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Abstract
In this paper, we examine how consumers’ reactions to the British Petrolium (BP) oil spill and their attitudes about the
Gulf of Mexico as a tourism destination differ as a function of the respondents’ geographic location of residence and their
past travel behavior. A survey conducted with 540 travelers and tourists, which began three weeks following the successful
capping of the oil leak in the Gulf of Mexico, reveals that consumers’ reactions to the oil spill varied by geographic location
and past travel behavior. In particular, consumers from the southeast region, when compared with the three other
geographic regions we sampled, had more negative views regarding the oil spill on a number of dependent measures. We
also found that individuals who traveled to Florida in the two years prior to the oil spill reported higher perceptions of
environmental risk than those individuals who had not traveled to Florida during that same time frame.
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Speculation currently surrounds the effect of the April 2010 BP
oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico on the environment, economy,
and image of the destination areas in the Gulf Coast states.
Preliminary findings indicate a negative effect on the wildlife,
fisheries, and coastal landscapes (McCrea-Strub et al. 2011).
However, the full effect of the spill on the revenues of the hospitality and tourism industries and its influence on the longterm image of the Gulf Coast has yet to be empirically verified.
One year after the spill, BP ran commercials on television,
radio, and internet broadcasting that tourism was back on track,
and BP had done everything in its power to make amends.
However, even today, several years after the spill, not all consumers are convinced that the Gulf is a safe travel destination or
that seafood caught in the Gulf of Mexico is safe to consume.
This project examines consumers’ reactions to the oil
spill and their attitudes about the Gulf region as a tourism
destination based on their geographic proximity to Florida’s
Gulf of Mexico, and in particular, the northwest region of
Florida that was directly influenced by the 2010 Gulf oil
spill. Specifically, we examine the relationship of two factors: (1) geographic distance from the location of the areas
affected by the oil spill and (2) consumers’ past travel
behavior to Florida in relation to several outcome measures.
The outcome measures are as follows:
1.
2.

Perceptions of BP’s corporate credibility
Perceptions of environmental risk following a manmade disaster

3.
4.

Reluctance to visit Florida in the next two years
Reluctance to visit Northwest Florida in the next
two years

Literature Review
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
Given the increased social awareness regarding the influence that business practices can have on the environment, a
growing body of literature has emerged examining CSR and
how firms deal with the ever-growing impact they have,
across numerous industries, on the environment (Delmas,
Etzion, and Nairn-Birch 2013). CSR constituents, both
internal and external to an organization, determine the
importance of CSR to a particular firm or industry and how
CSR can positively or negatively affect its image and financial performance (Scholtens 2008). In other words, CSR is
viewed as socially desirable actions that a firm engages in
to create social well-being, voluntarily based on broader
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institutional influences from a company’s macro and micro
environment (Brammer, Jackson, and Matten 2012; Doh et
al. 2010), “beyond the interests of the firm and that which is
required by law” (McWilliams and Siegel 2001).
CSR is traditionally defined as two-dimensional (Carroll
1979, 1999): (1) ethical—actions not required by law but
deemed important by social forces that can influence a business’s success, and (2) philanthropic—where voluntary
firm actions exceed the expectations of the societal forces.
However, recent definitions of CSR describe it with five
general dimensions that stakeholders normally consider to
varying degrees (Inoue and Lee 2011): (1) employee relations—addresses issues such as employee health, safety,
compensation, and benefits; (2) product quality (a proxy for
consumer relations)—looks at the extent to which a firm
delivers safe, innovative, quality products to their consumers; (3) community relations—considers the extent to which
a firm supports the community with charity, education, and
the like; (4) the environment—considers the extent to which
firms engage in green practices such as conservation and
production of environmentally friendly products and services; and (5) diversity—the extent to which a firm actively
recruits, hires, and promotes protected minority groups.
Each of the five dimensions introduced above was examined in several sectors of the hospitality industry (i.e., airline, casino, hotel, and restaurant). In their study, Inoue and
Lee (2011) found that the five dimensions of CSR played
differing roles in long-term and short-term profitability of
each sector. Community relations–based CSR was positively related to both short-term and long-term profitability
in the hotel and restaurant sectors. Hotels, restaurants, and
local markets are clearly positively related to one another;
however, these same tourism components were negatively
related to the airline sector. The assumption here is that airline firms tend to form a tangential relationship to the communities they serve (Inoue and Lee 2011). As expected,
Inoue and Lee (2011) established that product-based CSR
was significantly related to profitability in the hotel, restaurant, and airline sectors indicating that consumers from
these sectors react favorably to CSR initiatives in this sector
(Inoue and Lee 2011). Finally, limited impacts by environmentally based CSR in all four sectors were revealed except
for a positive long-term effect in the hotel sector (Inoue and
Lee 2011). Research has also demonstrated that environmental issues and concerns do reach beyond the firm level
to a macro or institutional level (Brammer, Jackson, and
Matten 2012; Doh et al. 2010).
Existing work on CSR highlights the effects firms have on
the five dimensions and how these accomplishments are
related to firm performance, that is, how proactive firm
behaviors influence firm performance. In this study, however, we are interested in behaviors that emerge reactively
and are consequently considered by consumers. To do so, we
introduced several CSR-related concepts that quantify consumers’ opinions of CSR and the connection to man-made

catastrophes such as the BP oil spill. We first examine product, community, and environmentally based CSR issues.
Then, we introduce source credibility along with corporate
credibility. Corporate credibility, in this case, describes the
methods communication receivers and senders use to structure, send, and react to messages. We conclude with a discussion of risk perceptions, and how disruptive events may
influence consumers’ behavior.

Source Credibility
An extensive body of research in both the marketing and
communication literature takes into account the influence
of source credibility on consumer behavior (Pornpitakpan
2004). Source credibility is the degree to which a source is
simultaneously observed as being both trustworthy and
knowledgeable in the topics under consideration (Dholakia
and Sternthal 1977). Credibility is characterized as a source
that is honest and believable (trustworthy) when stating
legitimate positions (expertise). Source credibility is a critical antecedent of persuasion. If the sender of a message is
not viewed as credible, it is unlikely the message will be
believable and have its intended effect (Miller 1987). In this
study, we are interested in how source credibility is related
to consumers’ attitudes toward a company given their geographic location and proximity to a man-made disaster (the
BP oil spill).
There is a rich history of persuasion research in the field
of communication that considers both one-to-one and oneto-many communications designed to influence perceptions, attitudes, and behavior (Miller 1987). A common
organizational application of persuasion is public relations.
Public relations is viewed as the process of an organization
(one) attempting to mold the discussion with and perceptions of the public (many) on issues of importance. The
1992 Tylenol scare is one of many examples of a successful
public relations response to a crisis. In response to the crisis, Johnson & Johnson recalled all Tylenol products to
ensure the safety of consumers and demonstrated genuine
concern through a set of carefully crafted, corporate messages. Conversely, several automobile companies (i.e.,
General Motors [GM] in 2014 and Toyota in 2010) have
been criticized for both their handling of product defects
and their subsequent handling of the recall and replacement
of defective parts and products. How a company engages
the public following a crisis is a matter of public relations,
which is contingent on consumers’ perceptions of source
credibility (Harlow, Brantley, and Harlow 2011) or firm
reputation (Lyon and Shimshack 2012).

Corporate Credibility
Corporate credibility (Goldsmith, Lafferty, and Newell
2000), a related construct to source credibility, is traditionally defined as the extent to which a company’s internal and
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external communication is perceived as clear, direct, and
believable. This concept, refined by Hon and Grunig (1999),
focuses on the relationship between the organization, message, and consumers. Furthermore, corporate credibility (or
reputation) includes factors such as good corporate citizenship or a company that is admired by others (Lyon and
Shimshack 2012). Corporate credibility positively influences consumers’ reactions to advertising messages and
product performance (Goldberg and Hartwick 1990).
Hence, corporate credibility is crucial to companies that run
the risk of alienating consumers and losing business because
of inconsistent actions with their corporate communication.
Corporate credibility defines firms in two ways: First, companies need consumers to believe what the firm says; that is,
they want their consumers to relate favorably to corporate
messages when making purchasing decisions. Second,
companies deliver their messages with the intent to accurately differentiate their firm from their competitors. Both
elements are consistent with Hon and Grunig’s (1999) conceptualization identifying the fact that corporate credibility
emerges from the intersection of an organization and its
agents’ actions.
Corporate credibility connects well with CSR because
companies who engage with their constituents directly
influence consumers’ appraisal of the company. Corporate
credibility in this case captures how constituents view the
product-based, community-based, and environment-based
elements and the other CSR dimensions. Corporate credibility assesses how a company’s actions are viewed by others in both the micro and macro (i.e., institutional)
environment (Brammer, Jackson, and Matten 2012; Doh
et al. 2010; Drori and Honig 2013; MacLean and Behnam
2010).
The BP oil spill offers a notable opportunity to test the
idea of corporate credibility and CSR. The BP oil spill
resulted in an extremely negative fiscal, social, and environmental consequence for the Gulf Coast (Reuters 2014).
BP’s obligation to restore a sense of order by repairing the
multiple problems created by the oil spill was decided in
court. BP is currently paying billions of dollars as a result of
damage caused by the spill to businesses and residents
affected directly and indirectly by the spill. In March 2014,
BP lost their appeal to halt or modify the terms of the reparation agreement in the Fifth Circuit U.S. Appeals Court
(Reuters 2014). While BP was in court trying to alter the
terms of their settlement agreement, they were trumpeting
their efforts to clean up and restore the Gulf region publicly
via commercial advertisements on television and radio, and
in print. One important premise is that CSR businesses are
committed to a level of social responsibility that goes
beyond traditional business interests. As previously noted,
this interest is voluntary and should be proactive. In the case
of the BP oil spill, the remediation cleanup and reparation
conducted by the company was reactive, not proactive.
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The connection between CSR and corporate credibility
is clear. Organizations in a position to help proactively are
likely to be regarded more favorably than companies, such
as BP or GM, who are forced to make reparations after the
fact. The existing social contract between businesses and
stakeholders defines the corporation as a fair player in the
system and has been examined in a variety of business settings (Lyon and Shimshack 2012; Scholtens 2008). This
contract, rooted in institutional theory (Brammer, Jackson,
and Matten 2012; Doh et al. 2010; Drori and Honig 2013;
MacLean and Behnam 2010), is generally strong and
defines the norms, obligations, and activities needed to
maintain order in the economic-social exchange created by
business enterprises (Brown and Dacin 1997; Drori and
Honig 2013; MacLean and Behnam 2010; Murray and
Vogel 1997; Sen and Bhattacharya 2001). In effect, for
businesses to continue to operate as legitimate, credible
entities (as described by institutional theory), they must balance the internal needs of the firm with the elements of the
broader institutional environment, including but not limited
to, government, local communities, suppliers, labor force,
and consumers (Inoue and Lee 2011). A firm that fails to
meet the broader expectations of legislation, social norms,
and environmental concerns cannot expect to maintain a
positive CSR image and/or corporate credibility.
Few studies have examined the overall regional impact
of the BP oil spill. One study by Hoffman and Jennings
(2011) outlined the probable fallout from the spill, identifying broad issues such as changing attitudes toward regulating the use and production of fossil fuels. Another
examination of Gulf state residents’ attitudes and perceptions encompassing the Gulf oil spill utilized phone surveys
conducted from July 2010 through September 2010
(Safford, Ulrich, and Hamilton 2012). The phone surveys
indicated that 70 percent of the respondents felt that BP was
doing a fair or poor job responding to the spill (Safford,
Ulrich, and Hamilton 2012). Eighty-six percent of those
surveyed indicated that they understand a moderate amount
or a great deal about the spill; however, only 25 percent of
the respondents indicated that they trusted network television news as a source of information about the spill and an
even lower number (17%) trusted BP as an information
source about the spill (Safford, Ulrich, and Hamilton 2012).
In our next section, we discuss how consumers’ regional
affiliations influence attitudes and perceptions toward the
BP oil spill and consumptive behavior as a traveler or
tourist.

Effects of Geography
We expanded our analysis regarding the impact of the BP
oil spill on consumers’ attitudes and behavior beyond the
work conducted by Safford, Ulrich, and Hamilton (2012),
who limited their sample to select counties and parishes
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within the Gulf region. As noted above, our analyses measured specific elements of CSR using a broader national
sample. To do so, we engaged in a spatial analysis.
A geographic and tourism spatial scale focuses on the
links between tourist-generating and tourist-receiving areas.
A spatial study utilizes a variety of metrics such as world
distribution of climatic zones, regional assessment of tourist resources, and the local landscapes of resort destination
areas. The geographical components of this spatial study
represented the opinions of tourists at the trip source and the
attributes that stimulated demand for tourism, including the
geography, socioeconomic, and demographic characteristics (similar to a regional assessment approach). Spatial
studies have shown that attitudes toward tourism vary
greatly by geographic region and consumers’ proximity to
the tourism center/location under study (Harrill 2004). In a
spatial study looking at attitudes toward tourism development in a specific region, Jurowski and Gursoy (2003)
found that those residents who were heavy consumers of
tourism and lived relatively close to the core of tourism
reported more negative attitudes about tourism development, compared with those residents who were farther away
from the development. Consistent with the studies that
examine consumers based on geographic distance from a
location/phenomenon of interest (Harrill 2004; Jurowski
and Gursoy 2003; Raymond and Brown 2007), we believe
that consumers’ attitudes regarding tourism in the Gulf
region following the BP oil spill will vary based on geographic or regional proximity.
To conduct a regional assessment approach consistent
with spatial analysis, we employ the gravity model to segment consumers’ travel to Gulf region destinations from
their original home sites. The gravity model classification
technique is often employed by researchers to form consumer groups based on geographic/spatial similarities
(Bonn, Furr, and Uysal 1992; Furr, Bonn, and Seagle 1992;
Niedercorn and Bechdolt 1969). The gravity model counts
the distance between the tourist’s origin site and the destination area, taking into account the population of origin site,
attractiveness, and relative cost of the destination area. This
distance variable can also be comprised of various combinations of physical distance, travel time, travel costs, and
number of intervening opportunities used to measure the
separation between an origin and a destination (Bonn, Furr,
and Uysal 1992; Furr, Bonn, and Seagle 1992).

Tourism in the Gulf Region
A number of public-private organizations engaged in marketing activities designed to attract tourism travelers are
firmly established in the affected Gulf coast area. These
tourism organizations are known as destination marketing
organizations (DMOs) and may be specifically represented
by tourism development councils (TDCs), convention and

visitors bureaus (CVBs), sports councils, and chambers of
commerce. These organizations’ primary funding source
depends largely on the collection of “tourist” taxes that
result from visitor spending in targeted destination areas.
The majority of the revenue for these tourism agencies is
collected in the form of tax receipts based on the direct purchase of traditional tourism products. These income producing products include accommodation taxes, shopping,
dining, transportation, attractions, and recreation activities
(e.g., boating, fishing, and golf). Organizations responsible
for attracting visitors receive and spend a majority of this
revenue. After the funding has been allocated, these organizations developed operating budgets that assign spending
categories and design messages to attract visitors based on
money-generating activities supported by these visitor-generated tax dollars. These activity-oriented messages then
position their organizations in target market areas based on
historical data. Identification of visitor origins or “feeder
markets” comprise the most often used marketing and
advertising strategies that appeal to specific visitor types
through traditional advertising and promotion activities.
Privately owned and operated tourism-dependent businesses regularly support regional communications messages issued by the DMOs. Promotional techniques are
utilized by resorts, hotels, attractions, tour operators, restaurants, and traditional recreational businesses. In addition,
state tourism offices, governmental agencies, and associations representing the tourism industry invest in tourism
promotion activities, further supporting such promotion
activities.
All states bordering the Gulf of Mexico, including
Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas, promote the seafood industry heavily. Commercial businesses
harvest seafood and sell their perishable seafood products
directly to distributors, retailers, and consumers (tourists).
Thousands of restaurants promote and feature menu items
prepared from fresh, locally harvested seafood products,
which are high demand items sought particularly by visitors
through millions of collective dining experiences along
these Gulf state coastal zones. Seafood products harvested
from this area also ship throughout the United States to
retail customers such as seafood distributors, grocery
chains, and restaurants. In this study, we wanted to examine
how consumers viewed seafood harvested from the Gulf
region following the oil spill and whether it raised concerns
for them.

Consumers’ Views Regarding the Environment
An emerging line of inquiry examines consumers’ attitudes
toward sustainability and the environment (Baker, Davis,
and Weaver 2014; Raymond and Brown 2007; SirakayaTurk, Baloglu, and Mercado 2014; Susskind 2014). This
research inquiry focuses on the actual and potential visitor
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reactions to the environment and sustainability practices
(Budeanu 2007; Claver-Cortés et al. 2007; T. H. Lee 2009;
J. S. Lee et al. 2010), the ethics behind business engagement in sustainability practices (Budeanu 2007; Tsai and
Tsai 2008), and the notion that environmental sustainability
relates to visitors’ consumptive behaviors (Dodds, Graci,
and Holmes 2010; Sigala 2014; Singh, Slotkin, and Vamosi
2007). Several research studies have documented the
importance of sustainability indicators—environmental
awareness and management, water quality monitoring, and
visual pollution—to today’s consumers (Baker, Davis, and
Weaver 2014; Peiró-Signes et al. 2014; Roberts and Tribe
2008).
Another element of environmental sustainability relates
to consumers’ reactions to environmental issues, man-made
and natural. These environmental issues include the influence of natural disasters such as hurricanes, tsunamis,
flooding, and earthquakes (Robinson and Jarvie 2008) and
the effect of man-made disasters such as oil spills, radiation,
and greenhouse gases (Beamish 2001; McChristian 2010).
Adjustment periods in the wake of disasters require delineation, cleanup, or remediation efforts and are designed to
restore the affected communities to their pre-disaster conditions. This transition period to pre-disaster sensibilities
requires the affected tourism destination areas to lower perceptions of consumer risk as a first step in the restoration of
former levels of consumption behavior (Beamish 2001;
Floyd et al. 2004; Quintal, Lee, and Soutar 2010; Van
Winkle and MacKay 2008).
Consumers form attitudes and perceptions regarding
catastrophic events by evaluating the recovery process and
will assign responsibility (or blame) to parties involved
who acted inappropriately. It matters little to consumers
whether the inappropriate actions occurred during the catastrophic event or as part of the delineation and remediation
process. As a result, consumers’ views toward the environment, the businesses, and the agents involved in environmental protection and remediation vary with the perception
of the brand/company’s behavior.

Consumer Risk Perceptions
Following man-made disasters, the public reacts in a number of different ways ranging from disinterest to outrage.
Public reactions can be focused on the individuals or companies responsible for causing the problem or the broader
regulating agencies that are intended to prevent such disasters from occurring (Beamish 2001; Safford, Ulrich, and
Hamilton 2012). Consumers influenced by both public
reactions to the events and by institutional entities are
involved in the determination of the level of risk they may
face (Beamish 2001). In addition, research shows that
today’s consumers place high importance on environmental
and health factors when making decisions related to food
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purchasing (Forbes et al. 2009). Finally, research has shown
that as visitor perceptions concerning the environmental
quality of a resource decline, consumers are less willing to
visit and/or participate in activities associated with that element (Johns et al. 2001).
In a study of consumers’ perceptions of destination risk,
it was determined that of the various types of risk measured
(human-induced, financial, service quality, socio-psychological, natural disasters, weather, and food safety), humaninduced risk was the most strongly associated with
consumers’ perceptions of overall risk to engage in tourism
(Fuchs and Reichel 2006). While the other types of risk
identified and measured by Fuchs and Reichel (2006) and
Floyd et al. (2004) were also shown to be significant in the
analyses, the findings from both studies suggest that a high
level of human-induced risk is likely to be consistent with
consumers’ reduced interest in engaging in travel and tourism. In contrast, a positive destination image favorably
influences satisfaction with tourism, purchase intentions,
and repurchase intentions (T. H. Lee 2009). These findings
and propositions are similar to a post–September 11, 2001,
study that examined perceived risk and travel intentions
among a group of residents from the New York City–
designated marketing area (New York City, tri-state area,
and Pennsylvania), displaying safety concerns as a significant deterrent to travel for the study participants (Floyd
et al. 2004). In effect, consumers’ desire to travel following
man-made disasters is influenced by their perception of
destination image and their perceptions of the risk to travel
to those destinations.

Research Questions
In this study, consumer-based geographic groupings of the
participants’ state of origin and their travel behavior to
Florida prior to the oil spill were used to create independent
variables and establish consumers’ perceptions of BP’s corporate credibility. Consumers’ perceptions of environmental risk, consumers’ reluctance to visit Florida in the next
two years, and consumers’ reluctance to visit Northwest
Florida in the next two years were used as dependent variables to test the following non-directional research
questions:
Research Question: How is geographic distance from
the oil spill and consumers’ past travel behavior to
Florida related to consumer perceptions of
•• BP’s corporate credibility?
•• Environmental risk perceptions following a manmade disaster?
•• Reluctance to visit Florida in the next two years?
•• Reluctance to specifically visit Northwest Florida in
the next two years?
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Method
Participants
A sample of 540 travelers/tourists was surveyed for this
study. Study participants completed a survey that measured
their attitudes and perceptions regarding the BP oil spill, its
effect on the environment, and their past and future travel
plans to Florida, especially Northwest Florida. Three weeks
following the successful capping of the oil spill in the Gulf
of Mexico, 107 participants (N = 107) completed the survey
through an e-mail invitation they received from a travel
magazine to which they subscribed. Following the first
wave of data collection, another 433 participants (N = 433)
received an invitation to take the survey online while dining
at a full service, casual dining restaurant through November
2011.1 We selected restaurant patrons from 18 units of a
single restaurant chain located in the Northeast and
Midwest. These regions were chosen because they allowed
the researchers to gather additional participants from two
regions that were underrepresented in the travel magazine
sample. Four of the restaurants sampled were in New Jersey,
three were in New York, four were in Pennsylvania, two
were in Ohio, two were in Michigan, and three were in
Illinois.

Sample Selection
We selected this particular travel magazine because it
boasted a national readership that tapped into travelers and
tourists from across the country. In addition, one focus of
the magazine’s advertising strategy centered on travelers
and tourists to Florida destinations. This magazine’s
national readership and its strong focus on Florida tourism
match the research goals of this project. The survey was
distributed to a random sample of 1,000 magazine subscribers. Respondents who completed the survey were entered
into a drawing for a free week-long hotel stay at a resort. We
had a 10.8 percent response rate; this response rate is lower
than the reported response rate of Hayslett and Wildemuth
(2004), who studied response rates for surveys administered in this fashion (web-based invitation to complete a
web-based survey) and reported an average response rate of
33 percent. Reminders were communicated to non-respondents, complete with incentives to complete the survey,
even though Anseel et al. (2010) found that reminders and
incentives often do not yield consistently stronger response
rates. For our restaurant guest sample, based on Visit Florida
Research (2013), restaurants in large metropolitan areas in
the Northeast and Midwest that were identified as the largest feeder markets to Florida were chosen to gain an additional sample of customers consuming hospitality services.
With approval from corporate management, we approached
each restaurant and subsequently asked guests to complete

Exhibit 1:

Breakdown of Participants from Each Geographic
Region.
Frequency

%

88
113
167
172

16.3
20.9
30.9
31.9

Gulf
SE
NE
Midwest/West
Note. SE = Southeast; NE = Northeast.

a brief online survey regarding their perceptions of the BP
oil spill and travel behavior. Guests who completed the survey were given a coupon for $5.00 off a subsequent meal at
any of the company’s restaurants. Our goal was to collect 20
additional surveys from each restaurant; on average, 24 restaurant guests completed the survey from each restaurant,
ranging from 20 to 26. The useable response rate among the
restaurant sample was quite high at 43 percent from the
1,000 invitations. This response rate is higher than the
reported response rate of Hayslett and Wildemuth (2004),
who found response rates for surveys administered in this
fashion (paper invitation to complete a web-based survey)
of 23 percent. Our higher than average response rate is consistent with the findings reported by Anseel et al. (2010),
who found in their meta-analysis that response rates tend to
be higher for consumer-based samples and are typically
bolstered by personal delivery.
To ensure that the two samples were congruent and combinable, we compared all the dependent variables, plus age
and gender using one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA)
with sample as the factor. Because gender is strictly a categorical measure, we used a χ2 test instead. Results showed
that the two samples were congruent as no significant differences emerged from the ANOVAs by sample. The χ2 test
for gender proved to be significant, χ2(1) = 5.60, p = .02.
The magazine sample included 12 percent more women
than the restaurant sample (75% vs. 63%, respectively);
however, both distributions fell within the range of 60 to 80
percent reported to be the distribution of women who are
the primary decision makers for family or personal travel
(Bond 2011; Ponchione 2012).
All 540 participants resided in the United States and represented thirty-one states. The survey participants were
divided into four groups based on the geographic region
they reported as their home (see Exhibit 1). Region 1
included 88 participants (16.3%) from the Gulf states of
Florida, Mississippi, Alabama, and Texas; Region 2
included 113 participants (20.9%) from the southeastern
states of Georgia, Kentucky, Tennessee, Virginia, West
Virginia, North Carolina, and South Carolina; Region 3
included 167 participants (30.9%) from the northeastern
states of New York, New Jersey, Connecticut, Pennsylvania,
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Maryland, Massachusetts, and Maine; and Region 4
included 172 participants (31.9%) from the midwestern and
western states of Ohio, Indiana, Iowa, Illinois, Oklahoma,
Michigan, Minnesota, Colorado, Idaho, Arizona, Montana,
Utah, and California. Females made up 65 percent of the
sample and the average age of the sample is 38.39 (standard
deviation [SD] = 10.46) ranging from 22 to 72. As noted
previously, women account for 60 to 80 percent of leisure
travel spending decisions for family vacations and other
personal travel, irrespective of the destination (Bond 2011;
Ponchione 2012). Therefore, we believe that the sample
consisting of 65 percent female participants offers a reasonable representation of travel decision makers.2

Survey Items
Study participants reported personal attitudes, perceptions,
and travel behavior following the BP oil spill in the Gulf of
Mexico. Participants were asked whether they had visited
Florida in the two years prior to the oil spill (2009-2010)
using a yes or no response format. Three hundred seventy
participants (68.5%) indicated they visited Florida during
the two preceding years.3 They were also asked whether
they planned to visit a tourist destination in Florida in the
coming two years (2011-2012) using a yes, no, or undecided response format. Fifty-four participants (10%) indicated they had a visit planned in the upcoming two years,
377 (69.8%) indicated they did not plan a visit in the next
two years, and 109 participants (20.2%) indicated they were
undecided at the time of survey administration.
Participants were asked seven individual questions on a
five-point Likert-style scale to determine the extent to
which the BP oil spill negatively affected their perceptions
of future travel to Florida destinations, specifically
Northwest Florida (Gulf Coast region), and environmental
risk (measured as environmental quality, environmental
safety, and safety to consume seafood from the Gulf of
Mexico). Accordingly, 1 = no negative impact, 2 = low negative impact, 3 = neutral, 4 = moderate negative impact,
and 5 = high negative impact. A high score on these items
represents a high level of reported negative affect.
Participants’ perceptions of BP’s corporate credibility
were recorded using a five-point Likert-style scale that measured agreement (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = somewhat disagree, 3 = neutral, 4 = somewhat agree, and 5 = strongly
agree) with nine questions based on the items developed and
presented by Hon and Grunig (1999). A high score on this
scale indicated a high level of perceived corporate credibility.
The steps we took to ensure content and construct validity of
our survey items are presented in the following section.

Content and Construct Validity
Based on the work of Bergkvist and Rossiter (2007), we
treated reluctance to visit Florida and reluctance to visit
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Northwest Florida as single-item measures because intent
to visit is classified as a singular object attached to a concrete attribute, much like attitude toward a brand or an ad.
Research has clearly shown that with singular object items
attached to a concrete attribute, no difference in the predictive ability of single-item and multiple-item measures has
been found over time (Bergkvist and Rossiter 2007).
With the remaining survey items—a nine-item corporate
credibility scale (Hon and Grunig 1999) and three items we
created specifically for this study measuring consumers’
perceptions of the environmental risk following a manmade disaster—we conducted a content validation to examine the measurement properties of the scale items following
the procedure set forth by Hinkin and Tracey (1999).

Procedure
To conduct the content validation, we surveyed 139 business college undergraduates enrolled in marketing, human
resource management, and organizational behavior courses.
The students completed the content validation surveys for
extra credit in their respective courses. The student raters
were predominately male (56%) and ranged from 19 to 26
years in age (M = 20.34).
Using Hinkin and Tracey’s (1999) ANOVA technique for
content validation, we started with two construct definitions:
one to gauge “consumers’ perceptions of environmental risk
following a man-made disaster" and one to gauge “consumers’ perceptions of corporate credibility.” Perceptions of an
environmental risk scale consisted of three items we developed specifically for this investigation; the nine-item corporate credibility scale was adapted from Hon and Grunig
(1999). We used the following two specific definitions:
Definition 1: “Environmental risk perceptions” is
defined as the importance individuals place on factors
such as air and water quality, product safety, environmental safety, and general condition of natural resources.
Definition 2: “Corporate credibility” is defined as the
extent to which a company or corporation is seen as
being fair, honest, and trustworthy, concerned about the
public, and mindful of how company decisions can
impact individuals both inside and outside the company.
Each student was given a survey that contained the
twelve items to be rated. Sixty-nine students were given
Definition 1 at the top of their survey and seventy students
were given Definition 2 at the top of their survey. The student raters were asked to evaluate how well each of the
twelve questions aligned with the definition given to them
at the top of the page on a five-point scale where 1 = no
agreement and 5 = high agreement. The twelve questions
across all 139 surveys were presented in four different
sequences to control for any ordering effects of the
questions.
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Exhibit 2:

Results of Principal Components Factor Analysis for the Corporate Credibility Scale and Environmental Risk
Perceptions Scale.

Environmental risk perceptions items (α = .93)
1. Perception of environmental quality
2. Perception of environmental safety
3. Safety to Gulf seafood
Corporate credibility items (adapted from Hon and Grunig 1999; α = .95)
1. I believe that BP would treat people like me fairly.
2. I believe that if BP makes an important decision, I know they will be concerned about people like me.
3. BP can be relied upon to keep its promises.
4. I believe that BP takes the opinions of people like me into account when making decisions.
5. I feel very confident about BP’s skills.
6. BP has the ability to accomplish what it says it will do.
7. Sound principles seem to guide BP’s behavior.
8. BP would not mislead people like me.
9. I am very willing to let BP make decisions for people like me.
Reluctance to visit items
1. Reluctance to visit Florida
2. Reluctance to visit Northwest Florida

Analyses
Per Hinkin and Tracey’s (1999) recommendations, the survey items were first factor analyzed. In this case, we used a
covariance matrix as input with a Varimax rotation. The
analyses revealed three distinct constructs explaining 79.32
percent of the variance, with no cross-loadings above .50
(factor loadings are presented in Exhibit 2).4
The second step is to conduct an assessment of how well
the items aligned with the respective a priori construct definitions. This is done by conducting a one-way ANOVA and
examining the means of each item against its a priori construct definition and the alternative definition, such that an
item should match its a priori definition and be significantly
different from the alternative definition. The means, standard deviations, and ANOVA output are presented in
Exhibit 3. Based on the results of the initial factor analysis
and the Hinkin and Tracey (1999) content validation procedure, two factors were confirmed: corporate credibility (α =
.95) and perceptions of the environmental risk following a
man-made disaster (α = .93). These two scales, along with
the two single-item reluctance to visit measures, were used
as dependent variables in our analyses below.

Analyses
To test the research questions presented, we examined the
descriptive statistics and correlations among the variables.
Multiple analysis of variance (MANOVA) compared the
participants on two independent variables across two factors: (1) the geographic region in which they lived (Gulf,

(1)

(2)

(3)

−.03
−.07
−.07

.90
.92
.93

.27
.25
.12

.86
.88
.89
.90
.91
.77
.88
.78
.79

−.09
−.06
−.02
−.06
−.04
−.02
.02
−.07
.06

.06
.05
.03
.04
.01
−.06
−.06
−.06
.10

.06
.04

.40
.47

.86
.73

Southeast [SE], Northeast [NE], Midwest/West) and (2)
whether or not they visited Florida in the past two years (yes
or no).5 The independent variables were tested among the
participants using the six dependent measures previously
described: (1) perceptions of BP corporate credibility, (2)
consumers’ perceptions of environmental risk, (3) reluctance to visit travel destinations in Florida, and (4) reluctance to visit travel destinations specifically in Northwest
Florida (Gulf Coast region). The main effects were subsequently examined to provide further interpretations of the
MANOVA results (correlations and descriptive statistics of
the dependent measures are presented in Exhibit 4).

Results and Discussion
The results from the MANOVA (see Exhibit 5) revealed an
interaction indicating that participants’ prior visits to Florida
and their geographic distance from the oil spill worked in
concert with the dependent variables. The Pillai’s Trace
Statistic was significant (.08, p < .001), based on the F statistic, F(12, 1590) = 3.57, p < .001, η2 = .04. A closer look
at the between-subjects effects revealed that the interaction
effect noted previously likely emerged from a single variable—consumers’ reluctance to visit Northwest Florida in
the future, F(3, 531) = 3.82, p = .01, η2 = .02. Consumers
from the southeast region, who did not visit Northwest
Florida in the past two years, indicated that the BP oil spill
negatively affected their intention to travel (M = 3.38, standard error [SE] = .25) when compared with visitors from the
southeast region who had visited Northwest Florida in the
past two years, who indicated their intention to travel was

74

Cornell Hospitality Quarterly 57(1)

Exhibit 3:

Content and Construct Validation.
Scale Item
Perception of environment (quality)
Perception of environmental (safety)
Perception of environmental (seafood)
Corporate Credibility 1
Corporate Credibility 2
Corporate Credibility 3
Corporate Credibility 4
Corporate Credibility 5
Corporate Credibility 6
Corporate Credibility 7
Corporate Credibility 8
Corporate Credibility 9

Mean Rating Perceptions of
the Environment
4.74
4.70
4.63
1.81
1.82
1.86
1.77
1.80
1.76
1.82
1.77
1.84

Mean Rating Corporate
Credibility

F (df)

1.26
1.35
1.30
4.15
3.92
4.23
3.37
3.35
3.99
4.68
4.77
4.75

1595.23 (1, 138)
1325.68 (1, 138)
1007.19 (1, 138)
374.02 (1, 138)
217.16 (1, 138)
309.72 (1, 138)
0.74 (1, 138)
0.80 (1, 138)
338.39 (1, 138)
1176.49 (1, 138)
1493.05 (1, 138)
1183.39 (1, 138)

Note. Items and means presented in boldface were rated significantly higher on the a priori dimension in comparison with the other items rated at the
p < .001 level.

Exhibit 4:

Correlations and Descriptive Statistics of the Dependent Measures.

(1) BP corporate credibility
(2) Perceptions of the environment
(3) Reluctance to visit Florida
(4) Reluctance to visit Northwest Florida

M (SD)

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

2.65 (1.07)
3.24 (1.38)
2.39 (1.42)
2.63 (1.51)

1.00
−.09*
.06
.04

1.00
.59**
.70**

1.00
.79**

1.00

Note. N = 539 using listwise deletion.
*Correlation is significant at the .05 level (two-tailed). **Correlation is significant at the .01 level (two-tailed).

less disrupted by the oil spill (M = 2.84, SE = .17). None of
the interaction effects for the other dependent variables
were significant at the p < .05 level. The correlation matrix
revealed a strong association between perceived environmental risk and reluctance to travel to Florida (r = .59, p <
.01) and reluctance to travel to Florida’s Gulf Coast region
(r = .59, p < .01). We present the findings from the analysis
of the main effects in the following section.

Main Effects for Geographic Region
In this set of analyses, the differences between the dependent variables were based on the geographic region in
which the respondents lived. Four of the dependent variables were statistically significant in the analyses.
Corporate credibility. Consumers’ perceptions of BP’s corporate credibility were significantly different across the four
geographic regions, F(3, 531) = 3.72, p = .01, η2 = .02. Duncan’s multiple range test revealed consumers in the SE
region viewed BP’s credibility (M = 2.32) statistically lower
than the other three regions at the p < .05 level (M = 2.64,

M = 2.74, M = 2.91, for the Midwest/West, NE, and Gulf
regions, respectively). This finding shows that participants
from the Gulf’s large SE feeder market viewed BP’s actions
more negatively.
Environmental risk perceptions. Consumers’ perceptions of
environmental risk in the Gulf due to the oil spill were significantly different based on geographic region, F(3, 531) =
3.10, p = .03, η2 = .02. Duncan’s multiple range test revealed
consumers in the SE region viewed the effect of the oil spill
on environment in the Gulf more negatively (M = 3.67) than
the other three regions (M = 3.16, M = 3.10, M = 3.18, for
the Gulf, Midwest/West, and NE regions, respectively). The
SE participants are heavy travelers to Florida, as residents
of Georgia and North Carolina alone make up nearly 15 percent of domestic travelers to Florida (Visit Florida 2013).
News of contamination and shutdowns in Gulf destinations
obviously hit this group the hardest.
Reluctance to visit Florida in the next two years. Consumers’
reported reluctance to visit Florida as a tourism destination
was significantly different based on the geographic region
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Exhibit 5:

Summary Results of MANOVA Between-Subjects Effects.
Visit in Past Two Years
Corporate credibility
Risk perceptions
Reluctance to visit Florida
Reluctance to visit Northwest Florida
Geographic Region
Corporate credibility
Risk perceptions
Reluctance to visit Florida
Reluctance to visit Northwest Florida
Visit in past two years × Geographic region
Corporate credibility
Environmental risk perceptions
Reluctance to visit Florida
Reluctance to visit Northwest Florida

p

η2

.84
.001
.007
.96

.00
.02
.01
.00

p

η2

.01
.03
.002
.001

.02
.02
.03
.03

F(3, 531)

p

η2

1.82
0.91
1.58
3.82

.14
.44
.19
.01

.01
.01
.01
.02

F(1, 531)
0.04
0.49
7.21
0.002
F(3, 531)
3.72
3.10
4.90
5.80

Note. N = 539 using listwise deletion.

in which they lived, F(3, 531) = 4.09, p = .002, η2 = .03.
Duncan’s multiple range test revealed consumers in the SE
region indicated that the impact of the oil spill more negatively affected their desire to travel to Florida for tourism
(M = 2.79) compared with the other three regions (M = 2.40,
M = 2.26, M = 2.26, for the Gulf, Midwest/West, and NE
regions, respectively).
Reluctance to visit Northwest Florida in the next two years. Consumers’ reported reluctance to visit Northwest Florida as a
tourism destination was significantly different based on the
geographic region in which they lived, F(3, 531) = 5.80, p =
.001, η2 = .03. Duncan’s multiple range test revealed consumers in the SE region indicated that the impact of the oil
spill more negatively affected their desire to travel to Northwest Florida for tourism (M = 3.01) compared with the Gulf
(M = 2.67), Midwest/West (M = 2.59) and NE regions (M =
2.38). The Gulf region was not significantly different from
the SE group or Midwest/West and NE groups.
The SE group is a large feeder market for Northwest
Florida and Florida as a whole. Following the oil spill, it is
clear that this geographic group looked elsewhere for travel
and tourism opportunities. The implications of this finding
are reviewed in the following section.

Main Effects for a Recent Past Visit to Florida
The second set of main effects studied differences in dependent variables based on the participants’ visitation to Florida
during the two years prior to the BP oil spill. Two of the four

dependent variables were statistically significant in the
model.
Corporate credibility. Consumers’ perceptions of BP’s corporate credibility were not significantly different across the
two groups of recent pre-oil spill visitors compared with
those who did not visit, F(1, 531) = .04, p = .84, η2 = .00;
M = 2.67, M = 2.65, for visit and no visit, respectively. The
data show that BP has a low level of credibility consistently
among this set of respondents.
Perceptions of the environment. Consumers’ perceptions of
environmental risk in the Gulf due to the oil spill were significantly different across the two groups of recent pre-oil
spill visitors and those who did not visit, F(1, 537) = 10.49,
p = .001, η2 = .02; M = 3.41, M = 2.99, for visit and no visit,
respectively. The data show that those participants who had
previously visited reported a higher level of concern over
the environment as a result of the oil spill. This suggests
that the participants had an idea of what to expect while
visiting and that the reported disruption from the oil spill
was more meaningful to them, with a heightened awareness
of the travel-related activities that may have been impacted
by the spill and how future travel-related activities might be
unsafe, such as water sports, sun bathing and swimming,
and Gulf seafood consumption.
Reluctance to visit Florida in the next two years. Consumers’
reported reluctance to visit Florida as a tourism destination
following the oil spill significantly differed across the two
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groups of recent pre-oil spill visitors and those who did not
visit, F(1, 537) = 7.21, p = .007, η2 = .01; M = 2.31, M =
2.67, for visit and no visit, respectively. Those who had not
recently visited Florida showed a slightly higher concern
than those who had visited prior to the oil spill, but neither
group reported a high level of concern. This would be
expected given the large number of tourism destinations in
Florida that do not directly involve travel to the Gulf region.
Reluctance to visit Northwest Florida in the next two years. Consumers’ reported reluctance to visit Northwest Florida as a
tourism destination following the oil spill was not significantly different across the two groups of recent pre-oil spill
visitors and those who did not visit, F(1, 537) = .002, p =
.96, η2 = .00; M = 2.66, M = 2.65, for yes and no, respectively. Prior travelers to Florida and those who have not
recently visited Florida both showed minimal concerns
regarding a trip to Northwest Florida in the coming years.

Conclusion
The multivariate research question we proposed in this
study examined the relationship of consumers’ geographic
location and travel history with their reactions to BP and
attitudes toward tourism in the Gulf region. The tests
revealed that consumers from the SE region who had not
traveled to the affected region in the previous year reported
that the BP oil spill more negatively affected their intention
to travel to the area in the future. This, in conjunction with
the results from the tests of the main effects, highlights that
the SE region, compared with the other three regions, was
more negatively affected by the oil spill. From a marketing
perspective, this shows that under these circumstances,
potential new tourists or lapsed users may be harder to
secure as future consumers. Those responsible for marketing to tourists and meeting planners need to be aware of
these negative perceptions and focus their marketing efforts
on product and services that can build on demand to visit
the Gulf region, while minimizing perceived risks and
defections to other regions not directly affected by the spill.
Our findings show that there are regional differences in how
consumers react to disasters and that in this case, specialized marketing attention to the SE region with a particular
focus on the safety of recreational activities and seafood
consumption may be beneficial.
Although all geographic regions reported very low
scores for corporate credibility, the southeast region’s statistically significant lowest score presents opportunities for
further research. Atlanta, Georgia, is the top feeder market
to Northwest Florida (Craul 2012). Atlanta also is equidistant in terms of drive time from Florida’s northwest resort
destinations as it is to Florida’s northeast coastal resort destinations situated along the Atlantic Ocean. This is particularly relevant given BP’s mixed messaging since the spill.
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On one hand, BP reports in the press and through advertisements that they are committed to cleaning up the region and
restoring business back to pre-spill levels. On the other
hand, they are in court fighting to change the terms of the
settlement agreement (Reuters 2014). These mixed messages present an interesting decision-making opportunity
for this subregion’s consumers given Atlanta’s geographic
location. Information about world news is also distributed
by the Cable News Network (CNN), which is based in
Atlanta. Anecdotally, CNN was a primary, ever-present
channel for distributing highly repetitive information about
the BP disaster to the southeastern region. Individuals residing in the coastal zone of the Gulf received continuous, frequently updated local news that presented many different
storylines pertaining to specific local issues happening in
their communities. CNN’s news updates were not nearly as
informative or as frequent regarding the oil spill. The network aired the same news loop for several days before their
sources were able to provide updated featured stories pertaining to the BP oil spill disaster.
In terms of tourism, this disaster occurred during the
height of what has historically been the busiest time for the
summer vacation decision-making process. Confirmation
or cancellation activity concerning upcoming summer reservations are normally finalized during the months of April
and May along Florida’s northwest Gulf Coast. Each year
from Memorial Day weekend (last weekend in May)
through Labor Day weekend (first weekend in September),
millions of visitor-days are logged specifically by vacationers residing in the Atlanta Area of Dominant Influence
(ADI) . In the event of future environmental issues, tourism
boards in the Gulf region should understand the implications of regional consumer differences and tailor their promotional materials accordingly. Specifically, based on the
findings of our study, marketers should develop and execute
two strategies to promote Gulf tourism: one for localized
markets that have more direct information and exposure to
the issues and one for broader national markets where the
information and exposure is diluted somewhat.
Florida is a large state that attracts more than 93 million
visitors annually, representing a 90 percent repeat visitor
rate from this annual total (Visit Florida 2011, 2013). The
Gulf region makes up a significant portion of the drive market for tourists residing in the southeastern area of the
United States. Our findings suggest that there are some lingering regional effects from the SE region. Despite the
many destinations in Florida that do not involve Gulf tourism (i.e., Disney, Daytona, Miami), prospective vacationers
to Florida’s northwest Gulf Coast region residing in the
southeastern United States were immediately and continuously bombarded with media messages from competitive
destinations attempting to take advantage of the situation
caused by the BP oil disaster (Craul 2012). Coastal and noncoastal destinations flooded key feeder markets to Northwest
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Florida’s Gulf Coast with solicitations to take their summer
2010 and 2011 vacations at areas along the South Carolina
coast. Myrtle Beach, Charleston, and Hilton Head Island,
S.C., resort destinations boasted safe, clean beaches. Many
Florida resorts along the Atlantic Ocean also saturated
feeder markets for Northwest Florida with invitations and
solicitations to book vacations elsewhere, capitalizing on
their equidistant location especially from Atlanta, Georgia
(Craul 2012). Because consumers’ reported concerns
regarding their reluctance to visit Northwest Florida as a
tourism destination across the whole sample ranged from
M = 2.38 to M= 3.01on a five-point scale for the four geographic regions, the Gulf Coast still has an uphill battle to
bring business back into the region, despite reports that
tourism has returned to pre-spill levels (Craul 2012; Harlow,
Brantley, and Harlow 2011; Safford, Ulrich, and Hamilton
2012).
As previously noted, our data show us that there are two
distinct markets that feed tourism in the region: a localized
market and a more broad, national market. For CVBs, tourism boards, meeting planners, and others with a stake in
Gulf tourism, a sound strategy for building business should
focus on developing advertising that addresses these two
markets. A targeted focus across both markets should promote activities and attractions that have truly been restored
and rejuvenated, and focus less on BP and their actions,
because BP’s corporate credibility is low and still remains
in question (Reuters 2014).
Within a year of the BP oil spill, we were able to capture
consumers’ reactions to and perceptions of the spill, and
how it shaped their plans for future travel to Florida. Our
study showed that consumers had concerns over the effect
of the oil spill, and these concerns varied by geographic
area and prior exposure. Occupancy levels for the lodging
industry reported for May through September 2010 were at
historic lows in Northwest Florida, and cancellation rates
were at historic highs (Smith Travel Research 2012). Given
these findings, it would be wise to examine consumers’ perceptions again, now that more than several years have
passed.

Limitations
There are several limitations of this study that we feel are
important to address. First, this study only focused on consumers’ past travel and future intention to travel to
Northwest Florida and Florida in general. Our findings documented that more than two-thirds of respondents indicated
they had visited Florida within the past two years, showing
that our study participants were a representative sample of
recent, pre-oil spill visitors to Florida. We fully recognize
that other Gulf Coast states were affected and note that not
collecting data regarding other Gulf states is a limitation.
Future research should examine a broader base of affected

areas to determine if the effects of the oil spill were consistent across the entire region. Second, this study was crosssectional in design. Therefore, we are unable to draw any
causal inferences from the data. Longitudinal data can provide a more accurate picture of consumers’ reactions to the
oil spill and how their behavior, perceptions, and attitudes
have evolved since 2011. Last, we only collected information regarding consumers’ perceptions of risk related to
health, safety, and the environment. There are other risk factors—time, cost, and aesthetics—that may also be important factors that influence consumers’ decisions to travel.
Given these findings, additional research should be conducted to further define risk perceptions and the influence
they have in decision-making processes.

Implications
Clearly, BP continues to promote travel to the Gulf states
and has made a concerted effort to improve their corporate
credibility through advertising. Future research could
address the success of such actions (much like the study
conducted by Harlow, Brantley, and Harlow 2011) and
determine whether consumers remain concerned about
travel and tourism in Florida and particularly in Florida’s
northwest Gulf region. Because occasional follow-up
reports appear about this disaster, many of which are timed
to the anniversary dates of the beginning and capping of the
BP oil leak disaster, media tend to feature findings based on
scientific studies, in part, supported by BP settlement dollars, pertaining to the safety of the environment. Seafood, in
particular, remains a topic being closely and continuously
monitored. As of April 2014, reports show that damage to
wildlife is lingering for both sea life that is caught for
human consumption (e.g., yellowfin tuna, bluefin tuna, blue
crabs, redfish, and oysters) and sea life that is not part of the
seafood supply (e.g., bottlenose dolphins, sea turtles, and
sperm whales; Krupnick 2014). These findings are particularly troubling for tourism as Gulf seafood for consumption
and Gulf area sea wildlife are key drivers of tourism. Thus,
a future study should further address perceptions consumers
hold pertaining to Gulf seafood product safety and their
purchase habits concerning these products. Although we
demonstrated that consumers had concerns regarding the
safety to consume Gulf seafood directly after the oil spill, a
closer look at changes to supply and demand patterns from
2010 going forward would be informative.
Through this study, we were able to identify and test several of the risk classifications identified by Fuchs and
Reichel (2006) and Floyd et al. (2004) under new and different circumstances. From Floyd et al. (2004), we identified consumers’ concerns over safety based on concerns
over seafood consumption and environmental health and
safety, and from Fuchs and Reichel (2006), we identified
consumers’ concerns over food safety. It is important to
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note that the terrorism-based context of 9/11 and travel to
Israel are very different scenarios from the scenario we
studied; our study found significant effects for several risk
perceptions that were introduced through those studies,
which we were able to apply to the BP oil spill. As such, we
have adapted established risk elements from existing studies that addressed completely different disasters or risk scenarios and successfully tested them in a new context.
Furthermore, we determined that in concert with their risk
perceptions, consumers’ geographic/regional proximity to
the disaster was also a significant factor. In our study, we
found that there were regional differences in how people
reacted to the spill. Contrary to the findings of Jurowski and
Gursoy (2003), those who were the closest to the oil spill
did not report the most negative attitudes. We found that the
most negative reactions came from consumers in Florida’s
largest feeder market for tourism (i.e., the heavy users), not
by the local Gulf residents. Our findings provide support for
measuring risk perceptions in concert with geographic distance. The approach we have taken also opens the door to
many additional scenarios where these findings and this
methodology could apply—floods, fires, and chemical/biological/radiation contamination and treatment plant
failures.
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Notes
1.

We collected data from a national sample following the cap
of the leak (in early December, 2010). That data collection
process took approximately one year and was completed by
November 2011. The first draft of this paper was submitted in
October of 2012, eleven months after the data collection process was concluded. While some studies are published quite
quickly, other studies take longer to execute. We believe this
study is timed similarly to Floyd et al. (2004), which addressed
consumers’ risk perceptions following 9/11. Likewise, a more
recent study by Kosova and Enz (2012) revisited the 9/11
attacks in concert with the financial crisis to compare and
contrast the effects of the shocks on the lodging market.
To address a concern from an anonymous reviewer over the
timeliness of the presentation of this research, we reviewed
both of the O’Neill & Lloyd-Jones articles and the other articles in the special issue of the Cornell Hotel and Restaurant
Quarterly in October 2002 that addressed 9/11. These studies (Enz & Canina 2002; O’Neill & Lloyd-Jones 2001) certainly highlighted how the market was affected by 9/11. They
were not, however, consumer-based studies such as ours.
We have found two academic studies that address this issue

4.

5.

in a way similar to ours. One study (cf. Harlow, Brantley,
and Harlow 2011) examines BP’s communication from their
website on July 26, 2011, to assess elements of image repair.
The second study (cf. Safford, Ulrich, and Hamilton 2012)
conducted phone surveys of Gulf state residents from July
through September 2010, to assess residents’ reactions to the
spill. Our study takes a more macro look by using a national
sample, addressing comparable issues and appears to be the
first academic, consumer-based study of its kind conducted.
News outlets and magazines have covered this issue regularly
since April 2010. However, there is still conflicting information regarding BP’s corporate behavior, the impact of the spill
and the cleanup, and how consumers continue to react to it
(cf. Reuters 2014).
To determine whether the demographic variables we measured had a relationship with the dependent variables under
study here, we used a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA)
with sex as the factor to examine how sex was related to corporate credibility, revisit intentions, and perceptions of environmental risk. At the p < .05 level, there were no significant
differences in the responses for the female and male participants. Furthermore, we correlated age (which was measured
continuously) with the same dependent variables; none of the
relationships were significant at the p < .05 level.
According to Visit Florida Research (2013), 56.3 percent of
travelers who visited Florida came from ten states (in decreasing volume from): Georgia (10.6%), New York (8.9%), Texas
(5.7%), Illinois (5.6%), New Jersey (4.5%), Michigan (4.4%),
Ohio (4.4%), Alabama (4.2%), North Carolina (4.1%), and
Pennsylvania (3.9%). Our sample captured respondents from
all of those key markets identified above, plus twenty-one
others. In addition, a multiyear study of the southwest Florida
region that included data from the years 2005 to 2012 from
44,400 consumers indicated that 34.9 percent of the respondents had not visited Florida before (Furr, Bonn, and Peden
2013). We, therefore, believe we have accurately captured a
reasonable sample of the traveling public.
We included the two single-item reluctance to visit measures
in the factor analyses to further demonstrate the discriminant validity of the scale items. We would expect the two
reluctance to visit items to be closely related, but because
they each measured a single, discernable attribute (reluctance
to visit Florida and/or Northwest Florida), they should be
treated as single items (cf. Bergkvist and Rossiter 2007).
We used the Gravity Model to determine the spatial groupings for the various regions based on the research of Bonn,
Furr, and Uysal (1992) and Furr, Bonn, and Seagle (1992).
Specifically, in this application, we only considered the geographic distance to Florida attractions from the point of origin of the study participants. The Gulf region was defined
by a partial day’s distance, The southeast region was defined
as a half day’s distance, and the northeast and midwest/west
regions were defined as full day’s distance or more (likely
involving air travel).
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