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Abstract

:

This article proposes a complex approach to the phenomenon known in the literature as the consumption of user-generated multimedia content (UGMC) in the context of the effects generated by the pandemic on the consumption of tourist services. Thus, it analyzes the ways in which the creation and consumption of multimedia content affect the flow experience and the ways in which consumption experiences related to tourist services are transferred to other consumers. The pandemic crisis has fundamentally affected the ways in which consumers interact online with different types of multimedia content. In particular, consumers of travel services have developed behaviors that promote the transfer of trust in safe tourist destinations based on connecting to various forms of multimedia content (pictures, videos, blog posts, etc.) created and distributed online by other consumers who share their own positive consumer experiences. Based on a sample of 673 respondents, we validate a theoretical model that confirms the influence of the different dimensions of the consumption experience of tourist destinations (sensory, emotional, cognitive, conative, and relational). The influence is exerted at the level of the flow experience and exploratory behavior—the experience lived as a combination of elements, of which the emotional dimension is among the strongest, due to the anxiety caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.
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1. Introduction


The pandemic crisis has a global dimension and a specific manifestation on multiple layers, being one of the most complex phenomena encountered in modern times by humanity. Within the multitude of effects and consequences, we can notice the major changes that the crisis has produced in the field of information management, both from the broader perspectives of technology and society and from individual perspectives, including interpersonal relationships and the need to inform the individual.



One of the most important and direct effects of the pandemic consists of triggering specific mental and psychological states associated with anxiety and fear of disease exposure and risk, with these particular situations leading to positive perceptions about the economic and environmental benefits of e-commerce platforms. Most people developed react-cope-adapt strategies that implied a constrained behavior within the online environment, with some authors predicting that digitalization and online consumption habits adopted during the lockdown periods will be the future norm for consumption behavior patterns once the pandemic ends [1].



In the context of crises manifestation, people are confronted with information pressure regarding uncertainty and risks. Thereby, they tend to select certain types of media based on the functions that are relevant to them; research in the field has revealed that people manifest the need for additional information, reliable sources, emotional support and close connection with a community [2].



This need for clear information and reliable sources elicited behavior characterized by the effort to actively compare information from different sources, the use of different criteria to assess the quality of information from public broadcasters and the tendency to search for supplementary proof from personal sources (relatives, friends, etc.), which means a constant effort to fight against fake news and the so-called ”infodemic” phenomenon that can affect people’s perception of current social and health-related scenarios [3]. The awareness of health risks and the importance of health-related knowledge acquisition demonstrate that traditional media channels continue to play an important role in the situation of a crisis [4], but at the same time, according to the “socioemotional selectivity theory” [5], in a crisis situation, people also manifest an attention shift from future-oriented goals to emotionally meaningful goals, resulting in a high level of interactivity and social presence on social network and e-commerce platforms [6].



The pandemic has led to a tremendous increase in online multimedia usage and the creation/proliferation of information content on multiple channels (social media networks, blogs, whitepapers, etc.).



Such tendencies will affect consumption behavior in a particular manner in the case of different types of services and products, with the hospitability industry being maybe one of the most affected, among others, because of the hedonic nature of the consumption needs that are behind this type of service and the great importance that the consumption of touristic services can have as a compensatory mechanism after exposure to the frustration of lockdown periods. Research in this field shows that social media has gained tremendous importance with regard to tourist destination choices. About 87% of people under 34 years of age choose their destination according to shared experiences on Facebook [7]. Another extremely popular media channel, YouTube, is a source of inspiration for new travels in the case of 42% of tourists [8]. Other studies also accredited the idea that video blogs are rated as a source of inspiration for future travels by tourists aged 18 to 24, with online videos impacting about 65% of tourists regarding their traveling plans in general, about 48% of tourists regarding the type of travel, and 61% of tourists when they are actually choosing their destination [9,10].



Young tourists (aged 25–34) are the main users of social media in order to collect information, ideas, or inspiration in their process of planning their travels [7]. When it comes to talking about the profile of people that are creating content in the touristic field, we see that young people also have the propensity to share their experiences and pictures about their travels on social media, using them to express themselves and to build their personal image [11]. The typical user-generated multimedia content creator is a person with a high level of education [12], above-average personal income, and Internet usage skills, making frequent trips, and usually planning things ahead [9,13].



The UGMC also offers value to customers through the quality of the content itself, the design quality, and the technical quality, while at the same time being positively related to brand equity. UGMC also has a direct positive influence on brand image, purchase intentions, and sales [14]. The social dimension of customer experience has become prevalent, and interactions through social media require special attention from companies because peers influence other customers’ experiences, transferring information and even emotions [15,16]. Nowadays, companies are facing an increasing fragmentation of media or distribution channels, simultaneously with the proliferation of new types of media, which determines the need for an omnichannel approach [17,18]. Marketers are becoming more and more aware of the importance of communities and networks in building and transferring experiences to modern customers. Therefore, the design and delivery of customer experiences can be considered from multiple perspectives—from the companies’ point of view, from the customers’ point of view, and most of all from both perspectives, entangled in a co-creation process in which customers and organizations are combining resources to create memorable experiences [19,20,21]. Thus, in a broad, holistic view, customer experience encompasses customers’ cognitive, emotional, social, and sensory responses to all interactions (pre-purchase, purchase, post-purchase) with an organization, accrediting the idea that customer experience is process-oriented rather than only an outcome of consumption [22].



Taking into account all of the above, we propose an original study that highlights how the different aspects of the previous consumption experience of other tourists (sensory, cognitive, emotional, conative, and relational elements), communicated with the help of the multimedia content generated by users, becomes extremely important for the intention to travel to a certain tourist destination that offers the lowest degree of anxiety and danger generated by the COVID-19 pandemic. The special situation created by the pandemic requires increased attention from consumers in terms of previous consumption experiences to certify these attributes of tourist destinations. Our paper extends previous research in the field by revealing an empirical model in which different aspects of the consumer experience, mediated by user-generated multimedia content, connect with a particular flow state and exploratory behavior in order to manifest the intention to buy and even the desire to recommend the identified tourist destination. Thus, there are specific aspects correlated with the hedonic dimension of the consumption of tourist services, also increased against the background of the pandemic pressure and with the altruistic social behavior in crisis conditions. This paper is structured as follows: the second part deals with the theoretical framework and hypothesis development, going through the main concepts such as consumption experience; user-generated multimedia content; the sensorial, emotional, cognitive, conative, and relational dimensions of consumers experience mediated through UGMC; the flow experience; exploratory behavior and purchase intention; and establishing the conceptual model proposed. The third part presents the research methodology comprising sampling, data collection and measures, followed by the results, discussion, and implications sections detailing both theoretical and managerial and policy implications. In the final part of the paper, we focus on conclusions, research limitations and possible future research directions.




2. Theoretical Framework and Hypothesis Development


2.1. Consumption Experience


Experience is a dynamic, multidimensional construct. In various situations, consumers are dependent on a rational decision-making process, while in other situations they are largely dominated by emotions. Consumption is an overall holistic experience comprising sensory, behavioral, cognitive, and relational values, rather than just functional features and benefits [23]. If we refer to the consumption experience, we can date the modern view back to the first procedural models of consumer buying behavior that emerged in the 1960s, when experience was viewed through the lenses of the process of goods and services acquisition—a kind of buying experience [24].



Later on, during the 1970s, a new discussion was generated around the idea of satisfaction and loyalty, and along with that, the consumption experience was still seen as being correlated with the buying process. At the same time, a new vision of the concept was highlighted through the work of Alvin Toffler, who, in his book, discussed economic development based on a new sector of the economy which he called “experience industries” [25].



One of the most important moments in the development of the concept of consumption experience from the marketing perspective is represented by the work published by Holbrook and Hirschman in 1982. In their publication, the authors proposed a fundamentally new approach for experience, an approach that emphasizes experience dimensions such feelings and fun, giving to it characteristics close to a more emotional, personal, and individual experience for every consumer, emerging after the interaction with consumed products or services features [19,24,26].



Pine and Gilmore (1998, 1999) [27,28] had a particular approach regarding customer experience within their articles, in which they proposed the “Four Es” of experience, which suggest that people have entertainment, educational, escapist, and esthetic experiences. The four Es are determined by two dimensions: the degree of participation in the experience (weak/passive or active/strong), and the level of connection individuals have with the event, or activity or environmental relationship (from absorption/weak to immersion/strong) [27,28]. These authors posited that the coupling of these two dimensions results in four realms of mutually compatible experience domains that often combine to form uniquely personal encounters. Despite this new approach, more than a decade later, research on customer experience still appeared to be in its infancy [29], even though many specialists in the field have always considered it a fundamental research topic [30].



Later, Schmitt (1999) [23] suggested that five strategic experiential modules can depict the consumption experience and can be used by marketers to manage customer experience: (1) senses, conceptualized as the sensory dimension of experience, referring to sight, sound, touch, taste, and smell; (2) feelings, conceptualized as an emotional or affective dimension of experience referring to customers emotions and moods; (3) thinking, conceptualized from the point of view of the cognition process, corresponding to the cognitive dimension of experience, comprising problem-solving and cognitive engagement; (4) acting, conceptualized as the conative dimension of experience, with a direct relationship with concrete physical actions; and (5) relating, conceptualized as the relational dimension of experience that concern consumers’ desires for self-improvement and needs for social relations to reference groups [31].



For online environments, Gentile, Spiller, and Noci (2007) [32] employed a relatively similar approach to that used by Schmitt (1999), conceptualizing customer experience elements as being sensorial, cognitive, emotional, lifestyle, pragmatic, and relational components. Integrating this kind of broader approach of customer experiences into the S-O-R framework, Pentina, Amialchuk, and Taylor (2011) [33] assumed that customers’ online shopping experiences may comprise elements of interactivity, relational, sensory, cognitive, and pragmatic experiences that can contribute for customer satisfaction. A particular view was developed by Rahmani, Gnoth, and Mather (2019) [34], providing a psycholinguistic approach of emotional components of tourist experience analyzing tourists’ experience blogs. The emotional experience is described as a process with multiple elements depicting positive and negative dimensions alike (anticipation, trust, joy, sadness, disgust, anger)



We considered the framework proposed by Schmitt and confirmed by the other authors cited as being a proper and relevant framework for consumption experience analysis, as we agree with the idea that in a broader view, the tourist experience is not a purely psychological phenomenon, as it encompasses all of the activities and stimulation from physical surroundings, service providers, other customers, companions, etc. [35].



As a final thought regarding the unique situation of touristic services consumption, we consider that holidays create unforgettable memories creation, are important sources for enriched experiences with sensual, emotional, intellectual, physical, and relational stimuli capable of offering joy, provide things to learn and represent unique occasions for individuals’ self-fulfillment.




2.2. The Context of UGMC and S-O-R. Theory within Tourist Destinations Consumption


The general framework of our research starts from the idea related to the importance of UGMC within the touristic services consumption process and the decisional process regarding the future touristic destination. Additionally, besides the accredited role that UGMC can have in terms of touristic destinations consumption, we take into account the S-O-R theory as being capable of describing a reliable mechanism that also can explain this particular field of service consumption.



An important characteristic of UGMC is related to the fact that users are simultaneously creators and consumers of the content [36]. In order to have a more detailed view of user-generated content, we can introduce three specific characteristics: the created content is made public and is published on the Internet, which makes it accessible for everyone; the content has various degrees of creativity depending on the specific personal profile of every individual; the content generated by users usually excludes professional content, being different from professional lines of conduct. User-generated multimedia content can offer enough genuine information for other users and to minimize the risk usually associated with decision-making in the case of intangible services [37].



The user’s motivations to participate within the process of creation and consumption of content are correlated with socio-demographic characteristics, and are also related to the feeling of empowerment, co-creation, the desire of the individuals to express themselves and to have social recognition, and a sense of community [38,39]. Communities help to develop for every user a self-awareness of their sustainable consumption, contributing to the better integration of individuals [40]. Younger tourists have a propensity to post photos more than the older generations [38], and many content creators are doing this because they want to offer public publicity for those destinations that offered them positive experiences as a sign of their appreciation [39].



Furthermore, motivations to create and share content can have an intrinsic background, related to different hedonic consumption elements, such as fun, enjoyment, diversified experiences, and novelty, and an extrinsic one consisting of the possibility to self-express [41]. Motivations to use the content generated by other users can be related to the need to be assured regarding the quality of the touristic destination and to find inspiration according to the latest trends in the industry [42].



An important source of user motivations consists of the ability of content creation to contribute to social status and the effectiveness of social contacts [43]. Users can also elicit a specific capacity to integrate their critical thinking within their consumption of information, even though millennials are believed to have a low capacity for critical thinking, due to their habit of passively receiving information through social media [44].



The creation of content and the involvement of users involves a particular approach regarding touristic services. The majority of popular social-networking applications empower their users with the ability to generate multimedia content and share essential information about their consumption experience, even starting from during the travel itself using pictures, videos, and chats [45,46]. From the point of view of content type analysis, reviews can be quantified from the perspective of two dimensions: quantitative and qualitative. Quantitative aspects can refer, for example, to the number of stars given or the grade associated with an online review, while qualitative features can refer to the ease of use and enjoyment attached to the review [47].



Different social media sites are used as platforms for sharing user-generated online reviews [48]. Furthermore, user-generated online reviews are available on a variety of different websites online, such as on retailer and brand websites, review sites, such as TripAdvisor, and different online communities [47,49].



Four types of user-generated content and applications can be identified, such as [50]:




	-

	
Data gathering—comprises the aggregation and the organization of information which comes from a certain field and can refer to certain processes or phenomena. Usually, data gathering is followed by the editing and annotation of the information for extensive possible future use.




	-

	
Pattern recognition—this type of user-generated content is used to gather essential data regarding the evolution of behaviors or different phenomena over time (pattern of tourists’ movement, for example, in a certain touristic location—a historical town, etc., with the help of geotagged photos and mobile phone communications).




	-

	
Community building—involves using UGMC to aggregate a large number of users, and create content delivered to a specific social localized group, enhancing collaboration between group members.




	-

	
Public art—UGMC can be used “per se” in the creation or development of different artistic projects. Messages and any other form of content can be transformed in various creative ways in order to become effective parts of an artistic opera.









In the framework of our research, the different types of UGMC can offer different degrees of usage value for people. The value that can be associated with UGMC starts from the utility theory (the value is given by the difference between the utility of a generic product and the cost reflected by the price paid to access the specific product). It is possible to recognize two different layers of value—functional value (referring to the practical needs of users satisfied with the functional benefits of the touristic product and the created content (accessibility, ease of use, quality, availability)) and emotional value (enjoyment, popularity and implicit pleasure when interacting with the content) [51]. The value offered by UGMC has to be assessed in the framework of the advantages offered by online channels-the possibility to develop more interactions and an active dialog, and the possibility to perform a quick search for information from multiple sources with a low associated cost [52]. In the context of the restriction of travel due to epidemics and pandemics, attitudes towards travel change as a result of the manifestation of compensatory consumption, which may have implications for stakeholders, marketing managers or tourism specialists. [53].



Our research implies the use of Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R) theory, first introduced by Mchrabian and Russel in 1974 [14]. The context proposed by this theory helps researchers to analyze the possible link and effects that appear when looking at the relationship between individuals and their external environment. The external stimuli (S) can trigger specific internal reactions from the organism (O), reactions that will develop a certain response (R) [54]. This basic theory allows us to explain both the mechanism of consumption experience and the development of UGMC on one side and at the same time that referring to the flow experience and future consumption behavior on the other side.



Different aspects regarding the tourist destination can be seen as environmental triggers that are directly connected with the various dimensions of consumption experience—sensorial, conative, cognitive, affective and relational. Individuals may change their attitudes and elaborate a certain response through the user-generated content, developed after the internal evaluation of the experience. In the same manner, potential consumers that are searching for information can have as stimuli the different types of generated content and corresponding dimensions of it (cognitive, affective, etc.) in order to change their attitudes and eventually their beliefs and to respond through certain future behavior (buying decisions or contributions to the existing user-generated content regarding the tourist destination as an expression of willingness to recommend). Taking into account the above considerations, we proceed to elaborate the hypotheses necessary for the proposed theoretical model.



2.2.1. Sensorial Experience Mediated through UGMC


When talking about the sensorial aspect of customer experience of touristic services, we refer to the interaction between consumers and the physical environment as the ”servicescape”, which is the sum of elements including manmade elements that are controllable by the provider, equivalent to the physical evidence through which the service is provided. These elements can refer to the ambient conditions, the spatial layout and its functionality, buildings, signs, symbols, and artifacts. In a more detailed view, ambient conditions comprise background environmental stimuli such as visual elements (colors, shapes, light, etc.), hygiene and cleanliness, olfactory and temperature elements, and auditory elements. Spatial layout comprises the arrangement of furniture, the room space itself, the architectural and other functional characteristics of the space used by the tourists, and also elements that can depict accessibility and comfort [55].



The sensorial component is manifested in terms such as sense, sensory, sensation, and sensorial [56].



Some researchers also suggested measures to capture the sensory components of consumption, which include hearing, seeing, tasting, smelling, and feeling [57,58]. In this line of research, qualitative type interview techniques have been used to measure comparisons made by subjects between different sensorial attributes of a product [31,59]. Afterward, Gretzel and Fesenmaier [59,60] introduced the Sensory Experience Elicitation Protocol (SEEP) that used open-ended questions in order to measure the associations of sensorial elements in consumers’ minds, taking into consideration tourists’ experiences from the USA. Another example of sensory impressions research is the study by Agapito, Valle, and Mendes (2014) [57], who applied survey questions relating to five human senses (sight, smell, hearing, touch, smell) to analyze sensory tourist experiences in Southwest Portugal and segment visitor experiences into four sensory-informed themes: rural; nature-based; beach-related; and a balanced experience. Several researchers suggested using other methods of capturing people’s sensory experiences, such as the Facial Action Coding System (FACS, which is used for facial expression analysis [59,61].



To properly measure the construct referring to sensorial experience, we consider the items proposed by Edvardsson, Enquist, and Johnston (2010) [55] to be appropriate, comprising: the architecture of the accommodation, the furniture of the rooms, the arrangement of the space, visual elements related to shapes, colors and lighting, hygiene, cleanliness, the olfactory comfort of the accommodation’s location, noise and noise pollution, and pleasant experiences with ambient auditory comfort [55].



User-generated multimedia content (UGMC) is a complex construct that defines on multiple layers the content that is available as a result of the direct consumption experience evoked by consumers in different settings. In the last 20 years, UGMC has mostly been associated by the majority of the scientific literature with the multimedia content developed/shared or spread through the online environment (text, video and audio files, combined media content, etc.). Even if these forms of content are preeminent and have a lot of visibility in terms of accessibility for the majority of potential consumers, there are of course other forms of content generated by users that can be shared and assessed by those interested in consuming certain services or goods—notes, written reviews, contests, etc.



The interaction between individuals that are searching for information before the consumption of touristic services and UGMC referring to diversified experiences in tourist destinations is characterized by a state of ”flow”, defined by specialists as a cognitive immersion of the subject in the field of shared information [62,63]. This profound state of cognitive experience allows people to enjoy the process of co-creation and exploration of tourist destinations’ experiences through the online shared content. Within our research, we refer to the content developed in the online setting and to the flow experience associated with it, as flow is mainly a multidimensional construct studied within the context of mediated human–computer interactions [64,65]. Elements regarding the sensorial experience previously lived by tourists will become strong elements of reference for individuals that immerse themselves into the flow experience determined by the interaction with UGMC connected with these elements. Therefore, we can formulate the first Hypothesis 1 (H1).



Hypothesis 1 (H1).

Sensorial experience related to the tourist destination, mediated through UGMC, will positively influence flow experience within this context.






2.2.2. Emotional Experience Mediated through UGMC


The emotional dimension of consumers’ experience has potentially the most important role in assessing the importance of certain services for individuals, as emotions are interlinked not only with the process of the co-creation of the service but with individuals’ satisfaction with the service itself. Additionally, if we refer to the tourism setting, emotions play a very important role, due to the nature of the consumption needs related to tourist services, which are mainly hedonic in nature. Tourists’ emotions are influenced by their preferences, values, beliefs, and attitudes [66]. Emotions and their orientation—a positive or a negative one—can have different effects on tourists’ satisfaction, meaning that positive emotions such as happiness, pleasure, and joy have a positive influence on tourists’ satisfaction [67,68]. Moreover, the less frequent negative emotions are, the higher the level of satisfaction of the tourists is [69].



When we analyze the issue of emotions in the context of touristic services consumption and further the sharing of this experience, we can take two different lines of discussion: on one hand, the emotional dimension of the touristic services consumption experience itself, and on the other hand, the emotional arousal that individuals may have, which is a prerequisite before they actively search for information regarding other consumers’ previous experiences. The measurement and quantification of emotions are considered very difficult tasks because of their ephemeral nature as intense and conscious affective reactions [70]. Still, because tourists share a lot of information in online reviews, instruments and methods capable of analyzing emotions in the form of sentiment analysis based on their self-reported experience have been developed. These techniques are inexpensive and adequately standardized, consisting of the usage of advanced natural language processing (NLP) techniques. Using different databases such as WordNet or SentiWordNet, the performed analysis detects emotions that can be expressed with unstructured language [71]. Other instruments such as Plutchik’s emotion wheel are capable of linking words with basic emotions, such as anger, fear, anticipation, trust, surprise, sadness, joy, and disgust, being eloquent in the context of UGMC [72].



Different authors have sustained this idea according to different categories of content (movies, video content, pictures, etc.) that can elicit emotions [73,74]. Moreover, video content seems capable of inducing different types of responses—behavioral, physiological, and even moderately intense emotional ones after exposure to subjects [75]; videos are effective in inducing moderately intense emotional, behavioral, and physiological responses coherent with the context of the movie being viewed, and they provide a good context for assessing those dynamic changes in emotional responses [76].



In the same way, photos taken by tourists during their travels allow the transfer of emotional content, thus being possible to exert an influence over other tourists when on websites [77]. Other studies confirmed the fact that the content of images can influence purchase decisions of tourists, both at the destination level and at the final decision level [78], and photographic content, in general, may be more effective in transmitting emotional attributes [79].



The emotional dimension of UGMC is of capital importance for touristic services. The transfer of emotions is considered essential for the decisional process, and this transfer can maintain a high level of interest from any individual immersed in the process of deciding on their future touristic destination. Changes at the level of consumption within the pandemic period have added supplementary pressure from the point of view of the emotional state of consumers. Studies have shown that right after the initial lockdown period in 2020, tourists expressed their need to explore new types of destinations, eliciting powerful positive emotions. In a study performed on more than 21,000 reviews on TripAdvisor, the authors compared results regarding trends for eight basic emotions registered before and after the outbreak of COVID-19 through the analysis of tourists’ self-reported travel experiences. The results are similar to those obtained by Rodway-Dyer and Shaw (2005), which highlight the immediate effect of negative events on visitor behavior [80]. Tourists have redirected their choice of touristic destination towards national parks instead of metropolitan areas, with dominant positive emotions represented by anticipation, trust, and joy [69].



Tourism decision making and consumption are often highly interpersonal and emotional, with tourists needing a large volume of information to ensure their emotional comfort [81]. In order to measure the construct referring to the emotional dimension of the consumption experience, we took into consideration items proposed by Cheung et al. (2021): a positive atmosphere regarding the tourist destination, positive emotions about the tourist destination, and positive feelings about the tourist destination [82].



Information about the emotional dimension of the consumer experience shared by other consumers creates the premise for the manifestation of the state of flow, in which tourists deepen their connection to the specific emotional state of consumption of other consumers, about a set of possible destinations or even a single future choice.



Thus, taking account of all of the above, we can issue the second hypothesis:



Hypothesis 2 (H2).

Emotional experience regarding previous touristic services consumption, mediated through UGMC, positively influences flow experience within the context of tourists’ present new destination decision process.






2.2.3. Cognitive Experience Mediated through UGMC


A very important dimension of consumer experience mediated through UGMC in the field of touristic services is represented by the cognitive dimension of the consumer experience. The cognitive dimension of the consumption experience can be seen as involving mental processes such as perception, memory, language, problem-solving, and abstract thinking. When talking about cognitive processes involved in consumer experience, usually the discussion involves two approaches: the attainment of objectives and the confirmation/disconfirmation of prior expectations [83].



Consumers are involved in consumption as a natural expression of their needs in the form of different self-actualized goals. So, goal-directed behavior is a form of a cognitive process. The measurement of the quality of cognitive experience is performed through assessing benefits that tourists can obtain or the degree of confirmation/disconfirmation of their expectations. UGMC capable of offering such information can be considered a strong motivational factor for other consumers’ capacity to minimize the risk associated with future destination choice.



In terms of tourist services choices, consumers are influenced by their perceived social status and their internalized self-image, and thus they demonstrate socially visible consumption as an expression of their consumer-brand engagement [84]. This type of engagement represents a strong cognitive substrate capable of developing a sense-making process around the consumption of the tourist-specific brand, with individuals actively searching for cognitive cues being capable of justifying their future decisions and tourist destination intentions. Another aspect related to the cognitive dimension of UGMC refers to its functional value. This functional value is built around content information that exhibits rational constructs that can enhance the satisfaction level of practical expectations (lower costs, supplementary benefits like children playground, etc.) [14]. To be able to measure the construct regarding the cognitive dimension of the consumption experience of tourists, we considered the items proposed by Cheung et al. (2021) as being reliable: the functions of tourism and hospitality services, the value of tourism and hospitality services, and the benefits of tourism and hospitality services within a specific touristic destination [82].



The quality of the UGMC itself can also be an important element that is capable of motivating consumers to emerge in a subsequent state of search, namely flow experience, which can stimulate the customer’s internal state of mind, which can include pleasure, satisfaction, arousal, dominance, and comfort.



Considering as a point of reference all of the above, we can conclude with the following hypothesis:



Hypothesis 3 (H3).

Cognitive experience mediated through UGMC positively influences the flow experience within the context of UGMC affecting tourists’ present new destination decision process.






2.2.4. Conative Experience Mediated through UGMC


When it comes to analyzing the destination image concept, scholars have proposed a hierarchical causal model that usually comprises cognitive, affective, and conative components [85,86,87,88,89,90].



Earlier in the process of hypothesis development, we discussed the importance of cognitive and emotional components related to previous touristic destination consumption experiences. The conative component refers to the individual’s actual conduct and actions that are performed within the context of the touristic destination consumption experience. Various studies have highlighted the effect of the emotions developed in connection with a certain destination and of the perceptions (interpreted cognitively) regarding it in the manifestation of a certain behavior or the actions of the consumer [91,92,93].



The conative dimension of prior consumption experience is related to cognitive outcomes and affect, with both cognitive and affective responses influencing attitudes that are capable of predicting a certain behavior [94]. The conative dimension of tourist consumption experience is reflected in different terms such as act, involvement, and behavior [19,95,96]. Consumers interact with the attributes of the touristic destination and explore various benefits—these behavioral outputs of consumption experience can give important clues for other tourists regarding their future possible behavior. In the same line of discussion, we can emphasize the process of learning as being part of consumption experience outcomes related to the conative level—learning by doing and experiencing [31].



These “moments of truth” may elicit supplementary interest from some individuals in the process of searching for accurate and complete information that can predict their future involvement with the concerned touristic destination [57].



The conative dimension of experience relates to how tourists act based on their formation of cognitive and affective images. More studies were performed on conative experience as issues of visitor involvement and co-creation emerged [97]. Tourists have been increasingly perceived as performing a role in tourist settings, and their interactions with other visitors and experience providers can have an important influence on their experience [98]. Knutson, Beck, Kim, and Cha (2007) argued that satisfying or memorable experiences depend on active participation or involvement, or the ‘doing’ implied by conative experience [99]. Conative responses to experiences were also recently highlighted by Zatori et al. (2018) in the concept of ‘experience involvement’ [100]. They underlined the co-creation role of tourists also through the ‘social experience involvement created through social contacts on a tour’. With co-creation and involvement increasingly being emphasized as a means of improving visitor experiences [101,102,103], the conative dimension should also become more important in a range of tourism settings. In our research, in order to measure the construct of conative experience, we took into account elements such as: UGMC relevant to satisfaction related to the involvement of tourists in cultural-religious visits; the satisfaction of tourists that have been involved in sports and recreation activities during their stay on holiday; and satisfaction of tourists that have been involved in shopping and excursions during their stay in a certain destination [104].



Being an ”action”-oriented specific experience, conative experience implies different levels of commitment from tourists. In this context, this type of experience is transmitted through information that clearly expresses the degree of involvement in different actions during the consumption of tourism services. Exposure to such information transforms naturally in a flow experience engagement.



In light of the above, we can issue the following hypothesis:



Hypothesis 4 (H4).

The conative experience, mediated by UGMC, positively influences the experience of the flow in the context of the decision-making process related to the new destinations targeted by tourists.






2.2.5. Relational Experience Mediated through UGMC


In consumer research, the literature on involvement has emphasized the degree to which a person perceives an object, event, or situation as being personally relevant [105]. Celsi and Olson (1988) demonstrated that people’s perceived relevance of objects or activities will affect their involvement and information processing behavior [106].



Relational experiences can be defined as cognitive, experiential, and psychological states [106]. Celsi et al. (1992) [105] stated that personal relevance is represented cognitively in memory as a form of knowledge or belief about whether objects, concepts, or activities are personally relevant. When personal relevance is activated, these beliefs can stimulate emotions or affective responses such as feelings of interest or liking [106]. Personal relevance also affects other cognitive processes [105]. For example, in studies exploring flow, Trevino and Webster (1992) [107] found a positive association between intrinsic interest and focused attention, and Novak, Hoffman, and Young (2000) [108] found that greater importance corresponds to greater focused attention. Another view concerns the interaction between the customer and first-line employees, and the interaction between tourists themselves. Social identities assumed by the consumers can be highlighted by different elements of the tourism destination services. In order to properly measure the construct referring to the relational experience, we took into consideration the items proposed by Sweeney and Soutar (2001): how important the tourist destination was in making a good impression on other people; the degree to which the tourist destination contributed to the social status of tourists; and the extent to which the tourist destination helped individuals to establish contacts and make friends with other tourists [109].



All of the aspects highlighted above can be translated with the help of UGMC to other consumers, and also contribute to their future immersion in comparing different experiences. Thus, we can issue the following hypothesis:



Hypothesis 5 (H5).

The relational experience, mediated through UGMC, positively influences flow experience within the context of the decision-making process related to the new destinations targeted by tourists.






2.2.6. Flow Experience within the Context of UGMC


Flow experience can be defined as the output of the total involvement of people in an action into the form of an overall sensation. During this special state, people are intensely concentrated on the activity and become absorbed with a special focus and awareness, having at the same time a sense of control over the environment [45]. Another characteristic of the flow state is that, despite their unselfconsciousness and complete absorption, the subject has a high level of skill and concentration, visible as a smooth action and control [110].



The flow experience manifests itself when individuals immerse themselves in the activity of searching for and interacting with information specific to that generated by other users/consumers of tourist services. Basically, when considering the antecedents of flow experience within social network usage, and implicitly the use of UGMC, we can take into consideration elements such as skill, challenge, telepresence, and time distortion [111]. Individuals have a particular state of mind concerning their decisional process regarding their future tourist destination, and different studies show that, despite the possible negative factors that can temporarily affect their capacity to immerse themselves in this type of particular experience, such as social overload, information overload, and communication overload, the flow experience helps to reduce users’ perceptions of fatigue and even social media discontinuance intentions [112].



The flow experience, within the context of UGMC immersion, is stimulated by factors that can increase the extraversion of the subject. Previous studies have shown that extraversion has a positive influence on the flow [113,114]. This means that, as we previously explained, different aspects regarding the consumption experience of tourists, among them the emotional experience being a must, can arouse the extraversion state of mind of the individual, thus boosting the flow experience.



The sharing of information over social media is determined by factors such personal and community-related benefits, as well as the social capital gained by those that share their own experiences [115].



Other aspects such as the quality of reviews, the degree of enjoyability, and readability can also contribute to the degree of usefulness of reviews, and finally to the development of the flow experience [49].



In order to properly measure the construct referring to flow experience, we took into consideration the items proposed by Karasakal and Albayrak (2021): continuous action related to browsing social media, travel blogs, or booking reviews; perception about the time compression during browsing; and the state of total engagement in browsing [116].



Interaction with UGMC can help to reduce information asymmetry, which may appear when limited information is available about different tourist destinations, especially within the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. The flow experience is closely related to a future positive exploratory behavior that will have as its main objectives the optimization of decisions regarding tourist destinations



Taking into consideration all of the above, we can develop the following hypothesis:



Hypothesis 6 (H6).

The flow experience within the context of the UGMC immersion of individuals positively influences exploratory behavior in terms of tourist destination finding.






2.2.7. Exploratory Behavior and Purchase Intention


Exploratory behavior has been studied within the psychology field, mainly related to motivational theories, and has also become a familiar topic within the consumption behavior field. Different approaches regarding exploratory behavior have in common the idea that individuals can make multiple attempts to maintain an optimum level of stimulation through different mechanisms, such as the drive to seek variety or the drive to seek novelty [117,118].



The optimal level of stimulation is different from individual to individual, and it is related to individual differences in terms of personality traits, demographic variables, etc. Maintaining this optimal level of stimulation depends on the “arousal potential” of each of the stimuli an individual comes in contact with. Only stimuli that possess enough novelty, ambiguity, uncertainty or incongruity can elicit enough arousal potential [119].



Exploratory behavior has been integrated into the buying decision process in the form of exploratory information searches for information relating to products/services and exploratory purchases [117].



One of the characteristics of the travel-related decision-making process is that decisions made by individuals are dependent on other decisions already made, and thus it takes the form hierarchical process [120].



This aspect is highlighted within the hierarchical travel decision-making model proposed by Fesenmaier and Jeng (2000, 2002) [121,122]. The authors divided the travel planning process into several sub-sections corresponding to different layers of decisions with different levels of importance at the level of the general travel plan. This hierarchical process provides us with a clue as to the possible complexity of trips for many tourists. Because of this level of complexity, many tourists can develop a sense of uncertainty when they are starting to plan. This is why a typical tourist will deal with such uncertainty by considering different scenarios, and often it is possible that a trip is not completely planned at the moment of departure [123]. A detailed information search before the trip can thus diminish the potential risk of making poor decisions regarding the trip. Furthermore, considering how consumers plan their trips, it has been found that previous travel experiences have an impact on the information search and purchase decision making of consumers. At present, the pandemic is having a profound effect on travel planning decisions regarding desired tourist destinations due to the perceived risk associated with the movement of people. For many tourists, the decisional process has become too difficult because of the risks involved. Overall, people feel the need to plan every aspect of the trip very carefully according to precautions and recommendations regarding the pandemic. Thus, their intention to travel has diminished considerably, meaning that the tourism industry will be inevitably affected even in the post-pandemic era [124,125]. Therefore, policy makers in the field of tourism should adopt a creative and flexible strategy for the future, keeping in mind this reality at the level of customers’ perceptions [126].



Behavioral engagement with a tourist destination is the degree to which customers expend energy, effort, and time consuming tourism services associated with the specific tourist destination. If attitudes can be seen, at a more superficial level, as being summary evaluations, intentions are much more clearly expressed in the form of motivations that are relevant to developing a certain behavior. Defining purchase intentions, Spears and Singh considered them to be the equivalent of a conscious plan regarding purchasing a brand [127].



The intention to perform a specific behavior is predicted by people’s attitudes, according to the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) and Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) [128]. In the same line of thought, the hierarchy of effects model also postulates a relationship between attitudes and behavioral intentions [129].



Purchase intentions express the conscious effort of a person to manifest a certain behavior, seen as a motivation for that person, and are different from attitudes [130]. In the context of the hospitality and tourism field, previous research has shown that credibility and interestingness positively impact travel consumption purchase intention [131]. Modern tourists buy experiences and try to minimize the risk associated with dissatisfaction by immersing themselves in social networks and other forms of UGMC relevant to their interests [132]. The measurement of the construct related to exploratory behavior can be performed with the help of items referring to: the subsequent action of browsing in more depth links related to the tourist destination in question; the amount of time spent by the tourists in obtaining details about the intended destination and their propensity to look for additional information about the tourist destination (including by phone or by email) [133].



In this sense, the measurement of the construct regarding the purchase intention can be performed with the help of items such as the intention to try to visit the right tourism destination from the point of view of posts and reviews of other tourists; the effective intention to visit the tourism destination in question; and the degree of intention regarding supplementary information needed about the tourism destination [127,134].



In order to obtain a strong, directed motivation toward the buying decision regarding a certain touristic destination, consumers will exert exploratory behavior after the flow experience, being sensitive to several factors, such as: the perceived value of UGMC, perceived risk, perceived enjoyment, and privacy concerns [135]. Exploratory behavior has an important role from the point of view of the need to reduce anxiety and risk-associated pressure, because it allows consumers to gather and interpret a large volume of information from others.



Considering all of the above, we can issue the following hypothesis:



Hypothesis 7 (H7).

The exploratory behavior in terms of the tourist destination search positively influences the purchase intention regarding a specific tourist service.






2.2.8. Willingness to Recommend


In a content analysis of posts connected to two apparel brands, Smith, Fischer, and Yongjian (2012) found that personal identity, integration, and social interaction motivated a third of user-generated Facebook posts [136]. For many individuals, creating user content is an expression of the connection with the touristic brand’s popularity and the need to be included in a certain social group [137]. Consumers will manifest the willingness to recommend (positive word-of-mouth) as a natural consequence of a certain state of satisfaction and the perceived value and perceived quality of the UGMC [138].



The willingness to recommend is strongly connected with the primary motivation to spend one’s holiday in a certain location [138]. Thus, as we highlighted previously, one of the main motivations for contemporary tourists is to reduce the day-by-day anxiety about COVID-19 and to visit a reliable touristic destination from the point of view of the risk of disease exposure and the possibility to share quality time with the dear ones far from the current life environment. Thus, even though usually the willingness to recommend is also strongly connected with the on-site experience, once the tourist reaches their chosen destination, due to the special conditions created within the context of pandemic crisis, people manifest a willingness to share vital information with other users regarding these specific topics (anxiety due to the hygienic conditions, the low local rate of infections, special protection measures taken by the tourism managers, etc.) as a result of their extensive exploratory behavior regarding UGMC. The importance of such information is so great that individuals put a lot of emotional input into their effort to create subsequent word-of-mouth about these pandemic-specific elements from above.



The measurement of the construct regarding willingness to recommend the tourism destination can be performed using certain items such as: intention to recommend to people that need information about a proper touristic destination; the desire to suggest the destination to relatives and friends; and the individual’s belief that there is not any reason to be concerned about the intended destination [109,139,140].



From the point of view of the above ideas, we can issue the last hypothesis:



Hypothesis 8 (H8).

The exploratory behavior, in terms of the tourist destination search, positively influences the willingness to recommend a specific tourist location.





In the light of all of the above hypotheses, we can propose the following conceptual model of the research, as can be seen in Figure 1.



In order to validate the conceptual model proposed above, we implemented quantitative research, following specific steps. In Figure 2 below, we present the process related to the research undertaken in which, the considered stages can be seen, clarifying the logical connection between the activities and the purpose of the research, similar to the main purpose of the article: analyzing the ways in which tourist service consumers’ interactions with the UGMC through the lens of the five fundamental components of the experience of consumption (sensory, emotional, cognitive, conative, and relational) influence purchase intentions regarding a certain tourist destination and the willingness to recommend the destination. This process is analyzed within the context created by the pandemic, which is characterized by a higher pressure on the buying decisions regarding touristic destinations due to people’s anxiety.






3. Research Methodology


3.1. Sampling and Data Collection


In order to measure the influence of consumption experience related to touristic destinations mediated through sensorial, emotional, cognitive, conative, and relational elements, we employed quantitative research through a questionnaire-based survey; the completion of questionnaires was performed in January 2022. We considered it appropriate to develop this research, taking into consideration a sample extracted from a statistical population composed mainly of young people, based on the conclusions and results of previous research in the literature. These approaches highlighted the fact that, in terms of tourist services, the people who create and consume content regarding consumer experiences in various locations are mostly young, with above-average income and level of education, corresponding to higher education in urban areas. Thus, women have a higher trust in social media than men do, relying more on social media than men and also more often than men when they interact with interesting content on social media platforms [62,141,142]. In the same line, younger users and generation Y increasingly base their travel decisions on UGMC, being more active on social media [143,144,145,146,147,148], with the younger tourists using travel images as a mode of self-expression and an instrument to build their personal image [9,11].



The research was conducted on a sample extracted from students and graduates from three university centers—two situated in Bucharest, the capital of the country, and one in the Central Region Development of Romania. The questionnaire was sent out for completion using an online platform. In total, 234 questionnaires were not valid because they contained data errors (missing answers), which represented about 26% of the total number of completed questionnaires (907). These questionnaires were removed from the database, resulting in a final valid sample of 673 respondents. The Table 1 presents the structure of the final sample, in which we can see the preponderance of women and those with a higher level of education.




3.2. Measures


Answers to the questionnaire were measured with a 7-point Likert (type) balanced scale [149]. The Likert scale was preferred because it is widely used in marketing [150] and attitude-related research [151].



In order to identify the relevance of the items considered, we started with the application of exploratory factor analysis. Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) operates in a similar way to principal component analysis (PCA), both of which are widely used procedures when seeking to reduce the number of variables in the case of collections of continuous variables and obtain a reduced set of synthetic variables called eigenvectors or factors, able to explain most of the total variation [152].



In the first stage, we tested the viability of the model proposed by computing Cronbach’s Alpha. At this stage, the viability was assured at the level of the model, as we can see in Table 2, where the considered indicator has values above the threshold of 0.7 for each of the constructs [153,154,155].



The suitability of the sample was measured with the help of the Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) test. The accepted value for this test should be a minimum of 0.5 in order to consider the sample size as being suitable to perform the next in-line factor analysis [156,157].



Thus, in order to explore the relevance of every relationship between the defined variables existing in the model, we performed a confirmatory factor analysis with the help of the IBM-SPSS AMOS program. The results of this analysis are depicted in Table 3, showing good values for the variables of the model. It can be observed within the table that we also show the appropriate theoretical statistical values necessary for goodness of fit, for an easier comparison and for the clarity of conclusions.





4. Results


Within our analysis, in order to assess the eligibility, we used the criteria referring to: P, CMIN/DF, RMR, GFI, AGFI, RMSEA, NFI, RFI, IFI, TLI, CFI, PGFI, PNFI, and PCFI. The values all show a good fit according to the theoretical values from the literature, which allows us to explain all of the proposed hypotheses in this study.



Table 4 shows the structural model results, allowing us to demonstrate the validity of the advanced hypotheses.



According to this table, we may consider the advanced hypotheses to be validated and the conceptual model proposed as being a viable one. This means that variable antecedents for the flow experience (SE—sensorial experience mediated through UGMC; EE—emotional experience mediated through UGMC; CGE—cognitive experience mediated through UGMC; CNE—conative experience mediated through UGMC; and RE—relational experience mediated through UGMC), have a positive effect on FE—flow experience. For three of the variables, namely sensorial experience, cognitive experience and relational experience, the data also show a strong effect on FE. Thereby, from the data revealed by the analysis, it can be observed that the greatest effect on flow experience is exerted by relational experience (β = 0.496; p < 0.01; Critical Ratio test = 6.320 > 1.96) data that validate hypothesis H5. Next, we can see that cognitive experience has a strong and important influence over flow experience (β = 0.485; p < 0.01; Critical Ratio test = 4.104 > 1.96), thus validating hypothesis H3. Sensorial experience registered a strong and significant influence over flow experience (β = 0.431; p < 0.01; Critical Ratio test = 3.083 > 1.96), meaning that hypothesis H1 is also validated. The last two variables from the initial group of antecedent variables, namely the emotional experience and conative experience, have an influence that is not as strong in comparison with the previous ones over flow experience, with values ofβ = 0.250; p < 0.01; Critical Ratio test = 3.366 > 1.96 and β = 0.189; p < 0.01; Critical Ratio test = 3.268 > 1.96, respectively, confirming hypotheses H2 and H4.



The next hypothesis from the model, H6, refers to the influence exerted by the flow experience on the exploratory behavior. In the case of this hypothesis, we can also see values that show a positive and significant relationship between the two variables (β = 0.360; p < 0.01; Critical Ratio test = 8.553 > 1.96). Exploratory behavior, in turn, has a positive and significant influence over the last two variables in the model, namely purchase intention (β = 0.646; p < 0.01; Critical Ratio test = 18.948 > 1.96) and willingness to recommend (β = 0.745; p < 0.01; Critical Ratio test = 19.001 > 1.96), and these data allow us to validate the last two hypotheses from the model—H7 and H8.




5. Discussion


Assessing the influence of other users’ consumption experience on the decisional process of tourists regarding the next destination for their holiday represents a considerable endeavor in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.



This influence can be considered from several angles, being very nuanced from case to case due to the many variables that can be involved in its measurement. First, the validation of the model, as a whole, confirms the advanced idea in the literature that the decision-making process for choosing a tourist destination is sequential and hierarchical [120,121].



Tourists go through several stages of this process, stages whose analysis reveals the influence of different variables at the level of each one. Thus, taking into account the influence exerted by the first group of variables—antecedents of the “flow” type experience—on the latter, the analysis of the resulting data indicates a positive and significant influence of these variables. However, this influence is also nuanced—the intensity of the relational dimension of the consumer experience mediated by UGMC is observed as being the highest, followed at a short distance by the cognitive dimension of this experience and at a slightly greater distance by the sensory dimension. This situation suggests several implications that can be explained by considering the context that the pandemic creates in terms of the experience of consuming tourist services. This aspect is essential to understand the specifics of our research—to be able to measure with the proposed model the very particular aspects of the direct effects of the pandemic on the consumption behavior of tourists and how they shape their decisions under the pressure of anxiety, depression, and perception of the danger of illness, which are essential factors specific to the pandemic. Thus, we can explain the more intense influence on the variable that describes the flow experience exerted by the relational dimension of the consumer experience by exacerbating the psychological need of tourists to socialize and to relate their consumption experiences and to receive validation from others [165,166].



Additionally, the prevalence of the influence exerted by the dimension related to cognitive experience mediated through UGMC indicates the orientation of tourists in the same pandemic context regarding the need to receive assurances about the functional value of tourist services for the future destination (net benefits that justify rational choice destinations—facilities and logistics that provide security in the face of the pandemic), elements that can corroborate this influence from the point of view of the intensity of the construct measuring the sensory dimension of the consumer experience mediated by UGMC. Certainly, the comfort elements, which ensure a certain level of safety of the tourist in the face of the danger posed by the pandemic (degree of hygiene, comfort given by the arrangement of rooms, hotel circuits, etc.) plus the comfort elements that ensure the appropriate level of satisfaction with the hedonic substrate, are extremely important in determining this perception.



Furthermore, in the model, the validation of the H6 hypothesis regarding the influence exerted by the flow experience on a certain type of exploratory behavior confirms the ideas highlighted in the literature considered for the development of the hypothesis. We discuss the need to reduce the asymmetry of information and to obtain information as accurately as possible regarding the actual potential of the current tourist destination to provide the security sought and the attributes that qualify it as the “ideal choice”.



The validation of hypotheses H7 and H8 confirms the fact that the targeted exploratory behavior regarding high-quality UGMC that can be reliable and capable of ‘’triggering” the final purchase intention can be consistent from the perspective of the pressure exerted by the pandemic conditions. Regarding the specific relationship that can be observed between the exploratory behavior and the willingness to recommend, it becomes clear that the importance of detailed, essential information regarding the attributes of the future destination has a major role in eliciting behavior among modern tourist that normally appears in the post-consumption stage, usually reflecting the effect of a variable that actually measures, from a certain perspective, the degree of loyalty. This indicates the peculiarity of the modified behavior under the effect of pandemic factors—the pressure of a correct decision and the amount of psychic energy consumed in the process of choosing the destination predisposes the consumer to this relatively atypical behavior. The manifestation of exploratory behavior directly proportionally determines the willingness to recommend the destination that convinces the tourist that it might be the best choice in the pandemic setting.



Within our paper, we highlight in a couple of places the importance of social multimedia networks and the involvement of people in communities. From this perspective, one important aspect relies on the value of recommending multimedia content. From this point of view, the fact that for modern consumers of multimedia, the cost effectiveness that emphasizes price with performance is migrating to efficient methods of obtaining cost satisfaction that emphasizes purchaser’s psychological satisfaction is extremely relevant [167]. An interesting method to improve this cost satisfaction is to use the mood inherent in multimedia content. A valid method was considered using values of arousal and valence which express the mood of multimedia content as its internal tag [167].



Tagging represents a method often used to manage a large volume of multimedia content. It implies that users assign short textual annotations to the content (in the form of keywords) capable of describing the specific content and to provide additional information to other users who are interested in it [168]. Mood tagging can be an effective way to connect people to the multimedia content from an emotional point of view. Different categories of content will elicit the interest of different groups of users. In an effort to identify these groups and what is relevant to them, their preferences and their common actions performed within a multimedia social network can be assessed with the help of modelling heterogeneous information in a hypergraph-based data model [169]. Analyzing the human relationships between people from the same category of users, their behavior within social networks and the way in which they interact with the categories of content relevant to them can also be very useful in the context of touristic destination choice, providing decision makers in the field with important clues regarding intended consumption behavior. As a final part of our discussion, we provide a brief comparison between our work results and some other relevant research in the field. In a study conducted on 538 respondents, it was revealed that “emotional and rational content generated by users has a significant impact on tourists’ perceived values, and through that their impulse buying and future purchase intention are also positively influenced” [82]. So, we can assess the fact that as in the case of our model, the future buying decisions are positively influenced by different types of user-generated content. In another study conducted by Tsiakali, the results show that the personality of tourism service consumers influences all of the travel decision-making phases, and at the same time, their behavior is influenced by UGMC more than marketing-generated content [42]. These results add to our findings in an interesting way, with the idea that personality traits are an important element for the choice of touristic destinations, along with the influence exerted by UGMC. The prevalence of different emotional, cognitive, sensorial, conative or relational elements specific for the consumption experience is highlighted in relation to the type of personality of individuals.



In the context of touristic destination image formation and the cognitive or affective dimensions of it, we can take into consideration a study carried out within the context of the Malaysian market on a sample of 342 respondents, showing that perceived usefulness, perceived ease-of-use, aesthetics and homophily were important determinants for platform co-creation experience. The travel satisfaction of respondents was positively influenced by cognitive and affective dimensions of images used within the co-creation process [170]. Additionally, in another work by Sultan et al., research performed on 425 respondents showed that tour-operator content and UGMC have a positive impact on destination image formation. The UGMC has more influence, with the use of social media exerting an influence mediated through affective and cognitive destination images [171]. Such results can be easily compared with our own, from the point of view of the different aspects of the consumption experience and touristic destination image formation.



The above results make clear the idea that the consumption experience translated into UGMC positively influences the touristic destination choice process and touristic destination image formation. This is closely related to our research findings—different aspects of consumption experience determine the flow experience in the context of UGMC and the exploratory behavior, and positively influence purchase intentions and willingness to recommend.




6. Conclusions


6.1. Theoretical Implications


Our proposed model validates the approach suggested by Schmitt (1999) [23], an approach confirmed by many other authors [19,31,35] as being capable of capturing the essential features of the consumption experience framework seen in its integrity (not merely a purely psychological phenomenon).



At the same time, the model highlights several relationships that denote the influence of the pandemic. The order of importance of the constructs with which the consumption experience was measured, from the point of view of the intensity of the relationship established between them and the flow experience, is also relevant concerning the factors that influence the perceptions and behavior of tourists regarding the pandemic.



The relational dimension of the consumption experience appears to have the most intense influence of all five constructs that represent the antecedents of the flow type experience. This information indicates the prevalence of the needs related to socialization and inter-human connection, both with the contact staff and with the other tourists within the chosen destination. The phenomenon of isolation imposed by the authorities at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic has determined, for many individuals, the accumulation of frustrations that translate into the future tourist destination choice. Thus, the interaction with a coherent and convincing UGMC from the perspective of the ability of the tourist destination to ensure a quality relational experience is decisive for boosting the state of flow. The unique combination of multimedia inputs that can be created by people as a part of their effort to share their interactive consumption experience has an important role, also emphasized by the pandemic conditions.



As the second most significant variable from the point of view of the relationship intensity, the cognitive dimension of consumption experience measures the perception of the tourists regarding functional benefits and other rational advantages transmitted through UGMC that can also lead to a pronounced flow state.



The flow experience has a special meaning in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic’s pressure upon tourist destination consumers, helping to reduce the anxiety and uncertainty caused by the permanent worries regarding the pandemic. The flow experience, followed by the exploratory behavior of individuals, is transforming in these conditions in a kind of hedonic type-specific consumption state of mind that is capable of balancing the negative feelings induced by the pandemic. Different emotional, rational, conative, and relational cues derived from other consumers’ experiences are helping people to feel more confident and safer with their choices and contribute to their willingness to recommend a certain tourist destination and to share their opinions about their own consumption experience with it.




6.2. Managerial and Policy Implications in the Field


The tourism and the hospitality industry, in general, has been greatly affected by the pandemic, not only from the point of view of net figures (volume of tourists and travel time, etc.) but from the point of view of main consumer behavior profiles, with people making their final traveling decisions depending on their perceptions regarding the risk represented by the pandemic [172].



An awareness of the importance that variables related to consumption experience, flow experience or exploratory behavior hold for the decision-making process regarding visiting a new tourist destination is essential from the perspective of building coherent marketing strategies for players in the field [173]. Additionally, understanding the mechanisms by which anxiety and isolation cause substantial changes in the behavior of tourism service consumers is very useful for optimizing the level of satisfaction delivered to tourists and creating a framework that favors the tourism SME sector.



Our model shows a kind of compensatory mechanism with regard to these factors, through the state flow and the experiential behavior, finalized by the consumption of touristic services itself, associated with a hedonic type of consumption. Finally, this model indicates the importance of information inputs in the form of different categories of media, created by consumers who have, in the current context, the ability to create multimedia content and also to “consume” this content, being substantially driven by conditions caused by the pandemic (isolation, prolonged contact with digital multimedia, online socialization, etc.). For hospitality decision-makers, predicting these future trends offers the possibility for creating new forms of promotion based on testimonials with multimedia content, in which the creative combination of information from videos, images, text and audio content can shape future consumer decisions.




6.3. Research Limitations and Future Directions


The main limitation of this study is related to the size of the sample taken into consideration. While the composition was adequate considering previous research that indicates the prevalence of women and young people at the level of such studies [62,141,142,143,144,145,146,147,148], the volume of the sample could be bigger in order to be suited for the entire statistical population of potential tourists at the national level.



Other limitations came from the fact that we employed cross-type quantitative research, and the type of research more suited to investigating consumption experience is the longitudinal type of research, which can offer a deeper insight when it comes to evaluating the concept of experience itself and its dynamics. Of course, the manner of administrating questionnaires—through online platform sent over email—also has some known issues coming from the fact that some individuals may be reluctant to respond due to the possibility of having their identity disclosed and the uncertainty of the relationship between the person and the answers given online (respondents that did not respond to the questionnaire, etc.). The self-administration of the questionnaire may become a disadvantage if some categories of respondents are more receptive than others; thus, their behavior may affect the representability.



Future research may go into the direction of analyzing in more depth the perceptions of UGMC that are created in different contexts, assuming that every type of UGMC (personal tourists’ blogs, social media pages, discussion groups, YouTube type channels, hotels webpages, and blogs, etc.) can elicit different types of flow experience and so different levels of influence on the decisional process oriented toward a certain travel destination. Moreover, a promising future line of research may consist of qualitative insights regarding the importance of UGMC from the point of view of hedonic consumption experience and a compensatory mechanism that some tourists may develop as a response to the anxiety, depression, and health risks associated with the pandemic.
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Figure 1. The conceptual model proposed. 
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Figure 2. The research process diagram. 






Figure 2. The research process diagram.



[image: Electronics 11 02570 g002]







[image: Table] 





Table 1. Sample profile (n = 673).
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Variable

	
Items

	
N

	
%






	
Gender

	
Female

	
399

	
59.3%




	
Male

	
274

	
40.7%




	
Level of finalized studies

	
Secondary school

	
264

	
39.2%




	
Higher education

	
225

	
33.4%




	
Master’s degree

	
126

	
18.7%




	
Doctoral degree

	
58

	
8.6%




	
Monthly Income of the respondent *

	
under RON 1500

	
137

	
20.4%




	
RON 1501–2500

	
148

	
22.0%




	
RON 2501–3500

	
132

	
19.6%




	
RON 3501–4500

	
80

	
11.9%




	
RON 4501–6000

	
88

	
13.1%




	
Above RON 6000

	
88

	
13.1%




	
Age

	
18–25 years of age

	
327

	
48.6%




	
26–35 years of age

	
83

	
12.3%




	
36–45 years of age

	
173

	
25.7%




	
46–55 years of age

	
64

	
9.5%




	
56–65 years of age

	
26

	
3.9%








Source: * the income groups expressed in EUR are: under approx. EUR 303; approx. EUR 304–505; approx. EUR 506–707; approx. EUR 708–909; approx: EUR 910–1213; EUR 1213 and over.
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Table 2. The measurement model results at the level of each construct/item.
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	Factor

Loading
	Cronbach’s Alpha
	Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin Measure

of Sampling

Adequacy





	Sensorial experience mediated through UGMC (SE)
	
	0.764
	0.749



	SE1—Posts of tourists about the architecture of the accommodation, the furniture of the rooms, the arrangement of the space.
	0.781
	
	



	SE2—Posts of tourists about visual elements related to shapes, colors and lighting
	0.650
	
	



	SE3—Tourists’ posts about the hygiene, cleanliness, olfactory comfort of the accommodation location
	0.852
	
	



	SE4—Tourists’ posts regarding noise and noise pollution, pleasant experiences with ambient auditory comfort
	0.780
	
	



	Emotional experience mediated through UGMC (EE)
	
	0.982
	0.784



	EE1—Posts that create a positive atmosphere regarding the touristic destination
	0.980
	
	



	EE2—Posts that create positive emotions about the touristic destination
	0.986
	
	



	EE3—Posts that create positive feelings about the tourist destination
	0.980
	
	



	Cognitive experience mediated through UGMC (CGE)
	
	0.838
	0.689



	CGE1—Posts that describe the functions of tourism and hospitality services within a specific touristic destination.
	0.834
	
	



	CGE2—Posts that describe the values of tourism and hospitality services within a specific touristic destination
	0.917
	
	



	CGE3—Posts that describe the benefits of tourism and hospitality services within a specific touristic destination
	0.870
	
	



	Conative experience mediated through UGMC (CNE)
	
	0.895
	0.745



	CNE1—Posts that describe the satisfaction related to the involvement of tourists in cultural-religious visits
	0.893
	
	



	CNE2—Posts that describe the satisfaction of the tourists that have been involved in sports and recreation activities during their stay in a certain destination
	0.917
	
	



	CNE3—posts that describe the satisfaction of the tourists that have been involved in shopping and excursions during their stay in a certain destination
	0.924
	
	



	Relational experience mediated through UGMC (RE)
	
	0.913
	0.724



	RE1—Posts that describe how important the tourist destination was in making a good impression on other people
	0.897
	
	



	RE2—Posts that show whether the tourist destination has contributed to the social status of tourists
	0.951
	
	



	RE3—Posts that show to what extent the tourist destination has helped to establish contacts and make friends with other tourists
	0.924
	
	



	Flow experience within the context of UGMC (FE)
	
	0.975
	0.783



	FE1—When browsing social media, travel blogs, or booking reviews, nothing else can distract me.
	0.981
	
	



	FE2—When browsing social networking sites, travel blogs, or booking site reviews, time seems to pass very quickly.
	0.974
	
	



	FE3—When I’m browsing social networking sites, travel blogs, or booking site reviews, I feel totally captivated
	0.975
	
	



	Exploratory behavior (EB)
	
	0.871
	0.712



	EB1—Browse in more depth on links related to the tourist destination in question
	0.908
	
	



	EB2—I spend more time getting details about the intended destination
	0.922
	
	



	EB3—I’m looking for additional information about the tourist destination (including by phone or by email)
	0.848
	
	



	Purchase intention toward the touristic destination (PI)
	
	0.884
	0.706



	PI1—I would like to try to get to the tourist destination that seems appropriate based on the posts/reviews
	0.908
	
	



	PI2—I intend to go to the tourist destination that I think is appropriate based on the posts/reviews
	0.938
	
	



	PI3—I would like to know more about the tourist destination I found in the posts/reviews
	0.862
	
	



	Willingness to recommend the touristic destination (WR)
	
	0.864
	0.689



	WR1—I am likely to recommend the tourist destination to those who want advice on travel
	0.920
	
	



	WR2—I am willing to suggest these destinations to my relatives and friends for their holidays.
	0.922
	
	



	WR3—I would not expect any problems with this tourist destination
	0.816
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Table 3. Goodness-of-fit indexes.
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Model-Fit Index

	
Absolute Index




	
P

	
CMIN/DF

	
RMR

	
GFI

	
AGFI

	
RMSEA

	
NFI






	
Structural model

	
0.000

	
2.280

	
0.043

	
0.930

	
0.914

	
0.042

	
0.956




	
Threshold value

	
<0.05

	
<5

	
<0.05

	
>0.90

	
>0.90

	
<0.05 *

	
>0.90




	
Model-Fit Index

	
Comparative Index

	
Parsimony Index




	
RFI

	
IFI

	
TLI

	
CFI

	
PGFI

	
PNFI

	
PCFI




	
Research obtained values

	
0.950

	
0.975

	
0.971

	
0.975

	
0.760

	
0.840

	
0.856




	
Theoretical statistical values

	
>0.90

	
>0.90

	
>0.95

	
>0.95

	
>0.50

	
>0.50

	
>0.50








Note: Statistical theoretical values are considered according to: [157,158,159]; * [160,161,162].
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Table 4. The structural model results.
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	Hypotheses
	Correlations
	β
	p
	Std. Error
	C.R.
	Decision





	H1
	SE → FE
	0.431
	0.000
	0.140
	3.083
	Supported *



	H2
	EE → FE
	0.250
	0.002
	0.074
	3.366
	Supported *



	H3
	CGE → FE
	0.485
	0.000
	0.118
	4.104
	Supported *



	H4
	CNE → FE
	0.189
	0.001
	0.058
	3.268
	Supported *



	H5
	RE → FE
	0.496
	0.000
	0.079
	6.320
	Supported *



	H6
	FE → EB
	0.360
	0.000
	0.042
	8.553
	Supported *



	H7
	EB → PI
	0.646
	0.000
	0.034
	18.948
	Supported *



	H8
	EB → WR
	0.745
	0.000
	0.039
	19.001
	Supported *







Note: * Statistical significance of parameter estimates test of the statistic critical ratio (C.R.) needs to be >1.96, p < 0.01 [163,164].
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