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Abstract: The emergence of theme parks is enriching the tourist experience in the COVID-19 period.
This study rethinks the impact of theme park image on tourist-perceived value (functional, social,
and emotional value) and behavioral intention during COVID-19. Data were collected from 304 re-
spondents who visited Chimelong Ocean Kingdom during COVID-19. This study results indicated
that theme park destination image (cognitive and affective) positively predicts tourist-perceived
value (functional, social, and emotional) during COVID-19. Moreover, this study also indicated
that although social and emotional value positively predict tourist behavioral intention, functional
value does not positively predict tourist behavioral intention during COVID-19. Theoretical and
managerial implications are presented.
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1. Introduction

As an essential tourism concept, destination image is defined as a person’s mental
representation of their beliefs and feelings about, and impressions of, a destination [1]. In
order to understand the effect of destination image on tourism and its effect on tourist
experience and behavior, abundant studies are focused on the composition of tourism
destination image research [2,3]. For example, Beerli and Martin [2] classified the factors
influencing destination image into cognitive and affection dimensions. Hallmann et al. [4]
considered destination image as an interactive system that includes an integrated system
of beliefs, perceptions, intentions, opinions, and emotions. On the other hand, destination
image theory was also used to connect different tourist experience and behavior [5,6]. For
example, previous studies found heritage destination image to positively affect tourist
satisfaction and revisit intention [7]. Additionally, with the continuous impact of COVID-19
on the tourism industry, theme park-based destination image is gradually gaining more
and more attention from tourists [8].

Theme parks are important leisure and tourism products that focus on providing a
sense of fantasy and escape, as well as pleasurable experiences [9]. At the same time, theme
parks are gradually enriching the way tourists experience the outdoors as an essential
tourist destination [10]. Studies have found that the willingness of visitors to choose
theme parks as a destination on weekends is gradually increasing [11]. Considering the
convenience and the fact that theme parks can significantly improve the efficiency of
tourists’ travel, thus, theme park tourism has become more and more popular among
tourists [11]. For example, Abd Aziz et al. [12] found that theme parks are motivating
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tourists to travel to a destination because of their variety of experiences and experiences
compared to traditional destinations. With the continuous influence of COVID-19, tourists
are becoming less selective about outdoor travel [13]. Theme parks, on the other hand,
are getting more and more attention from tourists during COVID-19 because of their
richness of experience as well as safety [14]. Therefore, the present study argues that
exploring tourists” attitudes and behavioral intentions toward theme parks during the
COVID-19 period is worthwhile for the future academic works on theme parks as well as
for destination managers.

This study presents two main research gaps in the current literature. First, previous
destination image studies have focused on heritage destinations, cultural destinations,
etc. [15,16]. More importantly, most of the previous studies on destination image were
conducted before COVID-19. As mentioned above, during the COVID-19 period, theme
parks gradually became an important destination choice for tourists [8]. Considering that
theme parks can provide visitors with rich as well as different types of themed products
experiences, tourists can experience differently themed tourism and, in turn, may be
more willing to visit theme park destination experiences [17]. However, to the best of
our knowledge, research involving theme park destination image in the COVID-19 period
is limited. Second, previous studies identified tourists’ travel experiences, and post-trip
behavioral intentions may be further enhanced when they are provided with a good theme
park destination image [18]. For example, Cheng and Lu [19] found that when visitors
gained a good destination image during the heritage destination experience, visitors” travel
experience and post-trip behavioral intentions also increased further. However, when we
reviewed the prior literature, few studies have re-explored the relationship of prior findings
in theme park experiences under COVID-19. That is, are visitors’ travel experiences and
behavioral intentions further enhanced during the COVID-19 period when they have
acquired a good theme park destination image? Related studies are limited.

To fill the previous research gaps, this study prompts the rethink of the impact of theme
park image on tourist attitude and post-trip behavioral intention during COVID-19. The
contributions of this study can be seen as threefold. First, this study is a pioneer to enriching
the destination image theory regarding theme park tourism during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Second, this paper rethinks the impact of theme park image on perceived value and tourist
behavioral intention, which presents a theoretical reference for subsequent related studies.
Third, the results of this study provide insights to destination managers on how to operate
theme park tourism—that is, how they develop strategies in the two main areas of theme
park destination image, three main areas of tourist-perceived value, and tourist behavioral
intention to recover theme park tourism after the COVID-19 pandemic effectively.

2. Literature Review and Hypotheses
2.1. Impact of COVID-19 in Tourism

Since the coronavirus outbreak in early 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic has caused a
severe economic downturn and great uncertainty for the global tourism and hospitality
industry [20]. Although the Chinese government has gradually brought the COVID-19
outbreak under control by now in its current location and is recovering the tourism economy
in an orderly manner [21], the outbreak continues to pose a potential threat to the tourism
and hospitality industry due to the COVID-19 variants. More importantly there could be
further impact on the confidence of tourists in their on-the-ground travel experience [13].
Therefore, based on this general background, tourism and hospitality industry personnel
need to further explore tourists’ attitudes and behavioral intentions under COVID-19 in
order to make further strategic adjustments for attracting more tourists.

A significant impact of COVID-19 on tourists is the increased psychological stress [22].
For example, people may fear going out because of the transmissibility of the outbreak.
When people stay at home for long periods of time, this may cause an increase in negative
emotions among tourists, which in turn may even lead to psychological disorders [23]. Fur-
ther, Yang et al. [24] identified that visitors” psychological stress was increasing during the
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COVID-19 period, and this psychological stress caused by COVID-19 could be effectively
alleviated through information experience technology. In addition to this, a previous study
also found that COVID-19 further enhances an increase in tourists’ risk perceptions [25].
For example, tourists may change their travel attitudes by fearing factors such as health
risks during a pandemic and thus reducing their travel spending [26]. However, there is
still a portion of the study that suggests that the broader context of COVID-19 may further
stimulate tourist demand for travel experiences as well as generate positive psychological
consumption activities [27]. Considering that theme parks are gradually becoming one of
the most important tourist attractions during COVID-19, they have already attracted many
visitors” attention [28]. However, the study of tourists’ attitudes and behavioral intentions
towards theme parks under COVID-19 is still limited. Thus, COVID-19 provides a special
context for studying the motivation and psychology of theme park visitors.

2.2. Theme Parks in Tourism

The theme park is defined as a relatively new form of entertainment attraction that
attempts to create a fantasy atmosphere of another place and time [29]. In the present
research, theme parks are divided into two main categories: amusement park and heritage
park. An amusement park is defined as a recreational place that includes various rides
and games to entertain visitors (e.g., Disney World) [8]. Heritage park refers to heritage
attractions with a unified theme for preserving and interpreting some aspects of national
culture (e.g., Timbertown, Australia) [8]. Comparing these two different types of theme
parks, the former (amusement park) features various rides and games to entertain visitors
and apply different themes to its rides, games, and other attractions [14]. At the same time,
visitors can become part of the story through the fantasy created by creative landscapes,
architecture, characters, food and other elements as they experience the entertainment
nature of the theme park. On the other hand, heritage theme parks are more on a central
theme that tells of the past and informs visitors about past lives, events, and cultures [8].
Previous studies have found that theme parks with virtual technology experiences that
are entertaining in nature tend to be more popular among visitors during COVID-19 [30].
In addition to this, amusement theme experience interactions between friends and family
may be more attractive to visitors than heritage theme parks [31]. Moreover, as many of the
newest amusement theme parks have adopted information and communication technology
(e.g., VR) devices to further attract visitors, visitors’” willingness to travel is enhanced [17].
Based on previous considerations and inspirations, the present study focuses on amusement
theme park destinations.

On the other hand, previous research has found that when theme parks create good
spatiality, thematization, and technological presentations, they can significantly increase
visitor satisfaction as well as behavioral intentions [32,33]. For example, a previous study
found that when a theme park is filled with authenticity, this perception of authenticity
enhances visitors” behavioral intentions [10]. With development and combination of infor-
mation technology and tourism experiences, studies also found that visitor satisfaction and
behavioral intentions were further enhanced when theme parks adopted VR technology
experiences [30]. However, when we review the related literature, most of these empirical
studies focused on pre-COVID-19. The continuous impact of COVID-19 on the tourism
industry is foreseeable, despite the fact that the Chinese government has effectively dealt
with the impact of the outbreak on the tourism industry. Considering the continuous
impact of COVID-19 on the psychology and behavior of tourists traveling, how are tourists’
attitudes and behavioral intentions toward the theme park under COVID-19? Relevant
research is limited. Exploring one of the most representative destinations—themed parks
under COVID-19—is of great value to academic research and destination managers.

2.3. Destination Image

Destination image is commonly defined as the sum of beliefs, ideas, and impressions
about a person’s destination [34]. Based on this concept, destination image has been ex-
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tended by many scholars [35]. Previous research indicates there are many benefits through
researching destination images. From a theoretical perspective, research on destination
image can identify the relationships between destination image, tourists’ satisfaction, and
behavioral intentions from different countries and regions [36]. The theoretical value in
destination images is relevant for tourism managers and designers to rethink the way
destination images are advertised [5]. Thus, through theoretical development, research on
destination can contribute to destination image literature.

From a practical perspective, it is essential to study the theme park destination image,
as destination image has been studied in different countries in tourism. Prior research
indicated that destination image can positively or negatively affect tourists’ satisfaction
and revisit intention [15]. Moreover, the study of the destination image is an effective
way to advertise the tourism scenery and culture of different countries [37], stimulating
tourists” intention to visit. However, most destination image research sites are different,
such as cultural heritage sites; therefore, results of different destination images are hardly
representative and generalizable [7]. Unlike the previously proposed destination image
studies, theme park tourism is more representative and universal. Because the theme
park experience is more colorful, and improves visitor efficiency, especially during the
holidays compared to other tourist destinations [38], theme park research is critical for
destination managers.

Previous research suggested that destination image can be divided into two dimen-
sions, including cognitive and affective image [2]. Cognitive dimension refers to the
evaluation of destination features, and may be related to weather, transportation, recre-
ational facilities, attitudes, food, landscape, and destination locals, while the affective
dimension refers to visitors’ feelings or emotional reactions to the destination, more at the
psychological level [1]. Numerous studies have demonstrated the relationship between
cognitive image and affective image, and cognitive image positively influences affective
image in tourism experience [17,39,40]. Based on previous literature, we propose the
following hypothesis.

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Cognitive image positively predicts affective image.

2.4. Perceived Value

Perceived value is defined as the utility an individual derives from a tangible product
or intangible service [41]. Duman and Mattila [42] argued that in a tourism experience,
perceived value results from the time, cost, and effort spent on this tourism experience
compared to the experience received. Kim et al. [43] argue that perceived value is an
essential antecedent of customers’ behavioral intentions. Wang et al. [44] further support
this view by arguing that perceived value is the preference or evaluation of the destination’s
physical object and the services provided by the destination for the tourists during or after
the tour. Thus, perceived value can be used as mediating variable in tourism to link or to
de-link the relationship between antecedent and consequence variables.

Researchers interpret perceived value from two perspectives: one-dimensional and
multi-dimensional. The former shows that value is a consumer’s overall evaluation of a
product or service [45]. The latter emphasizes that the overall evaluation could be examined
based on different dimensions [46]. Current studies in tourism main refer to perceived
value from multi-dimensional perspectives. For example, Prebensen et al. [47] and Eid and
El-Gohary [46] identified the dimensions of perceived value comprised functional, social,
and emotional values in tourism experiences. According to Shen [48]’s research, functional
value refers to the facilities and infrastructure of a destination in the tourism context; social
value is defined as the perceived utility obtained from the ability of a product or service to
create or enhance personal images, such as reputation, social status, ethnic identity, and
personal characteristics; emotional value is defined as the perceived utility of a product or
a service to generate feelings or emotional changes. Based on these three dimensions of
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perceived value, abundant research has applied them in tourism studies [47]. Thus, this
study refers to the three dimensions of perceived value.

Numerous studies identified the relationships between destination image and per-
ceived value and revealed that destination image (cognitive and affective image) positively
influences tourist-perceived value (functional, social, and emotional) [49,50]. For exam-
ple, Hu et al. [49] noted a correlation between destination image and perceived value,
indicating destination image (cognitive image and affective image) positively influences
tourist-perceived value (emotional, functional, and social). Jeong and Kim [50] further
supported previous study views and examined a structural model of destination image
and perceived value and indicated that destination image (cognitive and affective) could
significantly influence perceived value (emotional, functional, and social). Therefore, based
on the previous literature reviews, the following hypotheses are proposed:

Hypothesis 2a (H2a): Cognitive image positively predicts tourist functional value.
Hypothesis 2b (H2b): Cognitive image positively predicts tourist social value.
Hypothesis 2c (H2c): Cognitive image positively predicts tourist emotional value.
Hypothesis 3a (H3a): Affective image positively predicts tourist functional value.
Hypothesis 3b (H3b): Affective image positively predicts tourist social value.

Hypothesis 3¢ (H3c): Affective image positively predicts tourist emotional value.

2.5. Behavioral Intention

Behavioral intention is defined as the quality of the actual experience after receiving
the service [51]. Chang and Lin [52] argue that tourist behavioral intention mainly refers to
whether tourists are willing to revisit on their next vacation, recommend to others, give
positive feedback, or spread positive word-of-mouth. This understanding of behavioral
intention has also been validated by many studies [53,54]. Prior studies examined the
relationships between tourists’ perceived value and tourist behavioral intention [15,55]. For
example, Fu et al.’s [56] study found that perceived value (social, functional, and emotional)
positively influences tourist behavioral intention. Other studies further supported these
findings, which shows that perceived value can positively influence post-trip behavioral in-
tention [37,57]. Therefore, based on the previous literature review, the following hypotheses
are proposed:

Hypothesis 4 (H4): Functional value positively predicts behavioral intention.
Hypothesis 5 (H5): Social value positively predicts behavioral intention.
Hypothesis 6 (H6): Emotional value positively predicts behavioral intention.

Based on prior hypotheses, a theoretical model is illustrated in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Research Model.

3. Research Method
3.1. Study Site and Measurements

Chimelong Ocean Kingdom Theme Park (COKTP) is the most representative theme
park in China as well as in the Guangdong, Hong Kong, and Macau Bay Area (GBA) [58].
According to the previous study and official website introduction of COKTP [59], the
main reasons for choosing theme parks as the research site for this study are as follows:
(1) COKTP’s ocean-themed area is among the largest in the world and includes many
top-notch motorized games, rare animal pavilions, large theater performances, dining,
shopping, and other comprehensive entertainment; (2) it has the world’s largest marine fish
pavilion; (3) it has the world’s longest track flying roller coaster, which can take you flying
through the nature of the tropical rainforest theme park; (4) it has the first water roller
coaster experience in Asia, with a track length of nearly 1000 m, going up to the sky and
into the sea, allowing visitors to enjoy unlimited thematic fun; (5) it has the most massive
and joyful ocean-themed float parade, including various types of marine life themes; and
(6) it has the world’s first large visitor facilities and precious animal exhibits to match the
design, allowing visitors to experience different types of themed fun. Further, visitors can
choose different types of themes to visit and meet the needs of different types and different
backgrounds of visitors.

The measurements of destination image (cognitive and affective image) were adapted
from Baloglu and McCleary [1] and Wang and Hsu [6]. The measurements of perceived
value (functional, social, and emotional value) were adapted from Caber et al. [57]. The
measurements of tourist behavioral intention were adapted from Caber et al. [57] and
Zhang and Niyomsilp [37]. All measurements were adapted to fill the actual context.
These measurable items were translated into Chinese, then back into English to verify
the consistency, and proofread by two professional translators to ensure the reliability of
the questionnaire. Then, in the end of December 2020, a field pilot study was conducted
with 30 tourists visiting COKTP during COVID-19 to determine the validity of the content.
The respondents indicated that they could understand the meaning of all the questions
thoroughly, so no further amendments were made. All 30 pilot samples were not included
in further data analysis.

3.2. Questionnaire Design and Data Collection

The questionnaire comprises three sections. In the first section, since respondents
need to have previous experience in visiting the COKTP during the COVID-19 pandemic,
a filtering question (Did you visit the Chimelong Ocean Kingdom Theme Park during
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COVID-19?) was asked. The second section of the questionnaire consisted of 28 measurable
items from six constructs in the research model. All items were measured using a seven-
point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The third
section consisted of the respondent’s background information. Table Al in the Appendix A
indicates the background information of respondents.

The study’s data collection period was from 10 January 2021 to 15 March 2021. Data
were collected face-to-face, and this study employed four trained research assistants to
assist with data collection. Considering that the tourists of holidays mainly come from
various provinces in China, the large number of tourists and the high concentration of
tourists will make the data sample more representative. Therefore, data collection for
this study focused on the holiday season during these 3 months, such as Christmas and
holiday weekends. Convenience sampling method was used in this study. Tourists were
invited to participate in the study from 9:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m. each day during the holiday
season. Respondents took approximately 20 min to complete the questionnaire. A total
of 330 questionnaires were collected; 26 invalid questionnaires were excluded because of
similar rating; and 304 questionnaires were ultimately retained.

4. Findings

Compared to Covariance Based SEM (CB-SEM), Partial Least Squared SEM (PLS-SEM)
fits for less restrictive assumptions on normality and can handle small samples [60]. More-
over, the aim of this study is to predict the effects of theme park image on tourist-perceived
value and post-trip behavioral intention rather than theory and model comparisons [61].
Therefore, this study adopted PLS-SEM as an analysis method and was conducted using
Smart-PLS v.3.2.9 [62].

4.1. Measurement Model Evaluation

Following the steps recommended by Hair Jr et al. [60], this study first verifies the
reliability and validity of the measurement model. Table 1 exhibits the mean, standard
deviation (S.D.), and factor loading of 28 measurement items. The factor loadings of all
indicators were above 0.7; the Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability of each construct
were above 0.7; and the average variance extracted was above 0.5, which indicated that the
measurement model obtained good reliability and convergent validity (Hair Jr et al., 2017).
Then, this study further tests the discriminant validity based on the Fornell-Lacker criterion
and Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio (HTMT). Table 2 indicates that the discriminant validity
of the measurement model is well accepted [61]. To assess the possibility of common
method bias, a Harman'’s factor test was conducted. The first factor produced a percentage
of variance less than 50%; therefore, it confirmed no obvious common method bias in
the present study [63]. In addition, the values of the variance inflation factor (VIF) of the
exogeneous variables (ranging from 1.334-2.238) were less than the recommended cutoff
value of 5.0, and thus, there was no collinearity problem in this study [64].

Table 1. Mean, standard deviation (S.D.), and factor loading of 28 measurement items.

Measurement Item Mean S.D. Factor Loading
Cognitive Image (CI)

CI-1 I think it has a beautiful scenery. 5.576 5.576 0.765

CI-2 I think it is a novel travel destination. 5.424 5.424 0.751

CI-3 I think it has convenient transportation. 5.339 5.339 0.754

CL4 I think it has ‘quality of infrastructure and suitable 5401 5401 0.775

accommodation.

CI-5 I think it has good entertainment facilities. 5.645 5.645 0.804

CI-6 I think it has a good reputation. 5.556 5.556 0.791

Cl-7 I think it safeguards my personal safety. 5.51 5.51 0.757

CI-8 I think it provides standard hygiene and cleanliness. 5.457 5.457 0.741
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Table 1. Cont.

Measurement Item Mean S.D. Factor Loading
Affective Image (AI)
Al-1 It is a pleasing travel destination. 5.655 0.995 0.874
Al-2 It is an inspired travel destination. 5.408 1.096 0.862
Al-3 It is an exciting travel destination. 5.48 1.07 0.856
Al-4 It is an enjoyable travel destination. 5.674 1.074 0.849
Social Value (SV)
SV-1 This tour makes me feel more socially accepted. 4.924 1.191 0.855
SV-2 This tour improves the way I am perceived. 4.605 1.26 0.869
SV-3 This tour helps me to feel acceptable to others. 4.724 1.265 0.909
Sv-4 This tour enables me to impress others. 4.799 1.228 0.855
Emotional Value (EV)
EV-1 This tour makes me enjoyable. 5.562 0.965 0.886
EV-2 This tour makes me relaxed. 5.52 1.097 0.859
EV-3 This tour makes me happy. 5.533 1.016 0.884
EV-4 This tour makes me good. 5.52 1.026 0.87
Functional Value (FV)
FV-1 This tour represents ‘value for money’. 5.434 0.988 0.829
Fv-2 The service fees at this tour are reasonable. 4.888 1.095 0.725
FV-3 This tour has an acceptable standard of quality. 5.457 1.002 0.857
FV-4 This tour has consistent quality. 5.421 1.013 0.838
Behavioral Intention (BI)
BI-1 I consider this tour as my first choice compared to other tours. 5.243 1.045 0.853
BI-2 I'have a strong intention to join this tour again. 5.138 1.073 0.863
BI-3 I would recommend it to others. 5.444 1.034 0.842
BI-4 I will tell others interesting things about the tour. 5.566 1.027 0.787
Table 2. Reliability, validity, and correlations.
Cronbach’s Fornell-Larcker Criterion Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio (HTMT)
Alpha CR AVE ~yp BI CI EV FV SV Al BI CI EV FV

Affective image (Al) 0.883 0919 0.740 0.860
Behavioral intention (BI) 0.857 0903 0.700 0.643 0.837 0.736

Cognitive image (CI) 0.900 0920 0589 0.744 0617 0.767 0.831  0.699

Emotional value (EV) 0.898 0929 0.765 0.767 0.723 0.669 0.875 0.860 0.825 0.744

Functional value (FV) 0.830 0.887 0.663 0.738 0.602 0.656 0.700 0.814 0.851 0.711 0.752 0.803

Social value (SV) 0.895 0927 0.761 0425 0557 042 0416 0490 0.872 0479 0632 0468 0462 0.570

Remark: CR = construct reliability; AVE = average variance extracted; Italic font = square-root of the AVE.

4.2. Structural Model Assessment

This study further tests the hypotheses using the bootstrap method under 5000 sam-
ples and aims to examine the statistical significance of the hypothesized model [61]. Table 3
exhibits the results of the PLS-SEM analysis. The coefficient of determination of endogenous
constructs (R square value) is above 0.2, indicating the structural model’s accepted predic-
tive power [61]. The result of PLS analysis indicated that cognitive image has a significant
effect on affective image and also indicated that destination image (cognitive and affec-
tive) has a significant effect on tourist-perceived value (functional, social, and emotional)
(B = 0.744, t-statistics= 22.795, p-value = 0.000; 3 = 0.239, t-statistics= 3.637, p-value=0.000;
= 0.231, t-statistics= 3.23, p-value=0.003; 3 = 0.221, t-statistics= 3.644, p-value=0.000;
B =0.561, t-statistics= 9.55, p-value=0.000; 3 = 0.253, t-statistics= 2.968, p-value=0.000;
3 = 0.603, t-statistics= 9.49, p-value=0.000), supporting H1, H2a, H2b, H2c, H3a, H3b, and
H3c. The results of PLS analysis also indicated the relationships between tourist perceived
value (functional, social, and emotional) and tourist behavioral intention. The path coeffi-
cient, t-statistics and p-value indicated (3 = 0.074, t-statistics= 1.239, p-value=0.215; 3 = 0.292,
t-statistics= 5.59, p-value=0.001; 3 = 0.55, t-statistics= 9.902, p-value=0.000, supporting H5
and H6, whereas H4 is not supported. To assess whether the omitted constructs had a
substantial effect on the endogenous ones, the present study tested the effects of f-square
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values. The results present the effect size f-square values for the significant paths ranged
from 0.03-1.238 and showed that the influence of destination image on perceived value

and behavioral intention ranged from small to large [65].

Table 3. Results of the hypothesized model using PLS.

Path Coefficient t-Value f-Square  p-Value Supported?
H1 CI — Al 0.744 22.795 1.238 0.000 Yes
H2a Cl—FV 0.239 3.637 0.059 0.000 Yes
H3a Al - FV 0.561 9.55 0.328 0.000 Yes
H2b CI — SV 0.231 3.23 0.03 0.000 Yes
H3b Al - SV 0.253 2.968 0.036 0.003 Yes
H2c CI—+EV 0.221 3.644 0.056 0.000 Yes
H3c Al — EV 0.603 9.49 0.417 0.000 Yes
H4 FV — BI 0.074 1.239 0.006 0.215 No
H5 SV — BI 0.292 5.59 0.162 0.001 Yes
Hé6 EV — BI 0.55 9.902 0.385 0.000 Yes

Notes: R? value for Al = 0.553, R? value for FV = 0.571, R? value for SV = 0.205, R? value for EV = 0.61, R? value
for BI = 0.605.

4.3. Direct, Indirect, and Total Effects

Table 4 indicates the direct, indirect, and total effects of destination image (cognitive
and affective), perceived value (functional, social, and emotional), and behavioral intention.
For the functional value, the cognitive image indicates a higher total effect than the affective
image (0.656 and 0.561, respectively). For the social value, the cognitive value shows a
higher effect than the affective image (0.42 and 0.253, respectively). For the emotional
value, the cognitive value shows a higher effect than the affective image (0.669 and 0.603,
respectively). Comparing the effects of three perceived values on behavioral intention,
emotional value shows a higher total effect on behavioral intention than social value
(0.55 and 0.292, respectively). Meanwhile, results that indicated functional value does not
significantly affect the behavioral intention (0.074).

Table 4. Direct, indirect, and total effects.

Functional Value

Social Value Emotional Value Behavioral Intention

Al

Direct . Total Total . Total Total . Total Total . Total Total

Direct Indirect Effect Direct Indirect Effect Direct Indirect Effect Direct Indirect Effect
CI 0.744 ** 0.239 *** 0.417 *** 0.656 *** 0.231 *** 0.189 *** 0.42 *** 0.221 *** 0.448 *** 0.669 *** — 0.539 *** 0.539 ***
Al — 0.561 *** — 0.561 *** 0.253 * — 0.253 * 0.603 *** — 0.603 *** — 0.447 *** 0.447 ***
FI — — — — — — — — — — 0.074 s — 0.074 s
SV — — — — — — — — — — 0.292** — 0.292 **
FI — — — — — — — — — — 0.55%** — 0.55 ***

Notes: ns, not significant, *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05.

5. Discussion

As the impact of COVID-19 on the global pandemic continues to rise, theme park
destinations receive increasing attention during the COVID-19 period [8]. The present study
found that when theme park destinations create a good cognitive image of the destination
during the COVID-19 period, the tourist affective image of the theme park destination
is further enhanced by tourists (H1). This finding is consistent with previous empirical
studies based on different destination studies prior to COVID-19 [66,67]. Considering
that cognitive image emphasizes more of an external objective factor, such as theme park
equipment experience with distinctive objects, the affective image, on the other hand,
emphasizes more of a psychological consideration [1]. Further, affective image suggests
that when a destination creates a good emotional factor, the visitor’s affective image will
also be significantly higher [2]. This may be because, despite the impact of COVID-19, at
COKTP, the external device experience, the different tourist themes, are still functioning
properly, and visitors can still have a good tourist experience.
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Further, this study also found that when visitors receive a good cognitive and affective
image, visitors will receive good functional, social, and emotional value (H2a, H2b, H2c,
H3a, H3b, and H3c). This finding supports the previous relationship between destination
image and visitors’ perceived value pre-COVID-19 and further extends their relationship
in the theme park experience during COVID-19 [35,37]. According to Shen [48]’s research,
functional value refers to the perceived value of the facilities and infrastructure of a theme
park destination with more emphasis. Social value, on the other hand, emphasizes the
perceived utility of creating or enhancing a visitor’s personal image when they experience
a theme park product or service. For example, when visitors visit a theme park, they can
take pictures and upload them to social media platforms to get comments or likes from
friends and family, which may further enhance the social value of visitors [67]. Finally,
emotional value focuses more on the perceived utility of emotional or mood changes when
visitors experience theme park products or services. Additionally, as COKTP emphasizes
more on the diversity and richness of theme park facilities, through different types of scene
features, theme features, especially marine themes and adventure themes, and various
entertainment experiences, visitors can get different levels of perceived value experience.
This further help us understand why the three different perceived values of visitors are
significantly increased when they are given a good destination image.

Finally, this study also found that visitors’ behavioral intentions are further enhanced
when they receive good social and emotional values (H5, H6). This finding supports the
findings of previous studies [15,68] and is further corroborated in the theme park during
COVID-19. Considering that social and emotional value experiences place more emphasis
on the inner psychological feelings of visitors [48], COKTP did its best to keep visitors
from experiencing some psychological stress during the COVID-19 pandemic. For example,
visitors may be concerned that COVID-19 may cause them to worry about safety hazards.
The theme park’s corresponding safety measures and other factors will also ensure that
visitors can play with peace of mind as much as possible. This may explain why, despite
the good social and emotional value of COVID-19, visitors” behavioral intentions are
further enhanced. In addition, this study also found that visitors” behavioral intentions
did not increase significantly when they received functional value (H4). Considering
that the COVID-19 pandemic has limited the development of mass tourism experience
facilities, such as large scale thematic programs, which visitors may not experience [20],
this particular situation limits the experience of some famous attractions. Further, based on
the definition of functional value, it will be mainly affected by the hardware facilities of the
specific theme park experience. Therefore, when the hardware facilities are inadequate, the
impact on tourists’ travel experience and behavioral intention is naturally not significant.
This finding is inconsistent with the findings of pre-COVID-19 destination image studies,
but the results of this study can help academic research as well as destination managers
rethink how to develop theme park tourism under COVID-19.

6. Conclusions

This study aims to rethink the relationship between theme park image (cognitive and
emotional image), perceived value (functional, social, and emotional values), and post-trip
behavioral intention during COVID-19. Furthermore, the findings show that all hypotheses
are supported, except for H4 (Functional value has no significant effect on the behavioral
intention during COVID-19). This study fills the research gap on theme park tourism
research during COVID-19 and provides local governments and destination managers with
new perspectives that can help them adjust their operational strategies during COVID-19.
Additionally, this study is a pioneer in the COVID-19 era because it rethinks the effect
of COVID-19 on theme park tourism and its impact on tourist experience and behavior.
Moreover, the essential theoretical and practical implications of this study are discussed.
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6.1. Theoretical Contributions

Firstly, this study contributes to the study of theme park destination image. Previous
studies involving destination image research have mainly focused on heritage as well as
cultural tourism destinations [7]. With the continuous impact of COVID-19 on tourism,
the theme park experience has gradually become an important destination choice for
tourists during the COVID-19 pandemic [14], considering that theme park destinations are
diverse in experience types because of their efficiency. However, when reviewing previous
studies, most of the studies involving theme park destinations have mostly focused on
the pre-COVID-19 period [10]. The present study fills this research gap by examining the
attitudes and behavioral intentions of visitors to theme parks in the COVID-19. Inspired
by these essential findings, future related research can continue to explore the influence of
theme park image destinations on other psychological behaviors and intentions of visitors
under COVID-19.

Furthermore, this study also contributes to the study of tourists’ perceived values un-
der COVID-19. Perceived value plays an important role in visitors’ tourism experience, and
previous studies have suggested that visitors’ behavioral intentions are further enhanced
when they have obtained good perceived value [15,69]. For example, Chen and Chen (2010)
found that tourist satisfaction and behavioral intention are also further enhanced when
tourists obtain good perceived value in heritage tourism experiences. However, studies
involving the perceived value of tourists in theme park destination studies are limited,
and especially few studies have examined these three dimensions (functional, social, and
emotional value) of perceived value simultaneously, as well as the impact of tourists’ per-
ceived value on tourists’ subsequent behavior under COVID-19. The present study fills the
previous research gap. Further, future research can further explore their important role in
tourists’ travel experience based on the three dimensions of perceived value.

Moreover, this study also contributes to the post-trip behavioral intention literatures
in the COVID-19 pandemic. Previous studies found that when tourists get a good tour
experience, tourists’ post-trip behavior is also significantly enhanced [70]. Inspired by
this, the present study re-examined the effect of this relationship on tourists’ post-trip
behavior when they have received a good perceived value. Results indicated that visitors’
subsequent behavioral intentions are enhanced when they receive good social and emo-
tional value during COVID-19. This finding is consistent with previous COVID-19 research
involving tourism destinations [12] and was further tested in the theme park experience
under COVID-19. However, it may be because COKTP was influenced by the opening of
COVID-19 to tourism venues; thus, the present study found that the functional value of
visitors did not significantly enhance visitors’ behavioral intentions. Finally, this study
provides theoretical inspiration for future research on theme park destinations based on
COVID-19 as well as for destination managers. In addition to this, this study provides
significant practical implications for destination managers.

6.2. Implications for Business Practice

This study also provides important practical implications for local governments
and destination managers to adapt the development of theme park tourism during the
COVID-19 pandemic. To begin with, this study identified that when visitors are provided
with a good theme park destination image, the perceived image that visitors receive can
significantly enhance the emotional image, and both images can significantly enhance
visitors’ perceived value. Considering that the two dimensions of destination image are
mainly based on the venue equipment provided by the theme park and the visitors” intrin-
sic experience feelings, therefore, it is essential for local governments as well as destination
managers to continue to enhance the variety of theme park experience facilities and enrich
the way visitors experience tourism. In turn, when providing a good destination image, it
will affect the perceived value gained by visitors during COVID-19.

Second, this study also examined the effects of the three dimensions in perceived
value (functional, social, and emotional value) on tourists’ behavioral intentions. Results
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identified that social and emotional value remained significant in their influences on tourists’
post-trip behavioral intentions. Considering these two dimensions of perceived value focus
more on tourists’ internal emotions, local governments and destination managers should
continue to consider improving the theme park product services. For example, through
providing some thematic tourism products with CTKOP characteristics, tourists can share
them through social media and other channels, which may enhance the social value and
emotional value of tourists.

Finally, this study identified functional value as part of another important perceived
value. Functional value did not have a significant effect on tourists’ behavioral intentions.
Due to the impact of COVID-19 in tourism, the fact of risk management and closure of some
tourist facilities may have had an impact on the functional value of tourists, considering too
many people gathered. Inspired by this, local destination managers should reorganize and
improve more themed activities, entertainment facilities, and convenient transportation
and ensure visitor safety, which may effectively improve the perceived functional value
during COVID-19. In addition, theme park managers should avoid over-commercialization
while developing theme park tourism and maintaining its unique character during and
after COVID-19. Moreover, there are some limitations in the present study.

6.3. Limitations and Future Study

This study has two major limitations. First, under the policy limitations of COVID-19
in China, the sample was mainly focused on Chinese tourists. Therefore, future studies
should collect a larger sample size from different countries and regions to explore their
tourism attitudes toward theme park destinations during the COVID-19 pandemic. Second,
different countries have different cultural and scenic tourism backgrounds, and this study
may be only applicable to domestic-related theme park studies but not necessarily to
foreign-related theme park studies. Therefore, based on the inspiration of this study, future
studies could explore theme park tourism in other different countries and cities during the
COVID-19 pandemic.
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Appendix A

Table Al. Background of respondents (N = 304).

Frequency Percent
Gend Males 134 441
ender Females 170 55.9
Age 19-30 228 75
3140 41 13.5
41-50 24 7.9
51-60 7 2.3

Over 60 4 1.3
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Table Al. Cont.

Frequency Percent
High School or below 6 2.0
Education Junior College 18 59
Undergraduate 200 65.8
Postgraduate 80 26.3
CNY4000 or below 163 53.6
v, : 0
(Individual monthly) CN'Y10001-15,000 13 43
Over CNY15,000 4 1.3
Student 166 54.61
Worker /Staff 41 13.49
Job Public Institution Employees 51 16.78
Civil Servants 20 6.58
Freelancers 26 8.55
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