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Introduction

Destinations’ tourism development is highly sensitive to 
safety and security issues (Pizam 1996), particularly during 
crises when the safety of tourists, corporations, and employ-
ees is under threat (e.g., COVID-19) (Fong, Law, and Ye 
2020; Zenker and Kock 2020). Even a minor crisis in one 
part of the world can trigger severe tourism demand reac-
tions elsewhere via the “effect of generalization,” influenc-
ing local tourism’s long-term development and prosperity 
(Seabra et al. 2013). Crisis communication is a key aspect of 
crisis management, referring to controlling the scale and pat-
terns of information dissemination along with organizations’ 
crisis responses (Derani and Naidu 2016). Communication is 
essential to mitigating the adverse effects of crises. In the 
absence of direct experiences with such events, destinations’ 
crisis communication encompasses common channels 
through which most tourists learn about these events 
(Kapuściński and Richards 2016; Oliveira and Huertas 
2019). In the new media era, crisis communication affects 
the development of and responses to crisis events. It can also 
shape the public’s attitudes and behavior due to a corre-
sponding “online public opinion storm” (Ballrokeach 1985; 
Cheng et al. 2016; Luo and Zhai 2017). Thus, tourism-ori-
ented crisis communication is an important tool in destina-
tions’ development and image restoration after crises 
(Coombs 1999). Such communication can also determine 
whether crisis events will become public opinion crises and 
enduring market crises.

Crisis communication is derived from public relations. 
Destinations’ crisis communication is intended to manage 
the public’s attitudes toward crisis events and reduce associ-
ated threat perceptions via messaging, thus promoting the 
stability of tourism markets (Coombs 2014; Liu-Lastres, 
Schroeder, and Pennington-Gray 2019; Sano and Sano 
2019). Destination-promoted safety, risk, and crisis messag-
ing fundamentally affect tourists’ perceived safety 
(Kapuściński and Richards 2016; Sano and Sano 2019), 
travel fear (Zheng, Luo, and Ritchie 2021), and travel inten-
tions (Wang and Lopez 2020; Xie et al. 2021). Especially in 
crisis situations, tourists often seek information to protect 
themselves and reduce uncertainty in the pre-visit stage 
(Cahyanto et al. 2016). Tourists’ responses to crisis commu-
nication have therefore garnered close attention. For instance, 
focusing on norovirus infections on cruise ships, Liu-Lastres, 
Schroeder, and Pennington-Gray (2019) examined custom-
ers’ perceived safety, travel intentions, and information 
search behavior in response to cruise lines’ risk and crisis 
communication. Sano and Sano (2019) investigated the 
effect of destinations’ crisis communication on tourists’ 
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perceived safety and willingness to travel based on different 
sources (i.e., from businesses and other tourists) following a 
volcanic eruption. The COVID-19 pandemic represents a 
major health crisis (Fong, Law, and Ye 2020) and threatens 
destinations’ survival and development. Many factors guide 
individuals’ post-pandemic travel intentions. Examples 
include people’s intra-pandemic perceptions (e.g., hospital-
ity and impressions) (Li, Nguyen, and Coca-Stefaniak 2020); 
perceived knowledge, attitudes, subjective norms, and per-
ceived behavioral control (Han et al. 2020); destination 
health-risk image (Bhati et al. 2021); and travel fear, protec-
tion motivation, and resilience (Zheng, Luo, and Ritchie 
2021). Tourism corporations and destinations must engage in 
effective crisis communication to restore the tourism market 
during catastrophes such as COVID-19. The influences of 
risk and crisis communication on individuals’ perceived 
safety, travel intentions, and stockpiling intentions have been 
empirically explored with respect to the pandemic (Kim 
et al. 2020; Xie et al. 2021). Meanwhile, tourism crisis com-
munication is a key factor in destinations’ tourism develop-
ment and presents an important topic for tourism-related 
crisis research.

Three main gaps exist in this field. First, crisis communi-
cation studies in tourism have not fully identified and com-
pared destinations’ crisis communication sources. Tourism 
crisis communication has entered a new era in which tradi-
tional and online media are combined. The proliferation of 
the Internet and social media has altered destinations’ crisis 
communication patterns and public participation (Castells 
2007; Shah et al. 2005). As such, destination-based crisis 
communication is a dynamic discourse conflict field (Utz, 
Schultz, and Glocka 2013): official information is dissemi-
nated by government departments (i.e., government-to-tour-
ist [G-to-T] crisis communication), while commercial and 
personal information is shared by corporations and tourists 
(i.e., business-to-tourist [B-to-T] and tourist-to-tourist 
[T-to-T] crisis communication, respectively) (Sano and Sano 
2019; Zhu 2015). The public relies on diverse official, per-
sonal, and other information sources to obtain and process 
crisis-related information. However, the public’s percep-
tions, attitudes, and behavior in response to destinations’ cri-
sis communication sources (i.e., the government, businesses, 
and other tourists) lack empirical investigation. Second, the 
matching effect of destinations’ crisis communication 
sources and crisis types calls for empirical research. Crisis 
responsibility is a prime factor in organizations’ crisis 
responses and tourists’ secondary crisis communication 
(Coombs 2007; Utz, Schultz, and Glocka 2013). Compared 
with crises associated with natural and external occurrences, 
those tied to human and internal causes are more likely to 
arouse public hostility and negative reactions to destinations. 
The latter types of events also have longer-lasting adverse 
effects on destinations’ image and tourist markets (Breitsohl 
and Garrod 2016; Utz, Schultz, and Glocka 2013). Studies 
adopting situational crisis communication theory have 

inspired a matching system of organizations’ crisis response 
strategies and crisis situations, proposing optimal organiza-
tional response strategies based on event types (Coombs 
2007). Thus, exploring the synergy between crisis types rela-
tive to destinations’ crisis communication sources could 
reveal crucial theoretical implications. In addition, COVID-
19 is an extraordinary catastrophe (Fong, Law, and Ye 2020). 
Scholars have yet to explore the impacts of destinations’ cri-
sis communication on tourists’ attitudes and behavior during 
COVID-19 using situational crisis communication theory. 
Third, tourists’ crisis information seeking and processing 
remain pertinent yet underexplored (Aliperti and Cruz 2019; 
Cahyanto and Pennington-Gray 2015). Their reception and 
processing of crisis and risk messaging determine their atti-
tudes toward destinations’ crisis communication, which can 
mediate the impact of such communication on behavior 
(Aliperti and Cruz 2019; Cahyanto and Pennington-Gray 
2015; Ryu and Kim 2015). At present, travel decision mak-
ing in crisis situations is unclear. Academics generally 
believe that tourists avoid unsafe destinations, with crisis 
events reducing individuals’ confidence and willingness to 
travel (Liu-Lastres, Schroeder, and Pennington-Gray 2019; 
Pizam and Smith 2000; Seabra et al. 2013; Zheng, Luo, and 
Ritchie 2021). Yet destinations’ inherent risk can also draw 
tourists seeking adventure and a sense of excitement (Wang 
et al. 2019). Some travelers find destinations safer after ter-
rorist attacks (Wolff and Larsen 2014) and may visit post-
disaster destinations as a form of “dark tourism” (Biran et al. 
2014). It is therefore necessary to explore how tourists pro-
cess destinations’ crisis communication so as to contextual-
ize their behavior amid crisis situations. To date, related 
research has focused on organizations’ response strategies 
and public secondary crisis communication; the potential 
roles of tourists’ reception and processing of crisis informa-
tion warrant closer inspection (Liu and Fraustino 2014). 
Research is hence needed to explore how tourists process 
destination-disseminated crisis information to guide destina-
tions in establishing crisis communication agendas.

To address the above-mentioned gaps, this research 
explored the effect of the matching of crisis types and desti-
nation crisis sources on participants’ travel intentions as well 
as the mediating role of participants’ information processing. 
Our work makes three major contributions. First, the impacts 
of destinations’ crisis communication sources (i.e., the gov-
ernment, businesses, and tourists) on participants’ informa-
tion processing, perceived safety, and travel intentions 
revealed differences in participants’ responses to crisis com-
munication sources. These results enrich traditional crisis 
communication research. Second, based on situational crisis 
communication theory, the matching and moderating effects 
of crisis types on the impacts of crisis communication sources 
on participants’ information processing, perceived safety, 
and travel intentions were investigated. Findings offer 
empirical evidence of the effectiveness of destinations’ crisis 
communication in the context of COVID-19 and promote 
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situational crisis communication theory in tourism-related 
crisis research. Third, based on a heuristic/systematic model, 
this research analyzed the mediating effect of participants’ 
information processing on the impact process of destina-
tions’ crisis communication. Outcomes reveal the potential 
mechanisms of participants’ reception and processing of cri-
sis information and provide an empirical and theoretical 
basis for how tourists process destinations’ crisis communi-
cation. In essence, our work bridges knowledge gaps related 
to destinations’ crisis communication and tourists’ crisis 
responses, extends traditional crisis communication theory, 
and provides novel insight into tourism-related crisis com-
munication and disaster management.

Literature Review

Theoretical Foundation

Situational crisis communication theory provides an evi-
dence-based framework for organizations to adopt appropri-
ate crisis response strategies, maximize reputational 
protection, and mitigate crisis threats through post-crisis 
communication (Coombs 1995, 2007). This communication 
theory outlines three factors in determining crisis threats: cri-
sis responsibility, crisis history, and prior relational reputa-
tion. Scholars have identified three crisis types based on 
responsibility, namely victimized, accidental, and prevent-
able crises. Victimized crises involve low attributions of crisis 
responsibility; accidental crises carry moderate attributions; 
and preventable crises have strong attributions, mostly due to 
internal and controllable factors. Organizations should adopt 
tailored crisis response strategies (e.g., denial, minimization, 
and restoration) based on specific crisis situations to repair 
their reputations (Coombs 2007).

Situational crisis communication theory also summarizes 
effective organizational crisis response strategies, seeking to 
build top-down and one-way communication to repair orga-
nizations’ reputations and reduce crises’ adverse effects 
(Coombs 2007). This theory has been applied in crisis man-
agement within governments, corporations, non-profit orga-
nizations, and tourist destinations. The theory thus plays a 
critical role in preventing secondary crises and repairing 
organizations’ reputations (Cai and Zhu 2019; Jeong 2009; 
Sisco 2012). Impactful crisis communication includes four 
elements: the audience, message, source, and channel 
(Freimuth, Linnan, and Potter 2000). Avraham and Ketter 
(2008) suggested that three media strategies be considered in 
destinations’ crisis communication: the source, audience, 
and message strategies. As such, the crisis communication 
source represents an important component of crisis response 
strategies and can greatly influence the effectiveness of orga-
nizations’ responses. Sano and Sano (2019) examined the 
effects of destinations’ crisis communication sources (i.e., 
business-to-customer or customer-to-customer) on consum-
ers’ safety perceptions and travel intentions in a natural 

disaster context. In today’s new media era, the Internet and 
social media have altered organizations’ crisis communica-
tion and offered opportunities for multiple subjects and 
sources (e.g., the government, businesses, and members of 
the public) to participate in such communication (Castells 
2007; Shah et al. 2005). The crisis situation is a fundamental 
determinant of organizations’ crisis response strategies, and 
situational crisis communication theory further emphasizes 
that organizations should adopt crisis-specific strategies to 
ensure optimal responses (Coombs 2007). An organization’s 
crisis communication source should hence align with the 
type of crisis the organization is facing. Overall, based on 
situational crisis communication theory, this study seeks to 
examine the matching effect of crisis type in the impact pro-
cess of destinations’ crisis communication sources.

Crisis Communication in the New Media Era

Crises, especially avoidable ones, threaten organizations’ 
reputations, prosperity, and survival (Utz, Schultz, and 
Glocka 2013). Crisis communication is intended to manage 
the public’s perceptions of such events. This communication 
encompasses the messages and strategies entities use to alle-
viate the consequences of crises and to protect organizations, 
stakeholders, and/or broader industries from damage 
(Coombs 2014). Given that the tourism industry is suscepti-
ble to various natural and manmade disasters (Pforr and 
Hosie 2008), crisis events threaten destinations’ develop-
ment and prosperity. Tourism has become one of the world’s 
most vulnerable industries (Sönmez, Apostolopoulos, and 
Tarlow 1999). Travelers generally avoid visiting destinations 
where crises have recently occurred, suggesting a supporting 
role of perceived safety in tourists’ decision making 
(Rittichainuwat 2011). Effective crisis communication is 
necessary to restore tourists’ safety-related confidence and 
destination perceptions after a crisis. Related communication 
can also prevent secondary crises and restore a destination’s 
image and tourist market (Sano and Sano 2019).

The term “new media” refers to media forms developed 
after traditional media such as newspapers, radio, and tele-
vision; relevant information and services are provided via 
digital technology, Internet channels, and smartphones (Li 
et al. 2018; Liao 2008). New media is rooted in digital com-
pression and wireless network technology. This media form 
features a large capacity, real-time communication, and 
strong interactivity to spread information across geographic 
boundaries (Li et al. 2018). Advances in information tech-
nology continue to birth communication platforms (e.g., 
Facebook, Twitter, WeChat, Weibo, and short videos). Crisis 
communication now features a far reach; efficient dissemi-
nation; large amounts of information; and multiple commu-
nication sources, diffusion channels, and patterns (Avraham 
and Ketter 2008; Cheng et al. 2016; Luo and Zhai 2017; 
Sano and Sano 2019; Zhu 2015). In this era, all people  
have a “microphone” and can act as a “news agency.” Crisis 
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communication has thus shifted from one-to-one to many-to-
many patterns, and the boundary between communication 
sources and audiences is blurred (Castells 2007; Shah et al. 
2005; Utz, Schultz, and Glocka 2013). Destinations’ crisis 
communication patterns can be divided into G-to-T, B-to-T, 
and T-to-T communication based on sources (Table 1).

Government-to-tourist crisis communication. Government-to-
tourist (G-to-T) crisis communication involves information 
from destinations’ government departments, distributed via 
traditional mass or online media, to resolve or avoid crises. 
Such communication is crucial for destinations’ emergency 
management (Coombs 2001), representing an “authoritative 
voice” in crisis communication. G-to-T communication is 
also pivotal to helping tourists track crisis events in a desti-
nation, reassuring visitors, restoring a destination’s image 
and market, and maintaining public order (Avraham 2016; 
Avraham and Ketter 2017; Chen 2009; Procter et al. 2013). 
During the traditional media era, destinations’ G-to-T crisis 
communication mostly involved top-down mass media chan-
nels such as television and newspapers (Cheng et al. 2016; 
Utz, Schultz, and Glocka 2013). Such communication shaped 
public opinion and reduced the negative impacts of crises 
through agenda setting and controlled news coverage (Sparks 
2008). The Internet and social media now provide technical 
support for public participation along with new avenues for 
destination governments’ crisis communication (Oliveira 
and Welch 2013). Various social media platforms, such as 

Government Affairs Microblog, have emerged and broad-
ened the scope of G-to-T crisis communication. Government 
Affairs Microblog and similar venues have also promoted 
two-way crisis interaction between government departments 
and tourists.

Business-to-tourist crisis communication. B-to-T crisis commu-
nication refers to corporations striving to maintain their rep-
utations by providing information about crisis events, 
response strategies, and guidance. This form of communica-
tion is intended to facilitate businesses’ recovery via two-
way communication with the public (Greer and Moreland 
2003; Möller, Wang, and Nguyen 2018). The crisis dissemi-
nation and response strategies of tourism firms (e.g., hotels, 
travel agencies, and tourist attractions) embody the “business 
voice” of destination communication. Tourism corporations 
are not simply commercial enterprises; they serve as small 
communities during crises, conveying corporate social 
responsibility (Möller, Wang, and Nguyen 2018). Specifi-
cally, tourism corporations usually act as emergency respond-
ers to protect employees, customers, and destinations from 
threats. Social media sites offer fresh possibilities for B-to-T 
crisis communication as well. For example, based on inter-
views and hotels’ real-time Facebook posts, Möller, Wang, 
and Nguyen (2018) explored the roles of social media in 
hotels’ crisis communication during a natural disaster. The 
value of social media appeared underutilized in hotels’ crisis 
preparation and response phases but accelerated firms’ 

Table 1. Destination Crisis Communication Sources.

Type of source Definition Channel Credibility Effect References

G-to-T crisis 
communication

A series of information 
communication activities 
promoted by destination 
government departments to 
resolve or avoid crises via 
traditional mass or online 
media.

“Authority voice”

Mass media: television; 
newspaper; radio; 
social media: Weibo; 
Twitter

High Helping tourists track 
crisis events, calming 
their emotions, 
restoring destination 
image and market, 
and maintaining 
public order

Avraham (2015), 
Procter et al. (2013)

B-to-T crisis 
communication

Destination corporations 
maintain and protect their 
reputations by providing 
information about crisis 
events, organizations’ crisis 
response strategies, and 
crisis guidance messages to 
the public and tourists during 
crisis.

“Business voice”

Social media: Weibo; 
WeChat; Facebook

Medium Corporation role: 
repairing reputation; 
community role: 
act as emergency 
responders to 
assist employees, 
customers, and the 
destination from 
threats.

Möller, Wang, and 
Nguyen (2018), Sano 
and Sano (2019)

T-to-T crisis 
communication

Tourists’ online 
communication behavior 
when commenting on, 
sharing, or forwarding posts 
about crises.

“Experience voice” or “Tourist 
voice”

Social media: Weibo; 
Wechat; Facebook

Sub-high Positive: restoring 
destination image 
and market

Negative: triggering 
negative emotions 
and secondary 
opinion crisis

Luo and Zhai (2017), 
Utz, Schultz, and 
Glocka (2013)
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recovery. Yet thus far, from an organizational perspective, 
few studies have focused on how social media is incorpo-
rated into B-to-T crisis communication (Houston et al. 2015). 
This gap may manifest from tourism corporations’ relatively 
passive risk assessment and communication in the face of 
disaster (Lamanna, Williams, and Childers 2012).

Tourist-to-tourist crisis communication. T-to-T crisis communi-
cation refers to tourists commenting on, sharing, or forward-
ing crisis-related posts (Schultz, Utz, and Göritz 2011; Utz, 
Schultz, and Glocka 2013). Online platforms, especially 
social media, have gained strong discourse power for public 
participation in crisis communication, moving people from 
passive receivers to active participants (Lin et al. 2016). 
Some tourists also serve as “opinion leaders,” presenting an 
“experienced voice” on behalf of travelers in destinations’ 
crisis communication. Opinion leaders’ reactions can mold 
others’ attitudes, emotions, and behavior (Derani and Naidu 
2016; Luo and Zhai 2017). In addition, T-to-T crisis com-
munication reflects tourist-driven communication in a crisis 
context (Sano and Sano 2019). Tourists’ sharing of crisis-
related information via social media generally carries no 
ulterior motive and can be timelier and more reliable than 
other communication sources. It thus has positive impacts on 
destinations’ post-crisis image restoration and tourism mar-
ket recovery. However, distorted information, prejudice, and 
activist behavior can infiltrate social media due to a lack of 
professional oversight (Friedman 2011; Schuckert, Liu, and 
Law 2015; Xie et al. 2017). T-to-T crisis communication 
may even hinder destinations’ crisis management, particu-
larly by triggering negative emotions and secondary public 
opinion crises among visitors. Currently, online public opin-
ions from individuals who participate in destinations’ crisis 
communication reflect crisis management. Resulting “social 
media opinion storms” can inspire group conflict and social 
contradictions (Luo and Zhai 2017).

Tourists’ Responses to Crisis Communication

Tourists’ responses to crisis communication reveal the 
impacts of such communication on tourists’ perceptions, atti-
tudes, emotions, and behavior. Academics have contended 
that crisis events increase tourists’ perceived risk and com-
promise travel decisions, narrowing a destination’s tourism 
market (Liu-Lastres, Schroeder, and Pennington-Gray 2019; 
Pizam and Smith 2000; Seabra et al. 2013; Zheng, Luo, and 
Ritchie 2021). Crisis communication can protect destina-
tions and restore tourists’ perceived safety and destination 
image (Coombs 2014; Sano and Sano 2019; Xie et al. 2021). 
The process through which a crisis alters tourists’ decisions 
and hinders a destination’s tourist market is complicated; 
changes follow from many tourists’ behavior. Tourists’ 
responses to crisis communication thus play a major part in 
destinations’ post-crisis recovery and prosperity.

Scholars have empirically investigated the effects of 
destinations’ crisis communication on tourists’ perceived 
risk (Kapuściński and Richards 2016), threat perceptions 
(Zheng, Luo, and Ritchie 2021), trust (Sano and Sano 
2019), destination image perceptions (Avraham 2016), 
emotions (Luo and Zhai 2017), travel intentions (Xie et al. 
2021), stockpiling intentions (Kim et al. 2020), and infor-
mation search behavior (Liu-Lastres, Schroeder, and 
Pennington-Gray 2019). Research has shown that perceived 
safety mediates the relationship between risk and crisis 
communication and tourists’ travel intentions (Liu-Lastres, 
Schroeder, and Pennington-Gray 2019; Sano and Sano 
2019). Tourists can comment on, share, and forward desti-
nations’ crisis communication messages via social media, 
leading to secondary crisis communication (Schultz, Utz, 
and Göritz 2011). Luo and Zhai (2017) asserted that tour-
ists’ secondary crisis communication can trigger group con-
flict and negative emotions, potentially causing travelers to 
boycott the destination where a crisis originated. Regarding 
COVID-19, Pennycook et al. (2020) discovered that people 
shared false claims on social media when failing to con-
sider whether the content was reputable. Inaccurate second-
ary crisis communication from tourists can spark public 
opinion crises and exacerbate events’ adverse effects on 
destinations. Scholars have also explored the boundary 
conditions and moderating effects of tourists’ responses to 
destinations’ crisis communication. For example, Xie et al. 
(2021) identified the moderating effects of empathy and 
perceived waiting time in the relationship between risk 
message communication and post-pandemic travel inten-
tion during COVID-19. Kim et al. (2020) investigated two 
boundary conditions (i.e., information precision and com-
parison standards) of communication messages’ effects on 
individuals’ perceived threats and stockpiling intentions 
during events such as COVID-19.

Heuristic/Systematic Information Processing 
Model

The heuristic/systematic model (HSM) is a persuasion-based 
model that takes information processing as the antecedent of 
attitude formation, perceptual changes, and behavioral 
responses (Ryu and Kim 2015). This dual-process model 
involves contrasting modes of information processing: heu-
ristic and systematic (Chaiken 1980). Under heuristic pro-
cessing, individuals tend to rely on accessible information 
and external cues (e.g., source credibility) or non-context 
cues when deciding to accept messaging. In systematic pro-
cessing, individuals attempt to comprehend and assess a 
message’s content and evaluate its validity in relation to its 
conclusion. Heuristic processing thus requires less effort and 
fewer cognitive resources when individuals ponder mes-
sages’ validity; systematic processing requires considerable 
effort when interpreting message content.
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HSM provides a theoretical basis for individuals’ infor-
mation processing and decision making in various settings. 
Because information processing differs with each mode, 
some researchers have proposed that the two modes are 
mutually exclusive (Fiske, Lin, and Neuberg 1999). Others 
have argued that the modes’ operation depends on context, 
such that each mode could either exert independent effects 
on individuals’ information processing and decisions or work 
simultaneously (Ryu and Kim 2015). Three hypotheses 
address how these modes interact: the attenuation hypothe-
sis, additivity hypothesis, and bias hypothesis (Chaiken and 
Maheswaran 1994). The attenuation hypothesis suggests that 
if individuals are motivated and able to engage in systematic 
processing, heuristic cues’ effects may be attenuated; that is, 
systematic processing suppresses the impact of heuristic pro-
cessing. The additivity hypothesis posits that if systematic 
processing does not overwhelm heuristic information cues 
and if individuals have lower motivation, then heuristic pro-
cessing can affect individuals’ judgment independent of sys-
tematic processing: the two modes of information processing 
could independently influence individuals’ attitude judg-
ments or function simultaneously. The bias hypothesis states 
that, because heuristic cues are the basis of the impact of and 
expectations about valid and persuasive messages, these cues 
indirectly contribute to systematic information processing in 
a biased manner that suits individuals’ expectations. In other 
cases, heuristic processing can bias systematic processing 
when evidence is ambiguous. In addition, due to factors such 
as cognitive laziness or busyness, insufficient adjustment, 
and intuitive confidence, heuristic processing is often more 
advantageous than systematic processing (Epley and 
Gilovich 2006; Petty and Wegener 1999; Simmons and 
Nelson 2006). In sum, both information processing modes’ 
effects on individuals’ attitude judgments depend on many 
aspects and require further empirical investigation.

Compared with other information processing models, such 
as the social information processing approach, elaboration 
likelihood model, and stimulus–organism–response model, 
HSM reveals how individuals process external information 
through two cognitive paths: intuition-based heuristic pro-
cessing and rational-based systematic processing. More spe-
cifically, HSM is a persuasion-based information receiving 
and processing model. HSM has been adopted to examine 
individuals’ crisis information processing and responses to 
disasters, and it is valid in different cultural contexts. For 
example, regarding the Fukushima accident in Japan, Ryu 
and Kim (2015) pointed out that the public adopted heuristic 
and systematic dual-process models while receiving and pro-
cessing crisis messages. The respective effects of these two 
modes on individuals’ perceived risk were examined as well. 
Considering a natural disaster in Japan, Aliperti and Cruz 
(2019) adopted HSM to construct a risk information seeking 
and processing model for international tourists from main-
land China and the United States. Results showed that tourists 
processed risk information heuristically and systematically. 

This finding emphasizes the need to develop tailored risk and 
crisis communication strategies while accounting for cross-
cultural information processing variation among international 
tourists. Accordingly, the current study investigates tourists’ 
responses to destination crisis communication based on HSM.

Per previous HSM research, communicators’ source cred-
ibility is paramount to effective information delivery 
(Chaiken and Eagly 1983) and informs individuals’ engage-
ment in heuristic or systematic processing (Ryu and Kim 
2015; Trumbo and McComas 2003). People generally adopt 
heuristic processing to consume information from highly 
credible sources, whereas systematic processing is more 
common for information from less credible sources. The 
public’s trust in communication is tied to sources’ authority, 
perceived honesty, and potential to benefit from provided 
information (McGinnies and Ward 1980; Sano and Sano 
2019). In crisis communication contexts, source credibility 
fundamentally affects individuals’ information processing, 
acceptance, and search behavior (Lin et al. 2016; Sano and 
Sano 2019; Veil, Buehner, and Palenchar 2011). For exam-
ple, information from official government websites is per-
ceived as highly reliable (Lin et al. 2016); tourists tend to 
exert relatively little effort when judging the validity of such 
information and adopt heuristic processing. Business-to-
consumer crisis communication was a major research focus 
in past decades, and its source reliability was seldom doubted. 
However, in the new media era, social media has cast doubt 
on the credibility of businesses’ crisis communication 
(Austin, Fisher Liu, and Jin 2012; Lin et al. 2016; Schultz, 
Utz, and Göritz 2011). Compared with passively consuming 
organization-provided information, individuals can now 
receive crisis information from multiple sources and are 
more willing to engage in such communication. Consumers 
are also likely to seek information from peers via social 
media instead of corporations’ official websites, as informa-
tion from faceless managers is thought to have low credibil-
ity (Argenti 2006; Stephens and Malone 2009). Social media 
has become an essential information source for tourists (Sano 
and Sano 2019). Online communities can also self-correct 
inaccurate information in crisis communication settings 
(Veil, Buehner, and Palenchar 2011). In addition, because 
information shared by tourists via social media offers no 
commercial benefit apart from reflecting personal experi-
ence, such commentary is deemed credible and is often pro-
cessed heuristically (Litvin, Goldsmith, and Pan 2008; 
Schroeder and Pennington-Gray 2015). By contrast, infor-
mation from business sources is often accompanied by clear 
commercial benefits (e.g., advertising), leading tourists to 
exercise caution when judging the validity of claims and 
adopt systematic processing. Sano and Sano (2019) con-
firmed that crisis information from tourists is more credible 
than that from businesses. Trumbo and McComas (2003) 
specifically examined the impact of source credibility on 
individuals’ perceived risk and proposed that such credibility 
is contingent on the type of trusted subject: if individuals 
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place more trust in government groups, then they should 
adopt heuristic processing. The following hypotheses are 
proposed accordingly:

H1: Tourists tend to adopt heuristic processing for G-to-T 
and T-to-T crisis communication.
H2: Tourists tend to adopt systematic processing for 
B-to-T crisis communication.

Perceived Safety and Travel Intention

Perceived safety refers to tourists’ subjective impressions of 
destination safety and risk, representing a key aspect of travel 
intention (Xie, Zhang, and Morrison 2021) especially in the 
pre-trip stage (Rittichainuwat 2011). Destinations’ success is 
directly linked to the ability to offer tourists a safe environ-
ment (Xie, Zhang, and Morrison 2021). Generally, crisis 
events diminish tourists’ safety expectations and confidence in 
a destination, resulting in sharp declines in tourism demand 
(Kapuściński and Richards 2016; Pizam 1996; Pizam and 
Smith 2000). Amid a major crisis such as COVID-19, “travel 
fears” lead to protective behavior (e.g., travel avoidance, cau-
tious travel) (Zheng, Luo, and Ritchie 2021). Destinations’ 
crisis communication plays a central role in image reparation, 
market recovery, and the mitigation of crises’ negative impacts 
(Avraham 2015; Oliveira and Huertas 2019; Sano and Sano 
2019). Scholars have explored how destinations’ crisis com-
munication increases tourists’ safety perceptions and travel 
intentions in terms of numerous crises and cultural back-
grounds. For example, based on a survey of mainland Chinese 
tourists during the COVID-19 pandemic, Xie et al. (2021) 
confirmed that destination risk and crisis communication each 
had a positive impact on tourists’ perceived safety, basic travel 
intentions, and destination travel intentions. Sano and Sano 
(2019) investigated the positive influence of crisis communi-
cation on tourists’ perceived safety and travel intentions with 
respect to a natural disaster in Japan.

In the new media era, tourists no longer depend on a sin-
gle source, channel, or communicator to obtain crisis infor-
mation; they can instead refer to official destination 
government departments, corporations’ crisis reports, or 
commentary from other travelers on social media. These 
sources shape tourists’ perceived destination safety and 
travel intentions. Information sources’ credibility also affects 
individuals’ perceived safety and travel decisions (Gao, Tian, 
and Tu 2015; Wang, Kao, and Ngamsiriudom 2017): the 
higher the credibility of destinations’ crisis communication, 
the greater tourists’ perceived safety and travel intentions 
(Sano and Sano 2019). Tourists possess varying degrees of 
trust toward different communicators (i.e., the government, 
businesses, and tourists). These sources can generate diverse 
safety perceptions and travel intentions even when deliver-
ing similar crisis communication messages (Utz, Schultz, 
and Glocka 2013; Schultz, Utz, and Göritz 2011), hence the 
following hypotheses:

H3: Tourists’ perceived safety related to G-to-T and 
T-to-T crisis communication is higher than that related to 
B-to-T crisis communication.
H4: Tourists’ travel intentions related to G-to-T and T-to-T 
crisis communication are stronger than those related to 
B-to-T crisis communication.

Matching and Combination of Crisis 
Communication Sources and Crisis Types

A crisis is an unpredictable event that disrupts entities’ oper-
ations, endangers organizations’ viability, and threatens indi-
viduals’ physical and mental health (Fink 1986). As noted, 
situational crisis communication theory specifies three crisis 
types based on responsibility: victimized crises, accidental 
crises, and preventable crises (Coombs 1999, 2007). The 
attribution of organizational crisis responsibility in victim-
ized crises is weak; organizations are regarded as the victims 
of crises such as natural disasters, product tampering, and 
rumors. Attributions of organizational crisis responsibility 
are moderate in accidental (i.e., unintentional or uncontrol-
lable) crises, such as technical-error accidents and technical-
error product harm. In preventable crises, organizations may 
knowingly place people at risk, act inappropriately, or violate 
laws; these crises carry strong attributions of crisis responsi-
bility, such as organizational misdeed, human-error acci-
dents, and human-error product harm (Coombs 2007). Thus, 
attributions of organizational crisis responsibility are weak-
est in victimized crises and strongest in preventable crises. 
The current research aims to examine the effects of destina-
tions’ crisis communication and tourists’ responses to two 
extremes: victimized and preventable crises.

Coombs (1995, 2007) proposed that the stronger the pub-
lic’s perceived crisis responsibility, the more likely a crisis is 
to adversely affect an organization and elicit negative tourist 
responses. According to attributional theory, the public is 
actively involved in the attribution process once a crisis occurs. 
When the public deems internal organizational factors to have 
sparked a crisis, they will exhibit negative perceptions, emo-
tions, and behavioral responses; conversely, when a crisis is 
attributable to external or unpreventable factors, the public 
often expresses compassion, forgiveness, and positive 
responses toward the organization (Utz, Schultz, and Glocka 
2013; Weiner 1985). Situational crisis communication theory 
suggests that organizations should adopt response strategies 
such as apologies and compensation to address high crisis 
responsibility (i.e., preventable crises) but rely on minimiza-
tion and rebuilding in cases of low crisis responsibility (i.e., 
victimized crises) (Coombs 1995, 2007). Essentially, organi-
zations should adopt appropriate strategies (e.g., including for 
crisis communication sources) tailored to the crisis type to 
achieve optimal response effectiveness. In other words, tour-
ists’ perceptions, emotions, and behavioral responses vary 
across matching situations involving crisis communication 
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sources and crisis types. The interaction between crisis type 
and crisis communication has received considerable attention 
in different cultural contexts. For example, Utz, Schultz, and 
Glocka (2013) compared the impacts of victimized and pre-
ventable crises on individuals’ anger, secondary crisis com-
munication, secondary crisis reactions, and organizational 
reputation in the context of the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear 
disaster in Japan. A higher level of anger resulted from pre-
ventable crises versus victimized crises. Anger also mediated 
the impacts of crisis type on organizations’ reputations, sec-
ondary crisis communication, and secondary crisis reactions. 
Based on the headline “Female tourist attacked in Lijiang” in 
China, Cai and Zhu (2019) pointed out that destinations should 
adopt tailored image restoration and communication strategies 
for distinct crisis types to alleviate the impacts of a crisis and 
restore tourists’ perceived safety. Therefore, tourists’ informa-
tion processing, perceived safety, and travel intentions will 
presumably differ across matching and combination strategies 
based on destinations’ crisis communication sources (i.e., the 
government, businesses, and tourists) and crisis types (e.g., 
victimized and preventable crises).

Risk and crisis communication messages also have a 
frame effect (Kapuściński and Richards 2016; Xie et al. 
2021). Tourists exposed to messages in a risk-amplifying 
frame (i.e., a high-risk situation) have been found to score 
relatively low on perceived safety and travel intentions but 
high on information searching; tourists exposed to messages 
in a risk-attenuating frame (i.e., a low-risk situation) do the 
opposite (Liu-Lastres, Schroeder, and Pennington-Gray 
2019; Sano and Sano 2019; Xie et al. 2021). Preventable cri-
ses are caused by internal organizational factors, which can 
negatively affect a destination’s image and market and thus 
represent a high-risk situation for the destination. Compared 
with preventable crises, tourists are more likely to forgive 
victimized crises (Utz, Schultz, and Glocka 2013). Victimized 
crises have fewer adverse effects on tourists’ perceived 
safety, destination image, and the tourism market as well 
(Xie, Zhang, and Morrison 2021). These crises are thus low 
risk for a destination. Tourists’ perceived safety, travel inten-
tions, and information processing of destinations’ crisis com-
munication sources may be more sensitive in high-risk 
situations (preventable crises). Specifically, when receiving 
crisis messages from different sources (e.g., the government, 
businesses, and other tourists), tourists may express forgive-
ness and sympathy toward a destination in low-risk situa-
tions (victimized crises) and tend to adopt intuition-based 
heuristic processing. Crisis communication from authorita-
tive sources (the government) can quickly alleviate public 
concern and better restore tourists’ perceived safety and 
travel intentions compared with messaging from business 
and tourist sources. However, tourists may blame the desti-
nation and attribute crisis responsibility in high-risk situa-
tions (preventable crises), leading travelers to engage in 
rational systematic processing. At the same time, crisis com-
munication from tourist sources can enhance individuals’ 

trust and reduce their boycott intentions to more effectively 
restore their perceived safety and travel intentions compared 
with government and business sources. Put simply, crisis 
type moderates the relationship between destinations’ crisis 
communication sources and tourists’ information processing, 
perceived safety, and travel intentions. The following hypoth-
eses are thus put forth:

H5: Tourists’ information processing (H5a), perceived 
safety (H5b), and travel intentions (H5c) differ across 
matching strategies based on destinations’ crisis commu-
nication sources and crisis types.
H6: Crisis type moderates the impacts of crisis communi-
cation sources on tourists’ information processing (H6a), 
perceived safety (H6b), and travel intentions (H6c).

Mediating Effects of Tourists’ Heuristic/
Systematic Processing and Perceived Safety

Effective crisis communication calls for appropriate crisis 
messaging based on the stage of a crisis and the public’s 
expectations (Greer and Moreland 2003). Tailored messages 
can diminish the public’s perceptions of crisis-related conse-
quences and boost tourists’ safety perceptions and travel 
intentions. In a crisis context, tourists’ travel intentions are 
based on comprehensive judgments of destination safety and 
risk messages (Wang and Lopez 2020; Xie et al. 2021), 
depending on the adopted information processing model 
(e.g., HSM) (Aliperti and Cruz 2019). HSM suggests that 
information processing is the premise of behavioral responses 
(Chaiken 1980; Ryu and Kim 2015), while perceived safety 
is an antecedent of travel intention (Sano and Sano 2019; 
Xie, Zhang, and Morrison 2021). Thus, information process-
ing and perceived safety constitute evaluative and response 
bases of tourists’ travel decisions during crises and shape 
tourists’ travel intentions.

Under the stimulus–organism–response framework, 
external stimuli trigger individuals’ information processing 
and internal states followed by behavioral responses 
(Mehrabian and Russell 1974). Information processing and 
internal states thus mediate the impacts of external stimuli on 
behavioral responses. Accordingly, when tourists receive 
destinations’ crisis communication, they begin processing 
the information and forming crisis-related perceptions, 
which then influence their travel decisions. Tourists’ crisis 
information processing and perceived safety therefore medi-
ate the effectiveness of destinations’ crisis communication 
strategies. The impact of destinations’ crisis communication 
on travel intention is also supported by and mediated through 
information processing and perceived safety. The mediating 
effect of destinations’ crisis communication on tourists’ 
travel intentions entails a dual mediation process under the 
dual-processing approach (i.e., heuristic and systematic pro-
cessing) when consuming crisis information (Chaiken 1980). 
Studies have shown that heuristic processing and systematic 
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processing significantly predict perceived risk and safety 
(Ryu and Kim 2015), and perceived safety mediates the 
effects of risk and crisis communication messages on travel 
intention (Liu-Lastres, Schroeder, and Pennington-Gray 
2019). The following hypotheses are therefore proposed:

H7a: Heuristic processing and perceived safety mediate 
the effect of destinations’ crisis communication on tour-
ists’ travel intentions.
H7b: Systematic processing and perceived safety mediate 
the effect of destinations’ crisis communication on tour-
ists’ travel intentions.

The proposed conceptual model is shown in Figure 1.

Experiment 1

Design of Stimuli Materials of Victimized Crisis

A pilot test was conducted to assess the effectiveness of 
designed stimuli materials in a victimized crisis context. 
Jiuzhaigou, in Sichuan, China, is a national natural protected 
area. This national park is a famous tourist destination in 
China as well as abroad owing to its unique natural scenery. 
On August 8, 2017, a 7.0-magnitude earthquake occurred in 
Jiuzhaigou and seriously damaged its natural and cultural 
scenery, infrastructure, and ecological environment. The 
catastrophe received extensive media coverage. This earth-
quake served as the victimized crisis context in our study. To 
minimize the influences of time distance, personal 

experience, and geographic proximity, some details about 
the crisis were omitted from our experimental stimuli; par-
ticipants were only exposed to key material that could induce 
varying levels of perceived risk (see Supplemental Appendix 
1). Moreover, stimuli materials were optimized based on 
news reports of the earthquake. Six Ph.D. students ensured 
materials’ content validity following in-depth discussion.

A pilot test was performed with 30 students at the authors’ 
university to ensure the effectiveness of stimuli materials. 
Participants were asked to read the materials and then rate 
several items related to perceived risk on a 7-point Likert 
scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Perceived 
risk was evaluated using Rimal and Real’s (2003) instru-
ment, consisting of two dimensions of perceived susceptibil-
ity and severity. Some items were revised slightly to suit our 
research context. These stimuli materials triggered partici-
pants’ perceived risk and provided an appropriate crisis judg-
ment situation for the formal experiment.

Design of Stimuli Materials on Destinations’ 
Crisis Communication Sources

Crisis communication stimuli materials were designed based 
on three sources (i.e., the government, businesses, and other 
tourists). In line with Sano and Sano’s (2019) recommenda-
tions, three key elements—ethos, logos, and pathos—were 
drawn from Andersen’s (2001) classic rhetorical philosophy 
when designing these materials. Because this study intended 
to examine the cognitive rather than affective effects of crisis 
communication messages, only ethos and logos elements 

Figure 1. Conceptual.
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were adopted to develop messages, including keywords such 
as “emergency response,” “safety,” “tourists returning,” and 
“operating as usual” (see Supplemental Appendix 1). To 
compare the effects of crisis communication sources in natu-
ral decision-making contexts and to make the scenarios more 
realistic, G-to-T stimuli materials were combined with the 
local government’s website announcement; B-to-T stimuli 
materials were based on a local travel agency’s website; and 
T-to-T stimuli materials were based on tourists’ reviews on 
Ctrip. Stimuli materials from different sources contained 
similar elements and were presented in the same way (e.g., 
font, size, color, and line width) to minimize bias from the 
message content and language. All materials were presented 
in Chinese and shared a similar writing style and syntax.

Procedures

A nationwide web-based survey was carried out via a leading 
market research platform in China (www.wenjuan.cn) as the 
formal experiment. A hyperlink to the survey was posted on 
major Chinese social media platforms, such as WeChat and 
QQ. Participants with travel experience were invited through 
convenience sampling and were randomly assigned to one of 
three groups (Group 1: G-to-T crisis communication; Group 
2: B-to-T crisis communication; Group 3: T-to-T crisis com-
munication). All participants were asked to read their 
assigned stimuli materials and then respond to a series of 
items on source credibility, heuristic/systematic processing, 
perceived safety, and travel intention. These items were fol-
lowed by demographic questions, including gender, age, 
education, monthly income, travel frequency, and crisis 
experience. To ensure data quality, participants were 
informed there were no right or wrong answers and were 
assured of anonymity. Each item was measured using a 
7-point Likert scale.

The measurement scales were adopted from previously 
validated research, and some items were revised slightly to 
suit our research context (Supplemental Appendix 2). Source 
credibility was measured using one item from Utz, Schultz, 
and Glocka (2013). HSM was evaluated with two items each 
based on Ryu and Kim’s (2015) research (heuristic process-
ing: Cronbach’s α = 0.778; systematic processing: Cronbach’s 
α = 0.722). Four items from Liu-Lastres, Schroeder, and 
Pennington-Gray (2019) and George (2010) were adapted to 
measure perceived safety (Cronbach’s α = 0.844). Travel 
intention was measured with one item based on Liu-Lastres, 
Schroeder, and Pennington-Gray (2019): participants were 
asked to rate their likelihood of visiting a particular destina-
tion. In addition, these multi-item constructs have been 
shown to be unidimensional in previous research design and 
validation processes. For example, Ryu and Kim (2015) used 
two items to measure heuristic and systematic processing, 
respectively, and these two constructs were unidimensional 
when examining the impact of each on individuals’ perceived 
risk. George (2010) also identified perceived safety as 

a unidimensional construct based on a reliability test and 
confirmatory factor analysis. The English-language scales 
were translated into Chinese and then back-translated with 
the help of two tourism professors (one Chinese and one 
English) and five Ph.D. students. Three hundred question-
naires were returned; 257 were valid, yielding an 85.667% 
effective response rate. The final sample profile is summa-
rized in Table 2.

Data Analysis

Data from Experiment 1 were analyzed using three steps in 
SPSS. First, descriptive analysis was conducted to determine 
the mean, skewness, and kurtosis of each item (Table 3). 
Second, a reliability analysis of multi-item variables (e.g., 
heuristic and systematic processing, perceived safety) was 
performed. Third, analyses of variance (ANOVAs) were car-
ried out along with either a least significant difference (LSD) 
or Tamhane’s T2 test to examine participants’ responses to 
different communication sources.

Results

The dataset was examined for normality. All items’ skewness 
(<3) and kurtosis (<8) values met Kline’s (2011) recom-
mended criteria. ANOVA was performed as a manipulation 
check of source credibility after exposing participants to stim-
uli materials from different sources. As expected, the three 
source types induced distinct source credibility: participants 
exposed to G-to-T and T-to-T materials indicated signifi-
cantly higher source credibility than those exposed to T-to-T 
materials (MG-to-T = 5.420, MB-to-T = 4.470, MT-to-T = 5.118,  
F(2, 256) = 12.995, p = .000). These results indicated that our 
manipulation check was effective and enabled us to investi-
gate how crisis communication from three sources affected 
participants’ information processing, perceived safety, and 
travel intentions.

A series of ANOVAs were conducted next, with either 
LSD or Tamhane’s T2 test adopted for post hoc comparison. 
Heuristic processing, systematic processing, and perceived 
safety passed the homogeneity test of variance, but travel 
intention did not. As shown in Table 4 and Figure 2, signifi-
cant differences emerged between crisis communication 
sources in terms of heuristic processing (F(2, 256) = 22.299, 
p = 0.001), perceived safety (F(2, 256) = 15.883, p = 0.001), 
and travel intention (F(2, 256) = 7.597, p = 0.01) in a victim-
ized crisis context. No significant difference was observed 
between the three communication sources in terms of sys-
tematic processing (F(2, 256) = 0.168, p = 0.845). Post hoc 
results showed that participants who were exposed to G-to-T 
and T-to-T stimuli materials scored significantly higher on 
heuristic processing (MG-to-T = 4.642, MB-to-T = 3.404,  
MT-to-T = 4.586), perceived safety (MG-to-T = 4.593,  
MB-to-T = 3.693, MT-to-T = 4.559), and travel intention  
(MG-to-T = 5.025, MB-to-T = 4.289, MT-to-T = 4.903) than those 

www.wenjuan.cn


Zhang et al. 11

exposed to B-to-T stimuli materials. Thus, H1, H3, and H4 
were supported but H2 was not.

Experiment 1 featured a quasi-experimental design. 
Convenience sampling and web-based surveys can impede 
experimental control and compromise randomization. Thus, 
to avoid interference from participants’ demographics (e.g., 
age and travel frequency), analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) 
was performed to assess the effects of communication 
sources on participants’ information processing, perceived 
safety, and travel intentions. The results showed that the 
communication source significantly predicted heuristic pro-
cessing (F(2, 248) = 14.551, p = .000), perceived safety (F(2, 
248) = 15.334, p = .001), and travel intention (F(2, 
248) = 8.734, p = .001). Its effect on systematic processing 
was not significant (F(2, 248) = 0.940, p = .392). A paired 
comparative analysis indicated that participants who were 
exposed to G-to-T and T-to-T materials tended to adopt heu-
ristic processing and scored higher on perceived safety and 
travel intentions. H1, H3, and H4 were again supported.

Experiment 1 demonstrated good external validity by tar-
geting potential tourists in natural decision-making 

scenarios. However, the internal validity of this experiment 
may have been affected by irrelevant factors. To ensure the 
reliability and robustness of our results, another quasi-exper-
iment (Experiment 2) involving university students was con-
ducted. The matching strategies of crisis communication 
source and crisis type and their impacts on participants’ 
travel intentions were examined along with the mediating 
effects of participants’ heuristic/systematic processing and 
perceived safety on this association.

Experiment 2

Design of Stimuli Materials on Preventable Crisis

According to a travel complaint report published on the 3.15 
platform of People’s Daily Online, Yunnan has been China’s 
most commonly cited area for national travel complaints 
since 2014. On November 11, 2016, a female tourist was 
robbed and attacked in Lijiang, Yunnan. The crime was 
extensively publicized via social media and had a devastat-
ing impact on the area’s destination image and tourism 

Table 2. Sample Profile in Experiment 1.

Source type G-to-T B-to-T T-to-T Total

Group Group 1 (n = 81) Group 2 (n = 83) Group 3 (n = 93) (N = 257)

Characteristics n % n % n % n %

Gender
 Male 39 48.2 32 38.6 41 44.1 112 43.6
 Female 42 51.9 51 61.5 52 55.9 145 56.4
Age
 Below 18 years 2 2.5 7 8.4 0 0.0 9 3.5
 18–25 years 30 37.0 53 63.9 37 39.8 120 46.7
 26–35 years 34 42.0 22 26.5 40 43.0 96 37.4
 36–45 years 6 7.4 1 1.2 12 12.9 19 7.4
 Above 46 years 9 11.1 0 0.0 4 4.3 13 5.1
Education
 High school 7 8.6 13 15.7 1 1.1 21 8.2
 Junior college 30 37.0 24 28.9 19 20.4 73 28.4
 Undergraduate 33 40.7 40 48.2 61 65.6 134 52.1
 Master 11 13.6 6 7.2 12 12.9 29 11.3
Monthly income
 ≤2,500 CNY 10 12.4 34 41.0 13 14.0 57 22.2
 2,501–5,000 CNY 21 25.9 21 25.3 16 17.2 58 22.6
 5,001–10,000 CNY 38 46.9 20 24.1 54 58.1 112 43.6
 10,001–20,000 CNY 5 6.2 8 9.6 10 10.8 23 9.0
 ≥20,001 CNY 7 8.6 0 0.0 0 0.0 7 2.7
Travel frequency
 Low 23 27.2 6 7.3 19 20.4 47 18.3
 Middle 44 54.3 10 12.1 66 71.0 120 46.7
 High 15 18.5 67 80.7 8 8.6 90 35.0
Crisis experience
 Yes 31 38.3 24 28.9 28 30.1 83 32.3
 No 50 61.7 59 71.1 65 69.9 174 67.7
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market. Therefore, “female tourist attacked in Lijiang” 
served as the preventable crisis context in this study. 
Corresponding stimuli materials were optimized based on 
news coverage of the incident, and six Ph.D. students ensured 
content validity (see Supplemental Appendix 1).

Procedures

This quasi-experiment was designed to investigate how par-
ticipants responded to crisis messages from three sources 
when different crisis types were involved. A 2 (victimized vs. 
preventable) × 3 (G-to-T vs. B-to-T vs. T-to-T crisis commu-
nication) between-subjects factorial design was adopted. The 
experiment was conducted in a study room at a university in 
Shanghai using on-site convenience sampling. Participants 
were assigned to one of six matched groups (Group 1: 
G-to-T + victimized crisis; Group 2: B-to-T + victimized 
crisis; Group 3: T-to-T + victimized crisis; Group 4: 
G-to-T + preventable crisis; Group 5: B-to-T + preventable 
crisis; Group 6: T-to-T + preventable crisis). All participants 

were asked to read their assigned stimuli materials and then 
respond to a series of items related to source credibility, per-
ceived risk (severity: Cronbach’s α = 0.842; susceptibility: 
Cronbach’s α = 0.757), heuristic/systematic processing (heu-
ristic processing: Cronbach’s α = 0.809; systematic process-
ing: Cronbach’s α = 0.778), perceived safety (Cronbach’s 
α = 0.877), and travel intention. Of the 330 distributed ques-
tionnaires, 323 were valid after excluding those with repeti-
tious response patterns, random writing, and multiple missing 
values. There were ultimately 50 participants in Group 1, 53 
in Group 2, 56 in Group 3, 57 in Group 4, 53 in Group 5, and 
54 in Group 6. The sample consisted of 25.4% men and 
74.6% women; the largest travel frequency group was mod-
erate (2–3 times a year), and only 16.4% had encountered a 
similar crisis in the past.

Data Analysis

Data analysis consisted of the following four steps in 
SPSS: (1) descriptive analysis; (2) reliability analysis of 

Table 3. Descriptive Statistic.

Variables Items

Experiment 1 Experiment 2 Experiment 3

Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis

Perceived risk
 Perceived 

severity
PSE01 5.206 1.463 −0.762 0.373 5.576 1.196 −0.558 −0.328 5.667 1.235 −0.937 0.942
PSE02 5.482 1.389 −0.875 0.382 5.789 1.163 −0.857 0.466 5.819 1.259 −1.256 1.776
PSE03 5.708 1.345 −1.037 0.647 6.347 0.967 −1.986 5.230 6.222 1.059 −1.777 4.273

 Perceived 
susceptibility

PSU01 3.712 1.927 0.150 −1.116 2.895 1.224 0.437 0.420 4.348 1.597 −0.048 −0.778
PSU02 4.198 1.909 −0.321 −0.991 3.731 1.591 −0.031 −0.651 4.568 1.751 −0.467 −0.676
PSU03 4.093 1.815 −0.168 −1.005 3.390 1.433 0.286 −0.223 4.713 1.505 −0.401 −0.215

Source credibility SC01 5.004 1.279 −0.763 1.128 3.929 0.921 −0.529 0.716 4.828 1.353 −0.657 0.567
HSM
 Heuristic 

processing
HP01 4.506 1.594 −0.370 −0.372 3.539 1.302 −0.013 0.118 4.258 1.491 0.005 −0.394
HP02 3.938 1.636 −0.158 −0.796 2.882 1.294 0.618 0.710 4.403 1.424 −0.001 −0.484

 Systematic 
processing

SP01 5.401 1.363 −0.941 0.928 5.486 0.989 −0.340 0.069 5.412 1.016 −0.111 −0.390
SP02 5.265 1.281 −0.944 1.299 5.446 1.012 −0.349 −0.162 5.586 1.062 −0.323 −0.100

Perceived safety PS01 4.405 1.343 −0.370 0.138 3.678 0.969 −0.429 0.698 4.794 1.231 −0.306 0.197
PS02 4.607 1.489 −0.564 0.017 3.734 1.044 −0.372 0.503 4.740 1.219 −0.307 0.475
PS03 3.891 1.671 0.007 −0.803 3.031 1.071 0.045 −0.048 4.387 1.453 −0.195 −0.293
PS04 4.257 1.585 −0.245 −0.481 3.365 1.165 0.620 4.958 4.570 1.322 −0.357 0.331

Travel intention TI01 4.743 1.339 −0.407 −0.092 3.806 1.153 −0.251 0.382 4.998 1.209 −0.297 0.340

Table 4. ANOVA Results of Experiment 1.

G-to-T (n = 81) B-to-T (n = 83) T-to-T (n = 93) Homogeneity of variance Total

Dependent variables M SD M SD M SD Levene Statistic p-Value

Heuristic processing 4.642 1.372 3.404 1.380 4.586 1.324 0.019 .000***
Systematic processing 5.272 1.110 5.374 1.287 5.350 1.134 0.704 .845
Perceived safety 4.593 1.162 3.693 1.325 4.559 1.032 2.140 .000***
Travel intention 5.025 1.162 4.289 1.581 4.903 1.143 7.436*** .001**

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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multi-item variables; (3) ANOVA and either LSD or 
Tamhane’s T2 tests (i.e., to examine participants’ responses 
to destinations’ crisis communication strategies based on 
crisis type and communication sources); and (4) deploy-
ment of the PROCESS macro to evaluate the mediating 
effects of participants’ heuristic/systematic processing and 
perceived safety.

Results

Matching effect of crisis communication sources and crisis 
types. As in Experiment 1, the dataset was examined for nor-
mality. The skewness (<3) and kurtosis (<8) values of all 
items met Kline’s (2011) suggested criteria. The manipulation 
check on crisis type showed that participants’ perceived sever-
ity (Mvictimized = 5.725, Mpreventable = 6.077, t-3.306, p .001) and 
susceptibility (Mvictimized = 2.991, Mpreventable = 3.290, t = −2.263, 
p. 024) to a preventable crisis were significantly higher than to 
a victimized crisis. Meanwhile, the manipulation check on cri-
sis communication source showed that participants exposed to 
G-to-T and T-to-T materials scored higher than those exposed to 
B-to-T materials (MG-to-T = 4.290, MB-to-T = 3.726, MT-to-T = 3.773, 
F(2, 322)= 13.286, p = .000). These findings confirmed the use-
fulness of our manipulation.

Experiment 2 tested the robustness of findings from 
Experiment 1 before investigating the match strategies of 
crisis types and communication sources. Results revealed 
significant differences between crisis communication 
sources in terms of heuristic processing (F(2,158) = 14.420, 
p = .000], perceived safety ([F(2,158) = 5.953, p = .03), and 

travel intention (F(2, 158) = 2.685, p = .071) in the context of 
a victimized crisis. No significant difference was observed 
between communication sources for systematic processing 
(F(2, 158) = 0.534, p = .588). Post hoc results showed that 
participants who were exposed to G-to-T stimuli materials 
tended to adopt heuristic processing and scored highest on 
perceived safety and travel intention; participants exposed to 
B-to-T stimuli materials scored lowest. This pattern was 
largely consistent with that identified in Experiment 1. 
However, significant differences emerged between crisis 
communication sources in terms of heuristic processing 
(F(2, 163) = 6.858, p = .001) and perceived safety (F(2, 
163) = 4.436, p = .013) in the context of a preventable crisis; 
no significant difference was found between communication 
sources for systematic processing (F(2, 163) = 2.249, 
p = .109) and travel intention (F(2, 163) = 2.240, p = .110). 
Post hoc results indicated that participants who were exposed 
to G-to-T and T-to-T stimuli materials tended to adopt heu-
ristic processing. Participants scored highest on perceived 
safety when exposed to T-to-T stimuli materials and lowest 
on perceived safety when exposed to B-to-T stimuli materi-
als. Tourists’ responses to destinations’ crisis communication 
sources thus may be moderated and intervened by crisis 
types.

As presented in Table 5 and Figure 3, except for system-
atic processing, heuristic processing, perceived safety, and 
travel intentions each passed the homogeneity test of vari-
ance. Significant differences were identified between crisis 
communication matching groups in terms of heuristic pro-
cessing (F(5, 322) = 9.867, p = .000), perceived safety (F(5, 

Figure 2. ANOVA results of Experiment 1.
Note: The error bar denote the SD.
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322) = 4.982, p = .000), and travel intention (F(5, 322) = 3.286, 
p = .007). Regarding heuristic processing, post hoc results 
showed that participants who were exposed to G-to-T mate-
rials scored significantly higher on heuristic processing than 
those who were exposed to B-to-T and T-to-T materials for 
any crisis type, but particularly in the victimized crisis con-
text. Participants who were exposed to B-to-T materials 
scored lowest on heuristic processing for any crisis type. 
Regarding perceived safety, post hoc results revealed that 
participants exposed to G-to-T materials scored significantly 
higher on perceived safety than those exposed to B-to-T and 
T-to-T materials in a victimized crisis context. Participants 
who were exposed to T-to-T materials scored significantly 
higher on perceived safety than those exposed to G-to-T and 
B-to-T materials in a preventable crisis context. Finally, 

participants who were exposed to G-to-T materials scored 
highest on perceived safety in a victimized crisis context, 
while those exposed to T-to-T materials scored highest on 
perceived safety in a preventable crisis context. Regarding 
travel intention, post hoc results also indicated that partici-
pants exposed to G-to-T materials scored significantly higher 
on travel intention than those who were exposed to B-to-T 
materials in a victimized crisis context. Participants exposed 
to T-to-T stimuli materials scored significantly higher on 
travel intention than those who were exposed to B-to-T 
materials in a preventable crisis context. Participants who 
were exposed to G-to-T materials scored highest on travel 
intentions in a victimized crisis context; participants exposed 
to B-to-T materials scored lowest on travel intentions in a 
preventable crisis context. H5 was therefore supported.

Table 5. ANOVA Results of Experiment 2.

Group 1 
(n = 50)

Group 2 
(n = 53)

Group 3 
(n = 56)

Group 4 
(n = 57)

Group 5 
(n = 53)

Group 6 
(n = 54)

Homogeneity 
of variance Total

Dependent 
variables M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD

Levene 
Statistic p-Value

Heuristic 
processing

4.060 1.058 3.057 0.959 3.107 1.167 3.456 1.244 2.642 1.089 2.982 1.137 0.777 .000***

Systematic 
processing

5.320 0.925 5.500 0.707 5.455 1.076 5.500 0.835 5.321 1.000 5.685 0.826 2.638* .307

Perceived safety 3.880 0.846 3.415 0.707 3.415 0.809 3.272 1.014 3.113 0.954 3.653 0.923 1.466 .000***
Travel intention 4.260 0.965 3.774 1.154 3.900 1.164 3.667 1.155 3.396 1.132 3.870 1.198 0.391 .007**

Note: Group 1 = victimized crisis + G-to-T; Group 2 = victimized crisis + B-to-T; Group 3 = victimized crisis + T-to-T; Group 4 = preventable 
crisis + G-to-T; Group 5 = preventable crisis + B-to-T; Group 6 = preventable crisis + T-to-T.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.

Figure 3. ANOVA results of Experiment 2.
Note: The error bar denote the SD.
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Mediating effects of tourists’ heuristic/systematic processing and 
perceived safety. In line with suggestions from Hayes and 
Preacher (2014), we used the SPSS PROCESS macro to per-
form bootstrapping to test the mediating effects of partici-
pants’ heuristic/systematic processing and perceived safety. 
This procedure returned mediating effect estimates for serial 
multiple mediators (Model 6 with two mediators), standard 
errors, and confidence intervals (CIs) derived from the boot-
strap distribution with 5,000 estimates. Group 1 served as the 
reference group, and five dummy codes were created for the 
five other matched groups.

The mediation results of participants’ heuristic processing 
and perceived safety appear in Table 6. Findings showed that 
heuristic processing positively predicted perceived safety 
(β = 0.281***, p = .000) and travel intention (β = 0.176**, 
p = .002), while perceived safety positively predicted travel 
intention (β = 0.471***, p = .000). In terms of between-group 
differences, Group 2 tended to demonstrate lower heuristic 
processing than Group 1 (β = −1.010***, p = .000), with no 
significant differences in perceived safety and travel inten-
tion between them. Mediation results indicated that, in 
Models 2-1 and 2-3, heuristic processing mediated the rela-
tionship between Group 2 and travel intention (β = −0.177, 
95% CI: [−0.361, −0.032]). Heuristic processing and per-
ceived safety co-mediated the relationship between Group 2 
and travel intention (β = −0.134, 95% CI: [−0.231, −0.062]).

Group 3 generally exhibited lower heuristic processing 
than Group 1 (β = −0.920***, p = .000), and no significant 
differences were identified between them in terms of per-
ceived safety and travel intention. The mediation results 
showed that, in Models 3-1 and 3-3, heuristic processing 
mediated the relationship between Group 3 and travel inten-
tion (β = −0.161, 95% CI: [−0.342, −0.027]). Heuristic pro-
cessing and perceived safety co-mediated the relationship 
between Group 3 and travel intention (β = −0.122, 95% CI: 
[−0.223, −0.049]). Group 4 mostly displayed lower heuristic 
processing (β = −0.613**, p = .005) and perceived safety 
(β = −0.467**, p = .004) than Group 1 with no apparent sig-
nificant differences in travel intention. The mediation results 
also revealed that, for Models 4-1, 4-2, and 4-3, heuristic 
processing mediated the relationship between Group 4 and 
travel intention (β = −0.108, 95% CI: [−0.255, −0.011]); per-
ceived safety mediated the relationship between Group 4 and 
travel intention (β = −0.220, 95% CI: [−0.414, −0.054]); and 
heuristic processing and perceived safety co-mediated the 
relationship between Group 4 and travel intention (β = −0.081, 
95% CI: [−0.170, −0.020]).

Group 5 tended to have lower heuristic processing 
(β = −1.452***, p = .000) and perceived safety (β = −0.408*, 
p = .020) than Group 1, and no significant differences 
appeared in travel intention between them. The mediation 
results showed that, among Models 5-1, 5-2, and 5-3, heuris-
tic processing mediated the relationship between Group 5 
and travel intention (β = −0.255, 95% CI: [−0.503, −0.045]); 
perceived safety mediated the relationship between Group 5 

and travel intention (β = −0.192, 95% CI: [−0.391, −0.026]); 
and heuristic processing and perceived safety co-mediated 
the relationship between Group 5 and travel intention 
(β = −0.192, 95% CI: [−0.352, −0.097]). Group 6 largely dis-
played lower heuristic processing (β = −1.083***, p = .000) 
than Group 1, and no significant differences emerged in per-
ceived safety and travel intention between them. Mediation 
results revealed that, for Models 6-1 and 6-3, heuristic pro-
cessing mediated the relationship between Group 6 and 
travel intention (β = −0.190, 95% CI: [−0.401, −0.030]), and 
heuristic processing and perceived safety co-mediated the 
relationship between Group 6 and travel intention (β = −0.143, 
95% CI: [−0.249, −0.063]). H7a was accordingly supported.

The mediation results of participants’ systematic process-
ing and perceived safety are listed in Table 7. Systematic 
processing had no impact on perceived safety and travel 
intention, whereas perceived safety positively predicted 
travel intention (β = 0.551***, p = .000). In terms of between-
group differences, only Group 6 tended to have higher sys-
tematic processing than Group 1 (β = 0.370*, p = .039); only 
Group 5 tended to have lower travel intentions than Group 1 
(β = −0.418*, p < .049); and Groups 2, 3, 4, and 5 tended to 
have lower perceived safety than Group 1. The mediation 
results indicated that systematic processing (independent or 
with perceived safety) did not play a significant mediating 
role between matching strategies and travel intention. 
Additionally, except for Group 6, perceived safety mediated 
the relationship between matching strategies and travel 
intention. H7b was therefore partially supported.

Experiment 3

Design of Stimuli Materials of Victimized Crisis

The COVID-19 pandemic has significantly affected destina-
tions’ crisis management, tourists’ travel decisions, and trav-
elers’ perceptions and processing of crisis communication. 
Thus, to ensure the reliability of our conclusions, another 
experiment was conducted based on the pandemic. The mod-
erating effect of crisis type on the impacts of crisis commu-
nication source on heuristic/systematic processing, perceived 
safety, and travel intention were examined. COVID-19 is a 
global health crisis that has threatened tourists, industries, 
and destinations. The pandemic is a victimized crisis; 
“COVID-19 outbreak in Wuhan” served as the victimized 
crisis context in Experiment 3. The stimuli material was 
designed and optimized based on news coverage of the inci-
dent, and six Ph.D. students ensured content validity (see 
Supplemental Appendix 1). “Female tourist attacked in 
Lijiang” served as the preventable crisis context.

Procedures

This experiment involved a 2 (victimized vs. preventable) × 3 
(G-to-T vs. B-to-T vs. T-to-T crisis communication) 
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between-subjects factorial design. A nationwide web-based 
survey was carried out, and the hyperlink to the survey was 
posted on major Chinese social media platforms. Participants 
with travel experience were recruited through convenience 
sampling. All participants were asked to read their assigned 
stimuli materials and then respond to a series of items related 
to source credibility, perceived risk (severity: Cronbach’s 
α = 0.772; susceptibility: Cronbach’s α = 0.879), heuristic/
systematic processing (heuristic processing: Cronbach’s 
α = 0.809; systematic processing: Cronbach’s α = 0.729), per-
ceived safety (Cronbach’s α = 0.903), and travel intention. In 
total, 600 questionnaires were returned and 442 were valid, 

yielding a 73.67% effective response rate. The final sample 
profile is outlined in Table 8.

Data Analysis

Data analysis for Experiment 3 consisted of several steps: (1) 
descriptive analysis; (2) reliability analysis of multi-item 
variables and confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) based on 
structural equation modeling; (3) ANOVA and either LSD or 
Tamhane’s T2 tests; (4) deployment of the PROCESS macro; 
and (5) multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) to test 
the moderating effect of crisis types.

Table 6. Mediation Effect of Heuristic Processing and Perceived Safety (Experiment 2).

Independent variables

Heuristic processing (MV1) Perceived safety (MV2) Travel intention (DV)

β 95% CI β 95% CI β 95% CI

Direct effect
 Gender −0.108 −0.396, 0.180 −0.109 −0.322, 0.104 0.186 −0.076, 0.448
 Travel frequency 0.067 −0.082, 0.215 −0.015 −0.124, 0.095 0.035 −0.100, 0.169
 Crisis experience 0.104 −0.231, 0.439 0.199 −0.048, 0.447 0.076 −0.230, 0.381
 Group 2 −1.010*** −1.448, −0.572 −0.209 −0.542, 0.125 −0.042 −0.453, 0.368
 Group 3 −0.920*** −1.349, −0.490 −0.193 −0.519, 0.132 0.037 −0.364, 0.438
 Group 4 −0.613** −1.040, −0.186 −0.467** −0.786, −0.148 −0.191 −0.588, 0.206
 Group 5 −1.452*** −1.890, −1.014 −0.408* −0.752, −0.064 −0.230 −0.656, 0.197
 Group 6 −1.083*** −1.517, −0.649 0.054 −0.278, 0.386 −0.081 −0.490, 0.327
 Heuristic processing - - 0.281*** 0.199, 0.363 0.176** 0.067, 0.284
 Perceived safety - - - - 0.471*** 0.334, 0.608
 R2 0.139*** 0.2018*** 0.254***
 F 6.282 8.734 10.563
Mediation effect
 Group 2  
  Model 2-1 • - −0.177 −0.361, −0.032
  Model 2-2 - ◎ −0.098 −0.261, 0.053
  Model 2-3 • • −0.134 −0.231, −0.062
 Group 3
  Model 3-1 • - −0.161 −0.342, −0.027
  Model 3-2 - ◎ −0.098 −0.254, 0.071
  Model 3-3 • • −0.122 −0.223, −0.049
 Group 4
  Model 4-1 • - −0.108 −0.255, −0.011
  Model 4-2 - • −0.220 −0.414, −0.054
  Model 4-3 • • −0.081 −0.170, −0.020
 Group 5
  Model 5-1 • - −0.255 −0.503, −0.045
  Model 5-2 - • −0.192 −0.391, −0.026
  Model 5-3 • • −0.192 −0.316, −0.097
 Group 6
  Model 6-1 • - −0.190 −0.401, −0.030
  Model 6-2 - ◎ 0.026 −0.135, 0.201
  Model 6-3 • • −0.143 −0.249, −0.063

Note: • = significant mediating effect; ◎ = non-significant mediating effect; for example, Model 2-1 showed that heuristic processing mediated the effect 
of Group 2 and tourist travel intention; Group 1 = victimized crisis + G-to-T; Group 2 = victimized crisis + B-to-T; Group 3 = victimized crisis + T-to-T; 
Group 4 = preventable crisis + G-to-T; Group 5 = preventable crisis + B-to-T; Group 6 = preventable crisis + T-to-T.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Results

Robustness check. The dataset was examined for normality. 
All skewness (<3) and kurtosis (<8) values met Kline’s 
(2011) criteria. The manipulation check on crisis type indi-
cated significant differences between crisis types in terms of 
perceived severity (t = −2.072, p = .039) and susceptibility 
(t = 14.091, p = .000). The manipulation check on crisis com-
munication source showed that participants exposed to G-to-
T and T-to-T stimuli materials scored significantly higher 
than those exposed to B-to-T materials (F(2, 441) = 7.858, 
p = .000). These results reflected the usefulness of the manip-
ulation. In addition, the CFA results were close to the 

recommended levels: χ2/df = 2.862 (1<, <3); RMSEA = 0.065 
(<0.08), SRMR = 0.039 (<0.08), CFI = 0.960 (>0.9), 
NFI = 0.940 (>0.9), RFI = 0.918 (>0.9), TLI = 0.945 (>0.9), 
GFI = 0.942 (>0.9). Items’ standardized factor loadings 
ranged between 0.601 and 0.905. The average variance 
extracted for each construct exceeded 0.5 and composite reli-
ability values surpassed 0.7, suggesting good convergent 
validity.

Before investigating the moderating effect of crisis types, 
Experiment 3 again tested the reliability of the results of 
Experiment 1 under the influence of COVID-19. The medi-
ating effects of heuristic/systematic processing and perceived 

Table 7. Mediation Effect of Systematic Processing and Perceived Safety (Experiment 2).

Independent variables

Systematic processing (MV1) Perceived safety (MV2) Travel intention

β 95% CI β 95% CI β 95% CI

Direct effect
 Gender −0.101 −0.335, 0.133 −0.144 −0.371, 0.084 0.180 −0.086, 0.446
 Travel frequency 0.027 −0.093, 0.148 0.005 −0.112, 0.122 0.046 −0.091, 0.182
 Crisis experience 0.164 −0.108, 0.436 0.236 −0.029, 0.501 0.073 −0.238, 0.384
 Group 2 0.166 −0.190, 0.521 −0.486** −0.832, −0.140 −0.183 −0.592, 0.226
 Group 3 0.132 −0.216, 0.481 −0.446* −0.785, −0.107 −0.091 −0.491, 0.309
 Group 4 0.161 −0.186, 0.507 −0.632*** −0.970, −0.295 −0.250 −0.653, 0.152
 Group 5 −0.036 −0.391, 0.319 −0.818*** −1.163, −0.473 −0.418* −0.836, −0.001
 Group 6 0.370* 0.018, 0.722 −0.234 −0.579, 0.111 −0.258 −0.661, 0.146
 Systematic processing - - −0.043 −0.152, 0.065 0.017 −0.109, 0.144
 Perceived safety - - - - 0.551*** 0.421, 0.682
 R2 0.027 0.087 0.230***
 F 1.080 3.305 9.248
Mediation effect
 Group 2
  Model 2-1 ◎ - 0.003 −0.031, 0.046
  Model 2-2 - • −0.268 −0.475, −0.089
  Model 2-3 ◎ ◎ −0.004 −0.026, 0.010
 Group 3
   Model 3-1 ◎ - 0.002 −0.031, 0.047
  Model 3-2 - • −0.246 −0.453, −0.070
  Model 3-3 ◎ ◎ −0.003 −0.027, 0.012
 Group 4
   Model 4-1 ◎ - 0.003 −0.033, 0.045
  Model 4-2 - • −0.349 −0.596, −0.135
  Model 4-3 ◎ ◎ −0.004 −0.028, 0.010
 Group 5
  Model 5-1 ◎ - −0.001 −0.031, 0.031
  Model 5-2 - • −0.451 −0.713, −0.234
  Model 5-3 ◎ ◎ 0.001 −0.015, 0.018
 Group 6  
   Model 6-1 ◎ - 0.006 −0.050, 0.077
  Model 6-2 - ◎ −0.129 −0.327, 0.068
  Model 6-3 ◎ ◎ −0.009 −0.044, 0.016

Note: • = significant mediating effect; ◎ = non-significant mediating effect; Group 1 = victimized crisis + G-to-T; Group 2 = victimized crisis + B-to-T; Group 
3 = victimized crisis + T-to-T; Group 4 = preventable crisis + G-to-T; Group 5 = preventable crisis + B-to-T; Group 6 = preventable crisis + T-to-T.
*p < .05. **p < .01.***p < .001.
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safety between destinations’ crisis communication strategies 
and travel intention were also tested. Findings on the direct 
effect (Experiment 1) revealed significant differences 
between crisis communication sources in terms of heuristic 
processing (F(2, 218) = 9.353, p = .001), perceived safety 
(F(2, 218) = 5.898, p = .003), and travel intention (F(2, 
218) = 5.065, p = .007) in the COVID-19 context. No signifi-
cant difference was found between communication sources 
for systematic processing (F(2, 218) = 0.213, p = .808). Post 
hoc results showed that participants who were exposed to 
G-to-T and T-to-T materials tended to adopt heuristic pro-
cessing and scored highest on perceived safety and travel 
intention when exposed to G-to-T materials. Participants 
exposed to B-to-T materials scored lowest on perceived 
safety and travel intention. These outcomes essentially con-
cur with those of Experiment 1.

The mediating effect results also showed that destina-
tions’ crisis communication strategies based on crisis types 
and crisis sources significantly predicted participants’ heu-
ristic processing, perceived safety, and travel intentions. 
Further, heuristic processing mediated the impacts of desti-
nations’ crisis communication strategies on travel intention. 
The impact of destinations’ crisis communication strategies 
on participants’ systematic processing was not significant, 
nor was the mediating effect of systematic processing 
between destinations’ crisis communication strategies and 
travel intention. These patterns accord with those of 
Experiment 2. The findings from Experiments 1 and 2 are 
thus highly reliable and robust.

The moderating effect of crisis type. Table 9 and Figure 4 
depict the moderating effect of crisis types on the impact of 
crisis communication sources on participants’ heuristic/sys-
tematic processing, perceived safety, and travel intention. 
After including participants’ gender, age, monthly income, 
education, travel frequency, and crisis experience as covari-
ates, communication sources significantly predicted heuris-
tic processing (F(2, 430) = 6.289, p = .002), perceived safety 
(F(2, 430) = 6.855, p = .001), and travel intention (F(2, 
430) = 5.974, p = .003). The impact of communication 
sources on systematic processing was not significant (F(2, 
430) = .165, p = .848). As such, H1, H3, and H4 were 
reconfirmed.

Moreover, the interaction terms of crisis type and com-
munication source significantly predicted heuristic process-
ing (F(2, 430) = 3.075, p = .047), perceived safety (F(2, 
430) = 4.174, p = .016), and travel intention (F(2, 430) = 3.679, 
p = .026); that is, crisis type played a significant moderating 
role between communication source and heuristic process-
ing, perceived safety, and travel intention. The interaction 
term of crisis type and communication source did not signifi-
cantly predict systematic processing, suggesting that crisis 
type exerted no significant moderating effect between com-
munication source and systematic processing.

As displayed in Figure 4a, regardless of crisis type, par-
ticipants who were exposed to G-to-T materials scored high-
est on heuristic processing; those exposed to T-to-T materials 
had moderate scores on heuristic processing; and those 
exposed to B-to-T materials scored lowest on heuristic pro-
cessing. Compared with preventable crisis situations, partici-
pants tended to adopt heuristic processing in victimized 
crisis situations when exposed to G-to-T and T-to-T materi-
als. This effect was particularly evident when the messages 
came from government sources. However, scores on heuris-
tic processing were not much different when participants 
were exposed to B-to-T materials. As presented in Figure 4b 
and c, when exposed to stimuli materials from any source, 
participants scored higher on perceived safety and travel 
intention in the victimized crisis situation than in the pre-
ventable crisis situation. Moreover, in the victimized crisis 
situation, participants exposed to G-to-T materials scored 
highest on perceived safety and travel intention while those 
exposed to B-to-T materials scored lowest on these con-
structs. In the preventable crisis situation, participants 
exposed to T-to-T materials scored highest on perceived 
safety and travel intention whereas those exposed to B-to-T 
materials scored lowest on these constructs. These results 
suggest that participants’ perceived safety and travel inten-
tions in response to G-to-T crisis communication tended to 
be more positive in the victimized crisis situation, whereas 
their responses to T-to-T crisis communication were gener-
ally more positive in the preventable crisis situation. H6 was 
therefore supported.

Conclusion and Discussion

Conclusion

Based on three progressive experiments, this study explored 
the effect of the match between destinations’ crisis commu-
nication sources (i.e., the government, businesses, and tour-
ists) and crisis types (i.e., victimized and preventable crises) 
on participants’ travel intentions. The mediating role of par-
ticipants’ heuristic/systematic processing and perceived 
safety in the above relationships was also examined. The 
main conclusions are as follows.

First, destinations’ crisis communication based on differ-
ent sources significantly affected participants’ heuristic pro-
cessing, perceived safety, and travel intentions. Experiment 1 
showed that participants expressed high source credibility 
when exposed to G-to-T and T-to-T stimuli materials in a 
victimized crisis context. These participants scored higher on 
heuristic processing, perceived safety, and travel intentions. 
By contrast, participants exposed to B-to-T stimuli materials 
scored lower on heuristic processing, perceived safety, and 
travel intentions. These findings suggest that the crisis com-
munication source represents a critical factor in determining 
the effectiveness of destinations’ crisis responses. Similarly, 
the effectiveness of crisis communication was found to be 
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relatively strong through government and tourist sources in a 
victimized crisis context.

Second, crisis type demonstrated a matching effect rela-
tive to the impact of the crisis communication source on par-
ticipants’ information processing, perceived safety, and 
travel intentions. Six matching strategies, composed of crisis 
communication sources (i.e., the government, businesses, 
and tourists) and crisis types (i.e., victimized and prevent-
able), were created. Experiment 2 revealed significant differ-
ences in participants’ information processing, perceived 
safety, and travel intentions when exposed to different 
matching strategies. For example, participants who were 
exposed to “G-to-T + victimized crisis” scored highest on 
heuristic processing, perceived safety, and travel intentions, 
whereas those exposed to “T-to-T + preventable crisis” 
scored highest on perceived safety and travel intentions. The 
moderating effect of crisis type on the impact of crisis com-
munication source on heuristic processing, perceived safety, 
and travel intention was confirmed in Experiment 3. These 
results indicate that the effectiveness of destinations’ crisis 
communication is thus affected by crisis communication 
sources and crisis types; as such, destinations should adopt 
tailored crisis communication sources.

Third, participants’ heuristic/systematic processing and 
perceived safety mediated the impacts of crisis communica-
tion matching strategies on their intentions. Specifically, 
heuristic processing (either independently or with perceived 
safety) mediated the effects of crisis communication match-
ing strategies on individuals’ travel intentions, but this medi-
ation was not significant in a systematic processing context. 
In addition, perceived safety mediated the effects of crisis 
communication matching strategies on participants’ travel 

intentions. These patterns indicated that the effect of destina-
tions’ crisis communication on participants’ travel intentions 
required the mediation and transformation of participants’ 
heuristic processing and perceived safety.

Theoretical Implications

First, based on situational crisis communication theory, this 
study established crisis communication matching strategies 
based on destinations’ crisis communication sources and crisis 
types. Findings offer novel insight and research directions 
related to crisis communication in tourism. Traditional situa-
tional crisis communication theory has constructed matching 
relationships between crisis situations and crisis response 
strategies and recommended that organizations should adopt 
appropriate response strategies per crisis type to achieve opti-
mal effectiveness (Coombs 2007). Situational crisis communi-
cation theory has mostly been applied in corporate crisis 
research, guiding organizations in impactful crisis communi-
cation (Sano and Sano 2019; Schultz, Utz, and Göritz 2011; 
Utz, Schultz, and Glocka 2013). However, this effectiveness 
requires more empirical research in destination crisis situa-
tions—particularly amid a major global health crisis that poses 
serious threats to both individuals and industries. Furthermore, 
although the crisis communication source represents a key 
component in the effectiveness of crisis communication, the 
match between communication sources and crisis types (and 
its impact) has received less attention. Accordingly, this study 
identified three destinations’ crisis communication patterns 
based on message sources: G-to-T, B-to-T, and T-to-T. The 
matching strategy for crisis communication and its effect were 
constructed relative to two extremes (i.e., victimized 

Table 9. The Moderation Effect of Crisis Type.

Variables

Heuristic processing Systematic processing Perceived safety Travel intention

Mean square F Mean square F Mean square F Mean square F

Covariates
 Gender 1.115 0.681 0.035 0.041 2.440 2.369 5.369 4.854*
 Age 4.246 2.591 1.675 1.959 5.112 4.963* 3.370 3.047†

 Monthly income 0.265 0.162 0.060 0.070 0.282 0.273 0.004 0.003
 Education 0.033 0.020 0.123 0.144 2.789 2.708 1.219 1.102
 Travel frequency 2.266 1.383 0.001 0.001 7.738 7.513** 6.439 5.821*
 Crisis experience 18.562 11.326*** 0.344 0.402 9.130 8.865** 4.155 3.757†

Direct effect
 Independent variable
  Communication 

source (A)
10.307 6.289** 0.141 0.165 7.060 6.855** 6.608 5.974**

 Moderation variable
  Crisis type (B) 5.051 3.082† 3.046 3.564† 61.970 60.169*** 94.681 85.597***
Moderation effect
 Interaction term
  A × B 5.039 3.075* 0.084 0.099 4.299 4.174* 4.070 3.679*

***p < .001. **p < .01. *p < .05. †p < 0.1.
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and preventable crises). The effect on travel intention was 
examined based on multiple crisis situations (e.g., natural 
disaster, COVID-19). In short, this research advances the 
application of situational crisis communication theory in tour-
ism. Findings have also verified this theory’s effectiveness in 
multiple destination crises and extended the theory from a 
communication source perspective.

Second, this research revealed how tourists process and 
respond to crisis communication based on HSM. The results 
enhance our understanding of the relationships among crisis 
messages, individuals’ perceived safety, and travel intention. 
The roles of tourists’ information reception and processing in 
destination crisis situations remain underexplored (Aliperti 
and Cruz 2019; Cahyanto and Pennington-Gray 2015; Ryu 
and Kim 2015). HSM involves contrasting models of heuris-
tic and systematic information processing and features three 
hypotheses related to the models’ complementarity: the 
attenuation hypothesis, additivity hypothesis, and bias 
hypothesis (Chaiken and Maheswaran 1994). Results con-
firmed that tourists tend to adopt heuristic processing in des-
tinations’ crisis communication contexts. Heuristic 
processing also mediated the effect of destinations’ crisis 

communication on participants’ travel intentions. Potentially, 
tourists’ systematic processing motivation is low in crisis 
situations. Heuristic cues and messages sculpt tourists’ deci-
sion-making expectations, which causes heuristic processing 
to bias systematic processing. These findings offer empirical 
evidence and a theoretical basis for how heuristic and sys-
tematic processing relate in tourism crisis communication. 
This study may also partially explain why destinations can 
quickly restore their tourism markets post-crisis. Results fur-
ther contextualize tourists’ irrational post-crisis travel deci-
sions, providing a novel perspective on the affiliated “travel 
intention debate” amid crises. Theoretically, this research 
uncovers tourists’ behavioral responses to crisis contexts 
from an information processing perspective, thereby extend-
ing HSM to tourism crisis communication. Findings provide 
a theoretical basis and empirical evidence for analyzing tour-
ists’ information processing.

Practical Implications

First, destination government organizations (DGOs) should 
establish heuristic processing–based crisis communication 

(a) (b)

(c)

Figure 4. The moderation effect of crisis. (a) Heuristic processing. (b) Perceived safety. (c) Travel intention.
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agendas for tourists; destination corporation organizations 
(DCOs) should develop systematic processing–based crisis 
communication strategies. DGOs’ core responsibility in cri-
sis communication is to issue authoritative messages to direct 
the public’s attention to crisis events. DGOs should also seek 
to accurately describe the superficial characteristics of mes-
sages when disclosing crisis information. For example, 
quantifiers, keywords, frequency words, and emotional 
terms can be used to describe crisis response and recovery 
efforts to limit the impact of a crisis and restore the public’s 
confidence in destination safety. By contrast, DCOs’ key task 
in crisis communication is to provide detailed information 
that is convincing to tourists. DCOs should thus strengthen 
their verification of message quality in terms of timeliness, 
persuasiveness, and authenticity. They should jointly release 
crisis information in partnership with other tourism compa-
nies to restore tourists’ confidence in the safety of destina-
tions’ tourism products and business operations. DCOs 
should share detailed information about a crisis as well, 
including its cause, response, progress, casualties, and recov-
ery effectiveness. Engaging in emotional communication 
and crisis interaction with the public can arouse tourists’ 
sympathy. Meanwhile, destination management organiza-
tions (DMOs) should encourage tourists, especially those 
with a high number of social media followers or strong cred-
ibility, to share their personal travel experiences via social 
media or online tourism communities to attract potential 
tourists and repair destinations’ image. DMOs should also 
carefully monitor tourists’ online public opinions and ongo-
ing conversations in order to better understand crisis situa-
tions and develop tailored communication strategies.

Second, DMOs should formulate crisis communication 
plans and response strategies that match the crisis type. 
Specifically, DMOs should develop appropriate crisis com-
munication agendas in accordance with crisis type in advance 
and then draft an institutionalized operations handbook and 
response plan. This way, DMOs can immediately adopt 
effective communication strategies after a crisis to ensure a 
swift recovery. For example, during victimized crises such as 
natural disasters, DMOs should adopt “diminish” strategies 
and emphasize G-to-T crisis communication or crisis infor-
mation from authoritative sources. Regarding preventable 
crises, such as manmade incidents, DMOs should adopt 
“rebuild” strategies, such as apology and compensation. 
They should also leverage T-to-T crisis communication and 
incentivize tourists to share their personal experiences online 
to restore the destination’s image.

Third, DMOs should strengthen the comprehensive reg-
ulation of tourists’ information reception and processing. 
DMOs should further highlight the supporting role of per-
ceived safety in tourists’ decision making during crisis situ-
ations to ensure effective crisis communication. These 
organizations can adopt analytical and narrative informa-
tion communication techniques to educate tourists in 

safety-related knowledge and skills based on crisis events; 
doing so will activate tourists’ systematic processing of cri-
sis information and generate rational perceived safety and 
risk attitudes. Because tourists typically engage in heuristic 
processing based on the information sources and surface 
characteristics of crisis information, DMOs should 
strengthen their crisis information design by incorporating 
external and easily accessible cues to reduce tourists’ tem-
porary anxiety and travel fear after a crisis. Additionally, 
DMOs should accurately identify information elements 
involving risk and danger through keyword identification 
and public opinion monitoring. These steps will allow 
DMOs to develop corresponding agendas for reverse inter-
vention and to improve tourists’ perceived safety.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

This research has several limitations. First, this study 
explored the effect of matching destinations’ crisis commu-
nication sources and crisis types in victimized and prevent-
able crisis contexts. Crises can be divided into victimized, 
accidental, and preventable types, and such situations involve 
crisis responsibility, crisis history, and prior relational repu-
tations (Coombs 2007). Future research should incorporate 
accidental crisis types and investigate the effects of destina-
tions’ crisis communication matching strategies combined 
with destinations’ crisis history and prior reputations. 
Second, several variables (e.g., tourists’ travel intentions, 
source credibility, and heuristic/systematic processing) were 
measured using one or two items. Relationships between 
variables were tested based on extant Western literature and 
surveys performed in mainland China, which may threaten 
the results’ validity. Future research should adopt multi-item 
scales and recruit participants from diverse backgrounds  
to verify our conclusions. Third, although this research 
attempted to control bias from stimulus materials, the materi-
als’ information on communication sources may compro-
mise the reliability of our findings. Additionally, because the 
three experiments used different stimuli, venues, and data 
collection approaches, their results may be less comparable. 
Future research should therefore either optimize the experi-
mental design and stimuli materials or use other methods 
(e.g., big data, structural equation modeling) to confirm the 
conceptual model developed in this research. Fourth, based 
on HSM, this study investigated the mediating effect of tour-
ists’ information processing between destinations’ crisis 
communication strategies and travel intention. Future 
research should explore the effects of other information pro-
cessing models (e.g., the elaboration likelihood model). The 
synergistic impacts of tourists’ risk tolerance, risk-taking 
propensity, and resilience should be explored as well. Fifth, 
in the new media era, destinations may communicate crisis 
information via multiple sources and channels. For example, 
DMOs may use social media influencers to spread crisis 
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information or publish related information on official web-
sites. Future research should explore optimal matching strat-
egies for destinations’ crisis communication along with 
factors such as communication sources, channels, and 
audiences.
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