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Abstract: This research investigates the antecedents of airline travel intention, including the effects
of crisis management, service quality perceptions, and loyalty programs, along with the fear of
coronavirus disease (COVID-19) and risk attitude among individuals from different parts of the
world during the peak of the pandemic. Its main objective is to assess how these variables impact
passenger airline travel intention. Partial least squares structural equation modeling was used to
assess the measurement model and test the hypothesized relationships on the sample of 944 travelers.
Results indicated strong positive associations between fear of COVID-19, risk-averse attitudes, and
service quality with respect to travel intention. On the other hand, perception of crisis management
handling and loyalty programs did not have significant influence on travel intention during the
global pandemic. Interestingly, the researchers found that risk-averse attitude positively influences
both crisis management and service quality perception. Therefore, airline decision-makers need to
consider the psychological aspect of fear of COVID-19 and other researched dimensions to regain
passenger confidence and stimulate travel demand regardless of the risk-averse attitude.

Keywords: COVID-19; risk attitude; crisis management; service quality; loyalty programs; travel
intention

1. Introduction

Traveling is a part of our life. We travel for business, leisure, visiting family and
friends, seeing new places, etc. However, the pandemic greatly troubled our lives and
travel patterns. As such, people around the globe must adapt to the new world and learn
new behaviors. The aviation and tourism industries faced several challenges. The pan-
demic disturbed airline operations, airports, hotels, restaurants, car rental companies, and
other businesses. Governments of many countries closed the borders and implemented
lockdowns to protect their citizens. Consequently, aircraft fleets were grounded, and
airlines went through numerous layoffs and workforce reductions. The industry faced
billions of USD in losses. The International Civil Aviation Organization reported that,
in 2020, the global economic impact for aviation was a 50% reduction in seat capacity,
a reduction of 2.699 billion passengers, and USD 371 billion in revenue losses [1]. For
the airlines to survive, governments all over the world provided bailout packages, since
aviation is considered a strategic industry representing a country’s national interests. The
availability of vaccines contributed to the travel restrictions being lifted and air travel being
resumed. However, as the number of airline passengers started to increase, many were still
questioning whether it was safe to travel and worth going through the rapidly changing
requirements and regulations, including COVID-19 testing, quarantines, and other protec-
tive measures. These requirements were time-consuming, costly, and unpleasant, which
created a great deal of uncertainty and anxiety.
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Travel intentions and factors that influence them are important areas for airlines
to assess to stimulate consumer demand. Airlines can formulate strategies to address
issues that negatively impact consumer desire to travel by air and promote factors that
positively influence these choices. Therefore, crisis management became a priority during
this challenging time. The pandemic had a devastating effect, not only on industries but
also on individual well-being. The effects of COVID-19 on mental health, such as fear,
depression, and anxiety, have been well documented. The uncertainty and fast-changing
environment can be linked to the increase in the levels of stress and worries. The national
U.S. data indicate a significant increase in the average share of adults reporting symptoms
of anxiety and depressive disorders, from 11 percent between January and June 2019 to
41.1 percent in January 2021 [2].

Fear is a basic human emotion that makes us aware of danger. Academic research
investigated factors that negatively affect travel intentions, such as fear, travel anxiety,
perceived risk, and risk attitude [3–7]. Even though the decision to travel is linked to an
individual’s state of mind and psychological factors, research on emotions and feelings has
been lacking for the aviation and tourist industries [6]. In addition to these adverse factors,
airline managers need to know what factors positively influence consumer behavior re-
garding air travel. Consumers form their expectations from interactions with the company,
positive word of mouth, publicly available information (including airline rankings), media,
and other sources. The more consumers expect, the wider the gap becomes between con-
sumer expectations and a company’s actual performance. Therefore, additional measures
can positively influence consumer perceptions of the company, such as excellence in service
quality and new safety measures.

Loyalty programs or Frequent Flier Programs (FFPs) are strategies used by airlines
to attract consumers and to stimulate travel demand. However, FFPs are more important
for business travelers than leisure travelers [8]. During the pandemic, business travel was
severely disrupted due to businesses switching to online operations and employees working
from home. Consequently, in 2021, when airlines resumed their operations, the recovery
was mostly led by low-cost carriers [9]. According to Airports Council International’s
industry outlook for 2023, global passenger traffic reached 72% of 2019 levels in 2022 and is
forecasted to reach 92% of 2019 levels by the end of 2023 [10]. Therefore, most of the major
airlines are on track to reach pre-COVID-level traffic after suffering major setbacks in 2020
and 2021.

The aims of this research are threefold. First, it investigates consumers’ emotional
states, such as fear of COVID-19, and their risk attitudes under the condition of crisis.
The framework of [6], which was tested on Hong Kong residences, was extended in this
study by adding additional dimensions, such as service quality and loyalty programs, and
surveyed individuals from different parts of the world. Second, it studies consumers’ crisis
management perceptions of how airlines handled passenger safety during the COVID-19
pandemic. This will help to determine how the perception of organizational strategies
influences the consumer’s decision to travel. Third, it examines whether the commonly
used organizational strategies for attracting consumers and influencing their purchase
decisions, such as the service quality aspect and FFPs, are still considered to be significant
for an individual’s decision to travel despite the damaging effects of the pandemic.

The study will provide valuable insights to the airline decision-makers on crisis
management and to academia by extending the research stream on consumer behavior and
its influences on the aviation industry. The research was conducted under the condition
of crisis during the COVID-19 outbreak, which heavily impacted the travel and tourism
industries and consumers’ purchase decisions. New organizational strategies are critical
to addressing the crisis and bringing back consumer confidence. The research findings
will be beneficial to airline managers for shaping their strategies during the pandemic by
identifying factors that impede individuals’ decisions to fly and identifying factors that
positively influence a consumer’s decision to select air travel. As such, airline managers
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should pay close attention to the positive factors since they will help consumers reduce the
emotional state of COVID-19 fear and risk-averse attitude towards flying.

2. Literature Review and Hypothesis Development
2.1. Fear of COVID-19

Fear is an adaptive emotion caused by danger, pain, harm, or potential threat [6,11].
It is hard to define emotion because observing how emotion is developed, created, or
expressed is not simple [6]. There are many detrimental effects on individuals and society
when the level of fear is excessive or insufficient. Excessive fear causes mental health
problems or anxiety at the individual level and panic shopping or xenophobia at the
societal level [11]. Negative effects of insufficient fear on the individual and societal levels
include creating reckless policies, ignoring risks, or disregarding safety measures and
precautions [11]. Since the outbreak of COVID-19 in December 2019, people worldwide
have become increasingly fearful and worried about the virus [9,12]. The study from the
Sciensano Belgian Institute for Health in 2020 found a significant increase in anxiety among
the research participants, from 11% in 2018 to 20% in April 2020. The same study reported
an increase in depressive disorder, from 10% in 2018 to 16% in April 2020 [11].

Fear of COVID-19 was also attributed to reduced economic growth and increased neg-
ative feelings towards people from countries most affected by the virus [11,13]. According
to [14], the following five factors are related to people’s fear of COVID-19: danger and
contamination, economic consequences, xenophobia, compulsive checking and reassurance
seeking, and traumatic stress symptoms. In another study, the domains of fear identified
by [15] include fear for the body, fear for the significant others, fear of not knowing, and
fear of inaction. To make it worse, the level of fear, panic, and anxiety increases when
there is a large amount of misinformation that is unverified, fake, or exaggerated quickly
circulating in various social media [16].

Recent studies such as [17] explored the impact of COVID-19 fear on hotel employees
and found “both direct and interactive effects on stress and job insecurity” [17] (p. 7)
and indirect effect on “stress through job insecurity” [17] (p. 7). In another study, [18]
investigated the impacts of COVID-19 (e.g., coronavirus threat, financial strains, resources
impact, and social isolation), depression, and personal control on tourism employees’
health and well-being in Jordan during the pandemic. Results in that study revealed
that coronavirus threats have a positive effect on employees’ depression and a negative
effect on their personal control. The study, however, did not find any mediating effect
of depression or personal control on the relationships between coronavirus threats and
employees’ perceived health. The additional dimensions investigated in these studies may
very well affect airline passengers’ travel intentions.

2.2. Risk Attitude

Risk attitude is attitude towards uncertainty or risk and can be defined as “a chosen
state of mind concerning those uncertainties that could have a positive or negative effect
on objectives” [19] (para. What is Risk Attitude?). In other words, risk attitude shapes risk-
taking behaviors during uncertain or risky situations [6,20]. According to [19], three types
of risk attitude are risk aversion, risk seeking, and risk neutral. People with risk aversion
attitude prefer certain events, or events with low uncertainty, to highly uncertain ones.
People with risk seeking attitude gravitate toward uncertain events or situations. Lastly,
people with risk neutral attitudes have an indifferent mindset toward risk or uncertainty.

The study of [21] examined the perception of COVID-19, travel risk perception, and
travel behavior of travelers in Austria, Germany, and Switzerland two weeks before and
immediately after COVID-19 was declared a pandemic. The study found that risk per-
ception of COVID-19, travel risk perception, and travel behavior (willingness to cancel
or change travel plans) significantly increased over the two-week period. The study also
found that younger travelers travelled less and showed the highest risk perception of
COVID-19 and travel behavior, while the older, more experienced travelers showed the



Sustainability 2023, 15, 13753 4 of 16

lowest risk perception of COVID-19, travel risk perception, and travel behavior. A more
recent study [22] investigated the psychological benefits of a natural environment on South
Korean male campers. That study found a significant relationship between campers’ affec-
tive risk perception of COVID-19 and perceived restorativeness (i.e., having the power to
renew one’s psychological capabilities), and between their perceived restorativeness and
well-being.

Factors determining risk attitude are possible actions, possible events, results of the
actions or events, and likelihood of the actions or events occurring [19]. Risk attitude
is often influenced by individual risk perception [23]. For any given risk or uncertainty,
the perception of risk can differ from one person to another. Individual risk perception
is often based on the perceived impact or negative consequences of the event and the
environment [6] and is very important for judgment and decision-making [6,24]. For
example, the study of [25] found that people’s perception and attitude towards food is
affected by the fear of COVID-19. Another study found that fear of COVID-19 positively
affects passengers’ risk attitude among “travel bubble” destinations [6]. The study of [26]
found that fear of COVID-19 is positively associated with risk perception. The more
individuals fear, the less likely they will be willing to engage in risky behavior. Thus, we
propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Fear of COVID-19 positively affects airline passengers’ risk-averse attitudes.

2.3. Crisis Management Perception

Crisis management is the comprehensive process of identifying and implementing
the strategies and action items to help organizations deal with a crisis, threat, or risk [27].
The primary goals of crisis management are to minimize damage and maximize safety.
According to [27], there are three stages of crisis management: pre-crisis, crisis response,
and post-crisis. The purpose of the pre-crisis stage is to identify various scenarios and
to develop and practice effective ways to respond to those scenarios. Assessing risk,
establishing early monitoring systems, developing crisis response plans, and identifying
necessary resources to carry out the response plan are important tasks in the pre-crisis
stage [27]. The crisis management plan is carried out during the crisis response stage. It is
a common practice to have a manager or expert leading the crisis response team’s activities
and maintaining regular communication with all the stakeholders. During the post-crisis
stage, the crisis manager works with the team to review and evaluate the results of the
crisis response plan and adjust or update the plan as needed [27]. The crisis management
framework proposed by [28] includes risk retention, risk transfer, risk reduction, and risk
avoidance. The first step of this model is assessing all the existing and potential risks and
threats based on their severity and frequency.

Crisis management perception is very important for all industries and organizations.
Having a written crisis management plan for man-made and natural disasters indicates an
organization’s commitment for satisfactory tourist care and increased tourist attraction and
retention [29–31]. According to [31] (p. 114), “tourist destinations whose local authorities
and hotels have a written crisis management plan and actively implement it recover better
and faster than do their counterparts”. Other studies also share similar results [32,33].

Airlines were mandated by the government to provide the highest level of safety
under the condition of crisis during the pandemic. The aviation industry efforts, including
preventive measures such as mandatory mask requirements, blocking of the middle seat,
sanitization stations, information on airplane disinfection, and implementation of newer
air filtration systems, were widely advertised and visible to passengers. According to
the United States Center for Disease Control (CDC), most viruses do not spread easily on
flights because of how air circulates and is filtered on airplanes [34]. Other researchers
also claimed that when airline passengers properly follow the CDC guidelines, the risk
of COVID-19 during air travel is lower than the risk from an office building, classroom,
supermarket, or commuter train [35].
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The study of [36] proposed implementing several prevention and control measures to
limit the spread of COVID-19: temperature screening, travel history questionnaire, rapid
testing at entry, quarantine, post-entry surveillance and tracking, distribution of public
health information, traveler sensitization, and certification of disease-free status. Airline
passengers flying during the pandemic witnessed various safety measures before, during,
and after their flight. Many of these safety protocols were mandated by the government
and transportation agencies such as Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) in the United
States. Additionally, the CDC provided travel-related requirements and guidance for
airlines and passengers because of the pandemic [37]. However, despite the publicized
safety measures, we are proposing that risk-averse passengers will hold negative attitudes
toward airline crisis management perception. Based on the above discussion, we offer the
second hypothesis as below:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Airline passengers’ risk aversion negatively affects their crisis management
perception.

2.4. Service Quality

Service quality is a comparison of perceived expectations of a service with its per-
ceived performance [38]. Many researchers have found a positive relationship between
service quality and the profitability of a firm [39], customer satisfaction [40], and customer
loyalty [41]. The study of [42] categorized service quality for the airline industry into three
dimensions: reliability and customer service (R&CS), convenience and accessibility (C&A),
and inflight service. That study found a positive relationship among C&A, inflight service,
and service quality. The study of [43] focused on the airline industry in Malaysia and found
that all three service quality dimensions play a significant role in explaining airline loyalty.
In [44], service quality was identified as a key input for customer satisfaction, and [45]
mentioned customer satisfaction as the foundation of a loyal customer base.

The study of [46] offered a list of preflight and in-flight service quality measures of
the 20 biggest airlines. It is noteworthy that these preflight and inflight measures have
varying degrees of effectiveness. Preflight measures include masks, negative testing PCR
certificates, thermoscanners, hygiene kits, health screenings for staff, personnel protective
equipment, social distancing when boarding, systematic boarding, and rapid tests before
boarding. Inflight measures include masks; systematic boarding; social distancing enforced
(empty seats); permission to eat or drink during the flight; use of HEPA filters to remove at
least 99.97% of dust, pollen, mold, bacteria, and any airborne particles; inflight disinfection
of sanitary facilities; pre/post flight disinfection; use of passenger locator card; special
disembarking; and reserved isolation seats. However, despite such efforts, we are proposing
that risk-averse passengers will hold negative attitudes towards service quality perception.
The more risk-averse one tends to be, the more critical they are likely to be in evaluating
service quality. Based on the above discussion, we offer the third hypothesis for this study:

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Airline passengers’ risk aversion negatively affects their service quality
perception.

2.5. Loyalty Program

A customer loyalty program is a “membership-based marketing strategy” [45] (p. 44)
to encourage customers to continue to shop at or use the services of a business associated
with the program [47]. Such programs can be point-based, tiered, fee-based, or value-
based [48]. The loyalty program in the airline industry is commonly referred to as the
Frequent Flier Program (FFP). FFPs encourage passengers to repeat ticket purchases from
the same airline and help the airlines improve their customer retention rate. FFPs also
offer various incentives to passengers who purchase tickets more frequently and in larger
volumes [49].
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The importance of FFPs in influencing passengers’ airline preferences and loyalty is
well documented [49–51]. The study of [8] found that airline loyalty programs play a more
significant role for business and frequent travelers compared to casual and leisure travelers.
Other researchers found that FFPs increase the switching cost for airline passengers, thus
influencing their flying habits [40,52]. In a longitudinal study examining the long-term
impacts of loyalty programs on consumer purchase behavior and loyalty, [53] found that
frequent users of the loyalty program are most likely to claim their rewards but less likely
to change their purchase behavior. That study also stated that less frequent users of the
loyalty program gradually increase their purchase frequency and become more loyal to
the firm.

A recent study [54] investigated the impact of customer involvement on airline loyalty
programs in Brazil. Results of the study indicated a positive effect of customer satisfaction
on a loyalty program for highly-involved customers. In addition, the study showed a
positive effect between perceived functional value and satisfaction for the customers with
low involvement. Passengers with varying degrees of involvement with the airline loyalty
programs may influence their travel intention. Another recent study [55] examined cus-
tomers’ perceptions of airline cause-related marketing strategy (when a for-profit business
forms a partnership with a nonprofit charity or cause) and its effect on their loyalty. Results
of that study revealed brand attitude’s significant mediating role and brand consciousness’s
moderating role in building customer loyalty.

2.6. Travel Intention

Travel intention is a person’s desire to travel [6] and can be defined as “the subjective
probability of whether a customer will or will not take certain actions that are related
to a tourist service” [56] (p. 3). According to [6], two sources of travel intention are
personal and information. Personal sources may include past travel experience [57] and
nationality/culture [7]. Perceptions of risk and safety are also important factors that can
affect travel intention [6]. These factors can be developed or significantly affected by
information sources like mainstream media (e.g., major cable TV sources, newspapers, etc.)
or social media [58]. People are more likely to avoid a travel destination if they perceive it
as risky or unsafe. Conversely, people are more likely to select a travel destination if they
perceive it as less risky or safe.

The study of [59] investigated the influence of the COVID-19 pandemic on Romania’s
population’s travel patterns and habits regarding psychological and economic factors.
In [59], researchers found that psychological factors, especially the fear of contamination,
negatively impact travelers’ willingness to travel. Psychological factors positively impact-
ing travelers’ decisions to travel include the hygiene and health conditions in the host
destination. The results also suggest that, as travelers become more comfortable with
perceived uncertainty, they are more likely to resume traveling in the next six months. In
addition, travelers with higher incomes are more likely to allocate a bigger budget for their
travel and tourism purposes. Another study of [60] examined the impact of Serbian tourists’
risk perceptions on their travel intention during the COVID-19 pandemic and identified
five categories of perceived risk: health, psychological, financial, destination, and travel
risk. Their study found that Serbian tourists’ perceptions of health, psychological, financial,
and destination risks negatively affect their travel intentions, and travel risk negatively
affects intention to travel abroad.

The study of [56] found several determinants of travel intention that included value
for money, overall satisfaction, responding to advertisements, marriage, overall image,
and requesting visitor information. Based on the above discussion, it can be assumed that
airline passengers are likely to travel more when their perception of crisis management,
service quality, and loyalty programs increases. Therefore, we propose the following three
additional hypotheses:
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Hypothesis 4 (H4). Crisis management perception positively affects airline passengers’ travel
intentions.

Hypothesis 5 (H5). Service quality positively affects airline passengers’ travel intentions.

Hypothesis 6 (H6). Loyalty programs positively affect airline passengers’ travel intentions.

The conceptual framework is presented in Figure 1.
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3. Methodology

A survey instrument was prepared to measure the perception of fear of COVID-19
and risk attitude on crisis management perception, service quality, and travel intention.
Additionally, the effect of loyalty programs on travel intention was also investigated.
Based on the literature review, published scales were identified and utilized for this study.
Wording was modified slightly to fit the airline industry. Each item was measured on a
seven-point Likert scale from “Strongly Disagree” to “Strongly Agree”. The researchers also
added a single-item crisis management perception scale to assess how the airlines handled
passenger safety during the COVID-19 pandemic. Table 1 lists the scales taken from the
literature to measure the constructs in the conceptual model including item loadings and
reliability scores.

Table 1. Survey Items, Item Loadings, and Reliability Scores.

Construct and Item Details Outer
Loadings

Fear of COVID-19 (α = 0.93; AVE = 0.70) Source [6]
1. I am most afraid of the novel corona virus (COVID-19). 0.759
2. It makes me uncomfortable to think about COVID-19. 0.805
3. My hands become sweaty when I think about COVID-19. 0.859
4. I am afraid of losing my life because of COVID-19. 0.858
5. When watching news and stories about COVID-19 on social media or any

other media (i.e., TV, Radio), I become nervous or anxious. 0.863

6. I cannot sleep because I am worried about getting COVID-19. 0.834
7. My heart races or palpitates when I think about COVID-19. 0.865
Risk Attitude (α = 0.89, AVE = 0.82) Source [6]
1. I cannot accept going to travel during the COVID-19 pandemic with my

family and friends. 0.907

2. I cannot accept that friends and relatives travel during the pandemic. 0.918
3. I will not eat with friends and relatives after their travels. 0.893
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Table 1. Cont.

Construct and Item Details Outer
Loadings

Service Quality (α = 0.91; AVE = 0.54) Source [61,62]

1. I feel safe when I fly with airlines. 0.666
2. The aircraft has clean and comfortable interiors and seats. 0.764
3. Employees of airlines look neat and tidy. 0.612
4. Airlines provide quality food. 0.741
5. The cabin crew of airlines are friendly and have good language skills. 0.658
6. Airlines provide good in-flight services. 0.766
7. My inflight-experiences have exceeded my expectations. 0.758
8. The inflight services that airlines offer are worth what I pay for. 0.800
9. Airlines have sound loyalty programs to recognize me as a frequent

customer. 0.743

10. Airlines have efficient baggage handling. 0.750
11. My concerns are highly valued by airlines 0.783
Loyalty (α = 0.82; AVE = 0.73) Source [45]
1. Loyalty programs make me strongly connected to airlines. 0.863
2. I fly more frequently on certain airlines to earn more points. 0.874
3. If airlines do not have a customer loyalty program, I miss out on benefits. 0.833
Travel Intentions (α = 0.71; AVE = 0.63) Source [6]
1. I would like to travel sometime in the future. 0.652
2. I prefer to travel by airlines compared to other forms of transportation. 0.838
3. I will recommend traveling by airlines to my relatives and friends. 0.876
Crisis Management Perception (Single Item)
1. Airlines have handled passenger safety well during the COVID-19

pandemic. N/A

Note: α = Cronbach’s Alpha, AVE = Average Variance Extracted.

The sample was collected using Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) crowdsourcing vir-
tual marketplace across different geographic regions. The survey instrument was available
to participants until the research funds were depleted. The participants were required to be
at least 18 years of age and to have flown on a commercial airline in the last three years.
Immediately following the initial screening questions, respondents were instructed to keep
in mind their general experiences traveling and flying for the remainder of the survey
questions. The final sample comprised 944 complete and valid responses. A demographic
summary is contained in Table 2.

Table 2. Demographic Summary of Research Participants.

Demographics

Gender Total Age Years
Male 609 Average 34
Female 331 Range 18–73

Education level Income Level Total
High School Graduate 48 Below USD 25K 170
Some College 94 Between USD 25K and USD 50K 332
Two Year Degree 45 Between USD 50K and USD 75K 249
Four Year Degree 466 Between USD 75K and USD 100K 136
Graduate Degree 282 USD 100K and above 57
Doctorate Degree 8
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Table 2. Cont.

Demographics

Ethnicity
White 519
Black or African

American 74

American Indian or
Alaskan Native 10

Asian 314
Other 27

4. Data Analysis

Partial least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) was used to assess the
measurement model and test the hypothesized relationships. The study of [63] suggests
using PLS-SEM in two stages. First, the measurement model is assessed to evaluate internal
consistency, convergent validity, and discriminant validity. The conceptual framework
exhibited internal consistency with all constructs exhibiting Cronbach’s alpha scores above
0.7. Convergent validity was also established as reflected in the average variance extracted
(AVE) score for each construct. All the AVE scores were comfortably above the suggested
threshold of 0.5 [63]. Discriminant validity was evaluated by examining cross-loadings
and using the hetero-monotrait method (HTMT) suggested by [64]. All the items loaded
significantly on their respective constructs while staying comfortably below thresholds that
would indicate overlap concern. Table 1 lists the items, Cronbach’s alpha scores and AVEs
for each construct. Lastly, variance inflation factors (VIFs) were assessed. All values were
below 5, indicating that the model is not unduly impacted by multicollinearity.

In the second stage, PLS-SEM models are assessed for their predictive capability.
The adjusted (R2) values for the endogenous constructs are provided in Table 3. The
explained variance for both crisis management and service quality are in the low range,
while the explained variance for risk attitude and travel intention are in the moderate range,
according to the guidelines offered by [63]. These findings are reasonable considering
that several factors can influence an individual’s perception of service quality and crisis
management handling. Yet, it was expected that fear of COVID-19 would strongly influence
risk attitude, and the impact of the model on the end-stage dependent variable exhibited
healthy levels of explanation regarding travel intention. Moreover, predictive relevance
was established with significant effect sizes (f 2) established on associations involving the
endogenous constructs. The individual path coefficients are subsequently reported in the
results section.

Table 3. Adjusted R2 Values for Endogenous Constructs.

Endogenous Constructs R2 (Adjusted)

Crisis Management 0.06
Service Quality 0.15
Risk Attitude 0.59

Travel Intentions 0.46

5. Results

To assess the consistency of the structural weights associated with the hypothesized
linkages in the conceptual framework, it is recommended that a bootstrapping procedure
should be run using a re-sample of 10,000 [63]. Results of this procedure indicate a strong
positive association between fear of COVID-19 and risk-averse attitude (β = 0.75; p < 0.00)
supporting H1. Surprisingly, risk-averse attitude was found to positively impact the
perception of crisis management (β = 0.25; p < 0.00), not supporting H2. Moreover, H3
was not supported, either, since risk-averse attitude was also found to positively affect
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the perception of service quality (β = 0.39; p < 0.00). Meanwhile, crisis management did
not exhibit a significant association with travel intention, disconfirming H4. On the other
hand, perception of service quality did positively impact travel intention (β = 0.65; p < 0.00),
supporting H5. Lastly, loyalty programs amidst the COVID-19 crisis did not influence
travel intention. Hence, H6 was not supported.

Demographic control variables, such as age, income, and education were allowed to
co-vary in the model, and these controls did not significantly influence the relationships
nor did they exhibit significant impact with the endogenous constructs on their own. A
summary of the results is offered in Table 4. The following section offers a discussion of the
findings and the associated implications for airlines.

Table 4. Results Summary.

Hypotheses Predictors β t Value p Value Result

H1 COVID-19 → Risk Attitude 0.75 34.8 0.00 * Supported

H2 Risk Attitude → Crisis Management
Perception 0.25 7.0 0.00 * Unsupported

H3 Risk Attitude → Service Quality 0.39 11.3 0.00 * Unsupported

H4 Crisis Management Perception →
Travel Intensions (not significant) Unsupported

H5 Service Quality → Travel Intensions 0.65 14.6 0.00* Supported
H6 Loyalty Program → Travel Intensions (not significant) Unsupported

* p < 0.01

6. Discussion
6.1. Fear of COVID-19

Our research findings indicate that fear of COVID-19 is a significant predictor of risk
attitude. Fear of COVID-19 influences the consumer’s emotions and their attitude towards
future actions. This is consistent with the academic literature [11,14]. The more worried
individuals are, the more they try to avoid a situation perceived as dangerous or uncertain.
Media coverage of the COVID-19 spread, the publicized statistics of the infection rates
and death tolls, and word of mouth made travelers aware of the severity of the situation.
They became fearful of catching the disease, having health consequences, and passing the
virus to others. They were also afraid of being stuck in the location and unable to come
back home due to the fast-changing regulations, going through quarantine requirements,
numerous COVID-19 testing, and the overall fear of uncertainty. Moreover, during the
peak of the pandemic, governments were strongly discouraging travel and implementing
many lockdowns worldwide, closing the national borders, and stopping airline operations
altogether. We cannot influence or predict the fast-changing environment; we can only
remain to be flexible and adaptable. The outbreak of COVID-19 significantly decreased
travel demand since many individuals chose to stay at home due to the emotional impact
of fear and risk-averse attitude towards travel.

6.2. Risk Attitude

Interestingly, our research findings indicated that risk aversion positively influences
both crisis management perception and service quality perception. There are a few potential
explanations for these contrarian findings. Perhaps, despite the mental uncertainty towards
air travel under the condition of crisis, individuals still recognized airline actions as positive
measures regarding crisis management and commitment to the service quality aspect. It
has been found that people who engage in risky activity often do not consider the potential
risk of their action or underestimate potential hazards [65]. Researchers have also found
that people engaging in risky undertakings score higher on impulsivity [66]. They might
subconsciously assume that they will not be affected by negative outcomes [67]. Many
airline passengers who flew during the pandemic had to overcome a high degree of risk
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aversion attitude. They may have invoked a certain level of confirmation bias in viewing
the steps that airlines have taken favorably to mitigate their internal dissonance.

6.3. Crisis Management

Another interesting finding is that, while crisis management perception may have a
significant impact on deciding on a specific travel destination [29–31], it does not translate
into passengers’ travel intentions. Passengers might not be aware of airline safety measures
in place and became familiar only after personal interaction with the airline. In this case, the
publicly available information on airline commitment to passenger safety should be easily
accessible. Media and word of mouth play large roles in disseminating this information.
Passengers become familiar with some of the crisis management safety features, discussed
earlier in this paper, as they progress through their travel; therefore they have no impact on
travel intention. Thus, crisis management can serve as a tool for retaining customers and
influencing new customer travel decisions.

6.4. Service Quality

The research finding indicated that service quality does influence travel intentions.
This is congruent with the academic literature. Quality of preflight, inflight, and postflight
services are directly related to passenger satisfaction [62], which, in turn, affects future
travel intentions. It is noteworthy that customer satisfaction differs from person to person,
as some passengers are more interested in certain types of service quality (e.g., safety
measures at different stages of travel), while other passengers are more interested in
different types of service quality (e.g., interaction with the flight attendants, quality of
food, handling of their luggage, etc.). Passengers often compare their expected service
quality with actual experiences to plan for future travels, and the service quality of the
crisis management measures discussed in this paper can be key attributes for comparison.

6.5. Loyalty Programs

Loyalty programs, or FFP, are rewards to attract and retain customers, which are
linked to improving retention rates, reducing switching costs, and stimulating travel
demand. However, the research findings did not find support that FFP influences travel
intentions. This interesting finding is not congruent with the academic literature. However,
this can be explained be the fact that crisis plays a large role in influencing consumer
decisions to travel. As indicated by [8], FFP programs are more influential for business
travelers than for leisure travelers. During the pandemic, businesses went through the
re-organizations, including reductions of workforce and working from home. Zoom Cloud
Meetings, Microsoft Teams, and other software programs allow individuals to conduct
meetings with more than 100 participants at the same time from the convenience of their
home offices. As such, business travel was significantly reduced. In contrast, in 2021, low-
cost airlines were leading the recovery with their leisure market, including VRF (visiting
relatives and friends) passengers. This group of passengers is strongly influenced by price
and can easily switch between competitors.

Airlines offer various incentives to make FFPs more appealing and increase the level
of passenger confidence in their airline. Incentives such as providing FFP members with
free tickets, free seat or class upgrades, access to an airport lounge, priority check-in and
boarding, extra baggage allowance, and other rewards or discounts are designed by airlines
to attract and retain their own customers. While FFP was not found to be a predictor of
travel intentions during the crisis, additional factors that might influence consumers’ travel
intentions can include the knowledge of the COVID-19 statistics, adherence to hygiene
practices, availability of vaccines and testing facilities, quarantine requirements, social
distancing restrictions, etc.
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6.6. Managerial Implications

Although airlines are not able to control external events, they can ensure passengers’
safety by implementing additional measures during a pandemic like COVID-19. Airlines
are also in control of the quality of services provided. Our research findings indicated that
service quality perception is a significant predictor of travel intention regardless of the crisis.
Individuals develop their perceptions based on the reported facts, word of mouth, and
personal experiences compared to the expected. Airlines can take additional service quality
and crisis management measures at different stages of passenger travel, including prior to
travel, at the airport, at the gate, onboard, and after the flight. New measures before travel
may include asking passengers to complete a “ready-to-fly” checklist, downloading mobile
apps for contactless check-in, and emailing customers face-covering requirements and
other policies. Checking passengers’ temperatures, installing sneeze guards, promoting
social distancing, etc. are effective safety measures used in the airport lobby. Disinfecting
high-touch areas (e.g., charging stations, lobby seats, plane seats, table trays, arm rests),
installing hand sanitizing stations, self-scanning boarding passes, etc. are a few examples
of additional measures at the gate and onboard. As such, the cleanliness and comfort of
the aircraft, on-time performance, the appearance of employees, quality of food, in-flight
services, baggage handling, and other aspects are very important in influencing passengers’
perceptions of service quality. Service quality is a key to retaining and regaining passenger
confidence [68].

Although many of these factors were implemented during the COVID-19 pandemic
worldwide, there was significant variation in the degree to which these requirements
were followed. There are several important ways, in the event of another epidemic in
the future, to quickly rebuild passenger confidence in air travel. First, passengers should
be able to board a plane anywhere in the world and be confident that the same hygiene
practices are being followed. Following a consistent set of safety protocols and quarantine
requirements around the world may significantly increase passenger confidence. Another
key to increasing passenger confidence is the growing relevancy of trust and the reputation
of the airlines. For the airlines, the path to trust and reputation with their customers can
include building empathy by understanding their fears and priorities and by creating and
implementing effective solutions to reduce touchpoints and interactions throughout their
journey experience. This could largely be achieved by implementing facial recognition
technology, eliminating redundant validation of the passenger identity, opting for online
check-in and electronic boarding passes, and using the airline’s touchless baggage check
option. Any of these practices is likely to increase passenger confidence during future
air travel.

Furthermore, during the pandemic, airlines faced significant reductions in flights and
capacity. Half-empty flights and less-crowded airports could contribute to an increase in
positive passenger experiences and perceptions of airlines. Media also provided positive
coverage regarding the airlines’ protective measures. Interestingly, according to the Amer-
ican Customer Satisfaction Index Study, airline passenger satisfaction was much higher
during 2020 and 2021 than prior to the pandemic [69]. It seems that, with the reduced
schedule and load factors, carriers focused on improving airline customer experience by
not only meeting customer expectations but also exceeding them. Travel uncertainty can be
reduced with airlines promoting their safety measures. Even though individuals become
concerned with the outcomes of their decision to travel, they still believe that airlines are
doing their best to protect passengers against the disease and still provide a high quality
of service. Therefore, crisis management and service quality perceptions are positively
influenced by risk attitude regardless of the individuals’ risk aversion state of mind.

7. Conclusions

This research contributes to a better understanding of consumers’ travel intentions and
their antecedents under the condition of crisis. This study extended the framework of [6]
by adding additional dimensions, such as crisis management perception, service quality,



Sustainability 2023, 15, 13753 13 of 16

and loyalty programs. Better understanding what influences travel intentions, especially
under the condition of crisis, will assist the decision-makers in the airline industry to focus
on the factors that can influence consumer behavior. The study findings indicated that
fear of COVID-19 influences risk attitude, and service quality influences travel intentions.
Understanding the consumers’ psychological aspects, such as fear of COVID-19 and risk
attitude, will help airlines reduce individuals’ negative mindsets and uncertainty. While
some factors that influence consumers’ intentions to travel remain unchanged regardless of
the unfavorable external environment, other factors can fluctuate under the condition of
crisis. Service quality perception remains as one of the strongest predictors of behavioral
intentions. However, the perception of crisis management and FFP did not translate into
influencing consumers’ future travel plans.

Future research should focus on conducting follow-up studies to further assess the
contrarian findings found here associated with risk aversion and crisis management per-
ception on travel intention. Now that more flying has been restored, it is important to
assess passengers at a different point in time to identify if perceptions have shifted. At
the same time, it is important for airlines to remain vigilant in promoting their safety
measures along with high levels of service quality. It would be unwise to simply assume
that, as the pandemic wanes, passengers’ comfort levels with air travel will rise. As flights
become fuller and less risk-averse travelers begin to venture out, these travelers may be
more critical of an airline’s role in ensuring their safety and comfort. This study has some
limitations. For example, the survey could not be carried out for a longer time to attract
more respondents due to lack of adequate funding. There is also an unbalanced number of
respondents by gender—only 34% were female. Future research with more participants
and a balanced number of respondents by gender may produce additional insights.

In conclusion, the aviation industry needs to adapt to the new environment to reach
the pre-COVID-19 levels in passenger traffic. Consumers must adapt to the new world and
new norms. Air travel should provide passengers with positive and safe experiences. High-
quality service and airline safety measures will help consumers to ease their fear, reduce
risk aversion, and positively influence consumers’ travel decisions. Airline decision-makers
must consider the psychological aspect of passengers’ COVID-19 fear and risk attitude
to regain their confidence and stimulate travel demand. This is not the first time airlines
faced a downturn and reduction in air travel. Past events, including the 9/11 attacks in the
United States, terrorism, accidents, diseases in different parts of the world, financial crises,
etc. definitely slowed down air travel; however, the passengers always regain confidence
in safe and reliable air travel. It is only a matter of time.
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