. With such a rapid decline projected, travel restriction has unpredictably influenced the flow of travelers in Korea. The COVID-19 pandemic has dealt a severe blow to Korea regarding international student mobility.



UNWTO suggests that international students who study abroad for a short period are considered tourists, whereas those who enroll in the long term should be considered habitual residents. Although both types of students have a similar ability to receive visitors and attract tourism demand for a region [7], the growing number of international students, specifically long-term period students, is a critical component in analyzing the perception of international sojourners residing in Korea and rescuing tourism destination under COVID-19 crisis.



Tourism researchers have noted that international students may create a long-term economic impact on the tourism industry, a significant amount of potential to influence and attract future visitors to their host destination [8], and economic contribution to destination areas [21]. Furthermore, previous research focused on the visiting friends and relatives (VRF) tourism aspect of international students’ behavior emphasizes their role as hosts for visits [10]. International students not only act as hosts to their friends and relatives visiting them from their home country but also generate word-of-mouth recommendations and revisit the host country [22].



Another notable aspect of tourism and education experience is a settlement in a host country. Because such experiences can make a place appealing from their point of view, VRF tourism could be a starting point for future long-term migration since it strongly connects with decisions concerning community settlement processes, migration trends, and family attachment [23]. Further, the Korean government announced its aim to strengthen support for foreigners in the field of technology and culture through immigration policies and to lay the foundation for policy to accommodate international students as immigrants [24].



Despite the importance of international student research to the literature, the previous literature has mainly focused on how to support international students, encouraging them to become positive influencers for receiving more prospective students [3]. However, considering the recent mobility and policy trend of international students in Korea, it would be worthwhile to note international students from a residence perspective to create a safeguarding place image under the post-COVID-19 crisis.




2.2. Components of Risk Perception


Risk perception is the subjective evaluation of a threatening situation based on its features, the severity of hazards that people might be exposed to, an individual’s perspective, and the likelihood of negative consequences of a choice [25]. The evaluation of risks can influence an individual’s behavior affected by numerous individual and societal factors and different social factors [26]. Consequently, perceived risks can differ in people with the same outcome [27].



In tourism, risk perception is related to evaluating a particular situation concerning the risk of making an intention to travel and purchase [28] and uncertainty in travel decision-making [29]. Quintal et al. [27] classified perceived risk into six categories: financial, performance, physical, psychological, social, and convenience loss. This result aligns with Heung et al. [30] study that internal and external factors shape tourist risk perception. Internal factors are related to tourists themselves, referring to the factors that determine the perception of the informed risks. The external factors are related to information sources, including media and destination image, providing tourists with actual risk information. Tyler and Cook [31] suggested two components of risk perception, personal risk perception, and social risk perception. Personal risk perception refers to an opportunity for loss or damage that individuals feel for themselves, whereas social risk perception is considered an estimate of the general level of loss or damage to society [32]. The following hypotheses are derived from the previous literature:



Hypothesis 1a (H1a).

Social risk perception of COVID-19 has a significant effect on cognitive place image.





Hypothesis 1b (H1b).

Social risk perception of COVID-19 has a significant effect on affective place image.





Previous research has verified that the level of risk perception toward COVID-19 is strongly related to individual factors. Demographic characteristics are considered critical consequences of the level of risk perception [33], and these findings also agree with prior studies conducted by Neuburger and Egger [34]. They argued that significant age, travel frequency, and gender differences result in different travel risk perceptions and travel behavior. Yang and Nair [35] categorized 15 internal factors into four dimensions, socio-cultural, socio-demographic, psychographic, and biological. Nationality and experience contained in socio-cultural and socio-demographic, respectively, were the most significant factors influencing how tourists perceive risks.



People may underestimate their own risk of infecting with the virus. The prevalent finding of many people’s belief that they are less likely to be affected by a personal risk compared with the community has been considered an optimistic bias [36,37]. The optimistic bias is in line with the third person effect, in which Davison [38] suggested that people tend to perceive that the media have a more significant effect on others than on us, in that they are less likely influenced than others. The following hypotheses are derived from the previous literature:



Hypothesis 2a (H2a).

Personal risk perception of COVID-19 has a significant effect on cognitive place image.





Hypothesis 2b (H2b).

Personal risk perception of COVID-19 has a significant effect on affective place image.






2.3. Place Image and Place Loyalty


Image is defined as our subjective knowledge we believe to be true [39]. Place image refers to the perspectives people hold of a place [40] or the sum of individuals’ beliefs, ideas, and impressions of a place [41]. People’s subjective knowledge consists of images of facts and values; thus, place image comprises cognitive and affective components [42]. The components shape behavior intentions, encompassing people’s beliefs and knowledge regarding a destination and corresponding to their feelings and emotions, respectively [43]. In tourism, place image research has commonly studied the notion of tourism destination image, affecting tourists’ choice, experience, and behavior related to tourist places [44,45]. Although destination image has been strongly emphasized in the past, the place image represents residents’ general impressions of the place, which could act as pivotal in tourism planning, development, and marketing [13].



Unlike tourists, residents are inclined to have a complex and comprehensive interpretation of their place [14], and the two parties’ images are different in that the place serves as more than a holiday destination [46]. Residents serve as destination marketers by recommending attractions, facilities, cultural sites, and activities to visiting tourists, friends, and relatives due to familiarity with their place [22,47]. Therefore, residents’ place image is a crucial determinant of perceived tourism impacts and behavioral intentions. Despite the notable contributions of residents, current knowledge concerning the place image of a tourist destination remains scarce. Thus, the place image studies should be explored to capture the residents’ perspectives [14]. The place image has been classified into cognitive and affective images [48,49]. The cognitive image denotes an evaluation of the perceived attributes based on personal knowledge and beliefs of the place, whereas the affective image is related to people’s emotional responses and feelings towards the place [50,51]. The following hypotheses are derived from the previous literature:



Hypothesis 3 (H3).

Affective place image has a significant effect on cognitive place image.





The prior study of Zhang et al. [52] on the relationship between place image and loyalty concluded that cognitive and affective images positively affect loyalty. Further on such results regarding the two distinct forms of image, Almida-Santana and Moreno-Gil [53] found that affective image significantly affects place loyalty, and Stylidis [51] suggests that affective image seemed to be more powerful in predicting loyalty than the cognitive image within the high loyal group.



Loyalty is commonly defined as the preference of visitors to participate in a specific recreational activity [54]. In the tourism literature, loyalty refers to visitors’ perceptions of a place as recommendable, degree of revisit intention, and positive word of mouth to family and friends [55,56]. Place loyalty is considered an important indicator of successful place development for tourists’ destinations [45]. Previous studies reported that the antecedents of tourists’ loyalty refer to place image, perceived value, and satisfaction [57,58]. In addition, tourists are more likely to visit the place and recommend it to others when people have a favorable image of the place [44]. The construct of loyalty can be a composite concept that incorporates some interrelated components of behavioral, attitudinal, and composite [59]. The following hypotheses are derived from the previous literature:



Hypothesis 4a (H4a).

Cognitive place image mediates the social risk perception of COVID-19 and place loyalty.





Hypothesis 4b (H4b).

Cognitive place image mediates the personal risk perception of COVID-19 and place loyalty.





Hypothesis 5a (H5a).

Affective place image mediates the social risk perception of COVID-19 and place loyalty.





Hypothesis 5b (H5b).

Affective place image mediates the personal risk perception of COVID-19 and place loyalty.





Behavioral loyalty is operationalized as re-patronizing to the destination. Attitudinal loyalty implies a tourist’s predisposition toward a tourist destination already visited, declaring an intention to a recommendation to others. Composite loyalty integrates behavioral and attitudinal aspects of loyalty [60]. Based on the prior studies, intention to revisit and positive word-of-mouth effects on friends and relatives have remained an adequate measurement for place loyalty [45]. Therefore, the same measurement was used in this study. The following hypotheses are derived from the previous literature:



Hypothesis 6 (H6).

The cognitive image has a significant effect on place loyalty.





Hypothesis 7 (H7).

The affective image has a significant effect on place loyalty.






2.4. Gender As a Moderating Variable


Gender is shared by all individuals of a community, described as a system of social beliefs and practices that discriminate men from women [61]. Not only is it biologically determined, but gender is also socially and culturally constructed [62]; thus, individuals react differently to the same situation depending upon their gender [63]. Because gender is embedded in all aspects of society, gender differences can be seen clearly in behavior intention in tourism [64]. Although gender is considered an important variable, gender differences research has been neglected [65].



Gender differences can be affected by the perception of various risks. Yang et al. [66] suggested that men and women may be sensitive to different risks and perceive the same risks differently. For example, men express less concern for various risks than women; men are riskier tolerant. Concerning travel experiences, previous researchers reported that female tourists are more sensitive to physical risks [67] and an extra discomfort traveling alone [68].



According to Wang et al. [69], women showed higher ratings about China’s national image than men in the wake of COVID-19. The empirical results showed that the relationship between perceived risk and place image is differentiated by gender. Carballo et al. [70] suggested that the sensitivity of the place image to the risk perception of tourists is higher for the male group since men showed a higher risk perception of place image than women. Furthermore, the negative influence of higher risk perception of a place on its image decreases in visit intentions showed higher for women than men. The following hypotheses are derived from the previous literature:



Hypothesis 8a (H8a).

Gender significantly moderates the relationship between the social risk perception of COVID-19 and cognitive place image.





Hypothesis 8b (H8b).

Gender significantly moderates the relationship between the social risk perception of COVID-19 and affective place image.





Hypothesis 8c (H8c).

Gender significantly moderates the relationship between the personal risk perception of COVID-19 and cognitive place image.





Hypothesis 8d (H8d).

Gender significantly moderates the relationship between the personal risk perception of COVID-19 and affective place image.





In the tourism context, gender moderates the relationships between behavior constructs [71], affective image and tourist expectations, and quality and behavior loyalty [72]. Research also showed that gender differences could be found in perceived place images. Based on the prior studies, it should be considered that gendered risk perceptions may also function to place image and tourists’ behavior intentions [1]. The following hypotheses are derived from the previous literature:



Hypothesis 8e (H8e).

Gender significantly moderates the relationship between cognitive place image and affective place image.





Hypothesis 8f (H8f).

Gender significantly moderates the relationship between cognitive place image and place loyalty.





Hypothesis 8g (H8g).

Gender significantly moderates the relationship between affective place image and place loyalty.







3. Research Method


3.1. Research Instrument


Based on the hypotheses generated in the prior section, a conceptual research model with social and personal risk perception of COVID-19 as the independent variable and place loyalty as the dependent variable is presented in Figure 1. This research model consists of seven direct influence hypotheses, four mediating and seven moderating hypotheses. This research aims to examine the impacts of social and personal risk perception of COVID-19 and place images on place loyalty. The SmartPLS 3 was utilized to analyze the hypothesized relationship. The study questionnaire was developed according to measurement scales from the previous research. The questionnaire form comprised two parts where the former included a measurement scale of social and personal risk perception of COVID-19, cognitive and affective place image, and place loyalty, and the latter consisted of socio-demographic questions.



The measurement of the perceived risk was adapted from research by [27,34,73], and statements used to measure cognitive and affective place image from research by [13,16]. In addition, place loyalty was assessed with four statements adapted from Lee and Xue [74]. A 5-point Likert-type scale was employed in this research. The second part of the questionnaire was designed to collect socio-demographic characteristics such as gender, age, degree program, nationality, and length of residence.




3.2. Date Collection and Analysis


This research population comprises international students enrolled in degree programs such as bachelor’s, master’s, or doctoral programs. All respondents enrolled in degree programs differentiated from those who came to Korea for language or short-term training. International students pursuing degrees generally stay in Korea for at least three to six years to finish their studies. In order to improve validity and make a user-friendly questionnaire, the pilot study was conducted with staff in charge of international students in college and focus groups. As a result, they suggested minor adjustments to make it clear and readable for international students. As a result, the finalized questionnaire consisted of the research overview and the website link that hosted the questionnaire. The survey was conducted on 800 international students. Of the 800 questionnaires distributed, 780 surveys were returned. The number of valid samples was 774 after eliminating six incomplete data questionnaires.



The empirical investigation of hypothesized relationships was examined using the SmartPLS 3. Partial least squares (PLS) analysis was used with a bootstrapping technique applying 5000 samples. The PLS-SEM has been tested to be effective for complex research models [75] and mediating effects [76]. The data analysis was completed in two parts: Measurement Model Evaluation and Structure Model Evaluation [77] to investigate the prosed relationship of hypotheses.





4. Results


4.1. Demographic Findings


Of the respondents, 55.8% (n = 432) were age from 26 to 31, 18 to 25 were 24.8% (n = 192), 31 to 36 were 15.4% (n = 119), and over 37 were 4% (n = 31). Approximately half of the respondents (50.8%) were in master’s degree program (n = 393), 29.5 % were in bachelor’s degree program (n = 228), and 19.8% were in doctoral course (n = 153). In total, 29.8% of the respondents were from Southeast Asia (n = 231), 24% came from America (n = 186), 17.1%, 13%, 9.3%, and 6.7% were from Africa, Central Asia, Europe, and Northeast Asia, respectively. When it comes to the length of residence, staying in Korea from 1 to 3 years accounted for 39.7% (n = 307), followed by 32.7% from 3 to 5 years (n = 253), 21.7%, 5.9% from 5 to 6 years (n = 168) and more than 6 years (n = 46), respectively. The gender distribution is approximately equal. There were 51.2% female (n = 396) and 48.8% male (n = 378) respondents.




4.2. Measurement Model Evaluation


The measurement model facilitated the assessment of reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity. The convergent validity was assessed using factor loadings, composite reliability (CR), and average variance extracted (AVE). Table 1 demonstrates that all CR values ranged from 0.855 to 0.923, which falls in a reasonable range. Construct validity analysis demonstrated that the factor loadings of most observed variables should be above 0.7, ranging from 0.706 to 0.922 and AVE values ranging from 0.541 to 0.800 are above the threshold [77]. Thus, the measurement model’s internal consistency reliability and convergent validity were confirmed.



The results of the Fornell–Larcker criterion demonstrated that all potential constructs have discriminant validity. As can be seen from Table 2, the bold fonts that the square roots of AVEs on each construct are more significant than its correlation coefficient [78].




4.3. Structural Model Evaluation


The statistical significance between variables was estimated using the bootstrapping resampling method with 5000 samples. Figure 2 shows the results from PLS-SEM that test the proposed research model. Social risk perception of COVID-19 has a significant relationship with cognitive place image (SOR→CPI) (β = −0.135; t = 4.564) and affective place image (SOR→API) (β = −0.119; t = 3.056), thus supporting H1a and H1b. Personal risk of COVID-19 had no significant impact on affective place image (PSR→API) (β = 0.055; t = 0.843), whereas personal risk perception of COVID-19 was significantly associated with cognitive place image (PSR→CPI) (β = 0.140; t = 3.446), meaning H2b is not accepted, but H2a is supported.



The standardized path coefficient of the relationship between cognitive and affective place image (API→CPI) (β = 0.580; t = 19.163) indicates that API was a significant predictor of CPI. In addition, cognitive place image positively influenced place loyalty (CPI→PLY) (β = 0.170; t = 3.212) and affective place image is significantly related to place loyalty (API→PLY) (β = 0.535; t = 15.686). Thus, these results support H3, H6, and H7.




4.4. Hypotheses Testing


The effects social risk perception (SOR) had on the cognitive place image (CPI) and affective place image (API) were examined. As can be seen in Table 3, there was a significant negative relationship between social risk perception of COVID-19 and cognitive place image (β = −0.135, p < 0.001) and affective place image (β = −0.119, p < 0.01), supporting H1a and H1b. The personal risk perception of COVID-19 (PSR) had a significant influence on cognitive place image (β = 0.140, p < 0.05), and H2a was supported. The relationship between PSR and API showed only directional support, causing H2b to be rejected. Affective place image significantly affected cognitive place image (β = 0.580, p < 0.001), suggesting H3 was maintained. The mediation effects of place images were also examined.



Social risk perception of COVID-19 influenced place loyalty through cognitive place image (β = −0.023, p < 0.05), likewise, personal risk perception of COVID-19 also impacted place loyalty through cognitive place image (β = 0.024, p < 0.05). The mediating role of affective place image had a significant effect between social risk perception and place loyalty (β = −0.064, p < 0.01), supporting H5a. However, affective place image did not mediate the relationship between personal social risk perception and place loyalty, meaning H5b was not accepted. In addition, there was a significant relationship between cognitive place image and place loyalty (β = 0.170, p < 0.01) and affective place image and place loyalty (β = 0.535, p < 0.001); hence, H6 and H7 were supported.




4.5. The Moderating Effects of Gender


Multigroup analysis with parametric testing was performed in PLS to examine the gender moderating effects of seven paths. Table 4 summarizes the results of the PLS-SEM multigroup analysis. One out of seven paths (H8f) proved to differ significantly between males and females (p < 0.05). Gender moderated the relationship between cognitive place image and place loyalty with males (βm = 0.290, βf = 0.093, p < 0.05) due to cognitive place image having a stronger influence on males than females.



Gender did not moderate the relationship between risk perception of COVID-19 and place image for paths H8a, H8b, H8c, and H8d. Females with higher coefficients on the paths were more likely to be influenced by the social perceived risk of COVID-19 on cognitive and affective place image (βm = −0.155, βf = −0.101; βm = −0.191, βf = −0.068). However, regarding the relationship between the personal risk of COVID-19 and place image, males were more likely to be affected by risk perception on cognitive place image, whereas a group of females showed higher coefficients on the path (βm = 0.183, βf = 0.082; βm = 0.072, βf = −0.081).



Likewise, gender also did not moderate the relationship between cognitive and affective image (H8e), but the path coefficients of H8e show that females were likely to be affected by affective image to cognitive image towards the place (βm = −0.556, βf = −0.608). Although the path coefficients of H8g were not significantly different, the affective image of the place may influence loyalty towards the place in that the results indicated that males would be more inclined to be loyal than females (βm = −0.534, βf = −0.518). However, the interactive effect of gender and cognitive place image are significantly associated with place loyalty (βm = 0.290, βf = 0.093), suggesting that the moderating effect of gender is supported, and thus, H8f is supported (see Figure 3).





5. Discussion


This study aimed to examine the relationships between social risk perception (SOR), personal risk perception (PSR) of COVID-19 and cognitive place image (CPI), affective place image (API), and place loyalty (PLY) constructs. We asked a question in the research title: ‘Can international students’ risk perception and place image create an advantage in safeguarding place loyalty in post-COVID-19 tourism?’; the answer is ‘Yes’. The findings presented in the research suggest that personal risk perception exerts a significant effect on cognitive place image and place loyalty despite the COVID-19 pandemic.



Regarding tourists’ decision making, risk perceptions play an important role in mitigating negative perceptions, helping to create a positive place image, and setting sustainable management practices [79]. With a multi-aspect construct, perceived risk can be categorized into several types of risk [80]. Previous studies on risk perception investigated that it is shaped by internal and external factors closely related to themselves and information sources such as media and destination image [30], respectively. Given that this study attempted to identify the influence relationship between risk perception and place image using internal factors and social and personal risk perceptions which determine the interpretation of the informed risks.



According to prior research on trust and risk perception [36], people believe they are less likely to be affected by a personal risk than others. Such an optimistic bias against the likelihood was presented in the present research. The findings on social risk perception negatively influenced cognitive and affective place image, which confirmed that perceived risk negatively impacts the place image because the perception is linked to the image of the place [70]. In contrast, personal risk perception was found not to affect the affective place image and significantly affects the cognitive place image. These findings were congruent with comparative optimism bias and third-person perception toward COVID-19 [36,38].



According to the prior research on the language challenge of COVID-19, linguistic minorities worldwide struggle to acquire such health information in their native language [81]. Focusing on the case of international students who likely feel insecure due to language barriers and citizenship status [82], have a low level of trust in official communications, and are vulnerable to misinformation and fake news to deal with health information disparities in an online community as well [83]. Such information disparities would have resulted in conflicting findings of risk perceptions from personal and social perspectives.



However, in the context of risk, the risk perception of the situation is a stronger determinant of behavior intention than actual existing risks [84], as risk perception is a personal evaluation of the possibility of unfavorable outcomes from an individual’s perspective [29]. When it comes to decision making, the majority of international students do not consider COVID-19 risk when choosing where to study abroad [85]; thus, they are likely to have a lower risk perception of COVID-19. Such empirical evidence aligns with the research results that international students’ personal risk perception positively affects their cognitive image, contrary to social risk perception.




6. Conclusions


6.1. Theoretical Implications


The findings also suggested that cognitive and affective place images positively correlate with place loyalty. Specifically, the affective image seemed stronger (0.535) in predicting place loyalty than the cognitive image (0.17), demonstrating that feelings are better predictors of behavioral intentions. The findings were in line with the prior studies, which present the affective image as a significant predictor of place loyalty in each image form [53,86].



Furthermore, we found that cognitive image could mediate between social risk perception and personal social risk perception of COVDI-19 and place loyalty. Based on the prior research, the perceived risk is highly correlated to travel intention to a specific destination since increased perceived susceptibility to getting infected by COVID-19 while traveling [87]. Therefore, the findings affirm that social and personal risk perception indirectly affects place loyalty via cognitive place image. Therefore, the findings suggested that cognitive place image is an essential variable influencing whether risk perception of COVID-19 positively or negatively correlates with place loyalty, showing that risk perception is a stronger determinant of destination choice than actual existing risks [84].



However, there has been insufficient empirical research testing how the place image mediates perceived risk to place loyalty, and their relationships remain unclear. This research introduced cognitive place image and affective place image as mediators between risk perception of COVID-19 with the perspective of social and personal and place loyalty.



The results showed the moderating role of gender, which can moderate the relationship between risk perception of COVID-19, place image, and place loyalty. In this study, gender did not moderate the link between social and personal perceived risk and place images, affective place image, and place loyalty. Nevertheless, only the relationship between cognitive place image and place loyalty was significantly affected by gender. Some researchers suggested that gender moderated the influence of tourists’ risk perceptions on the image of place and place loyalty [52,70]. Mainly, females are sensitive to security risks [88] and physical risks, such as sexual harassment or assault [67]. Conversely, this study demonstrated that gender did not moderate risk perception and place image.



Because gendered risk perceptions vary significantly with the type of risks [66], the result can differ depending on the types of risk perception. In this study, the type of risk perception of COVID-19 was internal factors representing social and personal risk perception which are somewhat different from uncontrollable risk [70]. The different types of risk perception may cause contrary results to previous findings since internal factors are interpretation and perception of the informed risks [35]. In addition, gendered risk perceptions vary significantly with how destinations manage specific risks [66]. For example, Korea has effectively managed to contain the virus without full mandatory lockdowns. Many countries studied how Korea served as the “Global Golden Standard” in responding to COVID-19 [89].



Furthermore, QS Higher Education Briefing [85] reported, based on a survey of students in 56 countries, that fear of contracting COVID-19 is no longer an issue for international students and does not impact their decision making. Thus, fear of contracting COVID-19 is almost a non-factor in most international students’ decision making about where to study abroad. In this regard, international students are likely to have a lower risk perception of COVID-19. Consequently, gender moderates the relationship between cognitive place image and place loyalty, yet gender does not affect the relationship between risk perception of COVID-19 and place image.



Therefore, this study into (1) the relationship between risk perception of COVID-19, place image, and place loyalty constructs, (2) how place image can mediate between risk perception of COVID-19 and place loyalty, and (3) how gender can affect the proposed hypotheses constructs may fulfill such theoretical needs.




6.2. Management Implications


This research provides insightful implications for tourism and higher education practitioners and academic contributions. An important finding of the study is that the personal risk perception of COVID-19 does not undermine an individual’s cognitive place image, while social risk perception does. The government and higher education practitioners should consider providing epidemic prevention knowledge and health protection measures such as public advice and notice through media or SNS for international students and introducing quarantine information in English for their understanding. Besides, as the public health threat caused by COVID-19 still exists, it is vital to provide spot-on and timely information about the disease and its prevention and treatment to cope with fear and uncertainty on personal and social levels [90]. Consequently, international students can encourage prospective tourists such as relatives and friends from inside and outside their home countries to visit their host countries [91].



The findings revealed that social and personal risk perception of COVID-19 has a stronger influence on place loyalty when mediated by cognitive image. Likewise, social risk perception significantly affects place loyalty when mediated by affective place image. Because the image of the place is important to develop place loyalty, it is necessary to reflect the opinions and perspectives of international students when establishing a destination marketing strategy or development for international visitors. Additionally, practitioners of host university management and related organizations need to raise awareness of supporting service programs for international students [92].



Besides, all practitioners in tourism, higher education, and local governments should take measures to address language barriers for international visitors and residents. The language barrier is one of the biggest challenges for foreign residents in Korea and international visitors [93]. Therefore, various languages should be provided at the venue for international visitors to understand Korean culture and organize cultural heritage guides and free guide tours in customized languages. Such efforts will positively affect the cognitive place image, and a good place image will positively affect loyalty, although the crisis of COVID-19 still exists.



Regarding gender differences, in this study, males are more likely to be affected by cognitive place image when they evaluate place loyalty. It is important to understand the needs of males in detail and focus on the cognitive attributes of the place. Even though the findings showed a relationship between cognitive place image and place loyalty moderated with gender, the needs of both males and females are important.




6.3. Limitation and Future Studies


Despite its theoretical and practical implications, there are several limitations that future studies should overcome. First, the collected data to ensure the validity of this study was gathered from international students selected from Global Korea Scholarship (GKS) scholars sponsored by the Korean government, specific to degree program scholars. Such a limitation prevented generalizing causality. In order to overcome the limitations above, considering self-funded international students would be a reasonable remedy. Second, the study examined the relationship between risk perception of COVID-19, place image, and place loyalty for international students. Thus, expanding the research model would be worth examining other international groups, such as immigrants or multicultural families. It will help tourism researchers understand differences in risk perceptions, place image, and loyalty among different groups and support institutions and local governments in establishing strategies targeting an inbound market.
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Figure 1. A conceptual framework. 
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Figure 2. Results of Structural Model (Notes: *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; NS, Not Significant). 
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Figure 3. Results of PLA-SEM for Male and Female. Notes: *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; M = Male; F = Female). 
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Table 1. Result of the measurement model.






Table 1. Result of the measurement model.












	Constructs and Indicators
	Factor Loadings
	Cronbach’s

Alpha
	CR
	AVE





	Social Risk Perception of COVID-19 (SOR)
	
	0.811
	0.887
	0.724



	A serious problem
	0.795
	
	
	



	A potential threat to the healthy development of society
	0.899
	
	
	



	Harming the health of residents in the community
	0.856
	
	
	



	Personal Risk Perception of COVID-19 (PSR)
	
	0.882
	0.923
	0.800



	Health would be impacted
	0.914
	
	
	



	Respiratory system would be impaired
	0.922
	
	
	



	Feel worried about getting infected
	0.846
	
	
	



	Cognitive Place Image (CPI)
	
	0.793
	0.855
	0.541



	Interesting historic sites
	0.747
	
	
	



	Attractive scenery
	0.758
	
	
	



	Good transportation system
	0.719
	
	
	



	Safe place
	0.706
	
	
	



	Good restaurants
	0.745
	
	
	



	Affective Place Image (API)
	
	0.849
	0.898
	0.688



	Pleasant
	0.849
	
	
	



	Exciting
	0.868
	
	
	



	Lively
	0.827
	
	
	



	Relaxing
	0.771
	
	
	



	Place Loyalty (PLY)
	
	0.875
	0.915
	0.728



	The place is the preferred choice of travel destination
	0.802
	
	
	



	Willingness to recommend the place to others
	0.853
	
	
	



	Willingness to encourage friends and family to visit the place
	0.897
	
	
	



	Willingness to say positive things about the place
	0.859
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Table 2. Analysis of Discriminant Validity.
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	Variables
	API
	CPI
	PLY
	PSR
	SOR





	Affective Place Image (API)
	0.829
	
	
	
	



	Cognitive Place Image (CPI)
	0.595
	0.735
	
	
	



	Place Loyalty (PLY)
	0.636
	0.488
	0.854
	
	



	Personal Risk Perception of COVID-19 (PSR)
	0.011
	0.097
	0.034
	0.895
	



	Social Risk Perception of COVID-19 (SOR)
	−0.099
	−0.141
	−0.115
	0.370
	0.851







Note: The diagonal values in bold are the square roots of the average variance extracted (AVE).
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Table 3. Hypotheses Test Results.
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	Hypotheses
	Paths
	β
	STDEV
	T Statistics
	p Values
	Supported





	H1a
	SOR→CPI
	−0.135
	0.030
	4.564
	0.000
	Yes



	H1b
	SOR→API
	−0.119
	0.039
	3.056
	0.002
	Yes



	H2a
	PSR→CPI
	0.140
	0.041
	3.446
	0.001
	Yes



	H2b
	PSR→API
	0.055
	0.065
	0.843
	0.399
	No



	H3
	API→CPI
	0.580
	0.030
	19.163
	0.000
	Yes



	H4a
	SOR→CPI→PLY
	−0.023
	0.010
	2.358
	0.018
	Yes



	H4b
	PSR→CPI→PLY
	0.024
	0.011
	2.247
	0.025
	Yes



	H5a
	SOR→API→PLY
	−0.064
	0.022
	2.951
	0.003
	Yes



	H5b
	PSR→API→PLY
	0.030
	0.035
	0.835
	0.404
	No



	H6
	CPI→PLY
	0.170
	0.053
	3.212
	0.001
	Yes



	H7
	API→PLY
	0.535
	0.034
	15.686
	0.000
	Yes
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Table 4. Result of PLS-SEM multigroup analysis.
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Hypotheses

	
Paths

	
Group

	
β

	
p-Values

	
STDEV

	
Path Coefficients-Diff

(p-Value)






	
H8a

	
SOR→CPI

	
Male

	
−0.155

	
0.000

	
0.044

	
0.399




	

	

	
Female

	
−0.101

	
0.031

	
0.047




	
H8b

	
SOR→API

	
Male

	
−0.191

	
0.001

	
0.055

	
0.176




	

	

	
Female

	
−0.068

	
0.341

	
0.072




	
H8c

	
PSR→CPI

	
Male

	
0.183

	
0.000

	
0.051

	
0.189




	

	

	
Female

	
0.082

	
0.152

	
0.057




	
H8d

	
PSR→API

	
Male

	
0.072

	
0.298

	
0.069

	
0.942




	

	

	
Female

	
0.081

	
0.453

	
0.108




	
H8e

	
API→ CPI

	
Male

	
0.556

	
0.000

	
0.037

	
0.361




	

	

	
Female

	
0.608

	
0.000

	
0.042




	
H8f

	
CPI→PLY

	
Male

	
0.290

	
0.000

	
0.046

	
0.047 *




	

	

	
Female

	
0.093

	
0.283

	
0.086




	
H8g

	
API→PLY

	
Male

	
0.534

	
0.000

	
0.045

	
0.817




	

	

	
Female

	
0.518

	
0.000

	
0.049








Notes: * p < 0.05.
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