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Abstract 
This study seeks to find the impact of theming on the willingness to pay of con-
sumers for amusement parks. Guests of Finnish amusement park Särkänniemi were 
asked about their preference for themed attractions and about the price they were 
willing to pay per ride by means of a questionnaire. Variables concerning both the 
stated as well as the revealed preference for theming, immersive experience, and 
previous visits to the park were tested in relation to the willingness to pay for 
amusement parks. Not all these variables have shown to play an important role; 
however the variable concerning the revealed preference did have a very strong 
significance on the willingness to pay in the proposed model. In conclusion the 
study suggests that the willingness to pay for an attraction is positively influenced 
by theming because people, as it turns out, are willing to pay more for an attraction 
when it is themed. 
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1 Introduction 
 

“I don't want the public to see the world they live in while they're in the 
Park (Disneyland). I want them to feel they're in another world.”  

– Walt Disney 

 

Throughout history people have always sought entertainment, whether it be through sto-
ry telling at the beginning of time, drawings on murals in caves in a later stage, novels 
when people learned to print books, onto all the options we have in today’s world; like 
movies and theme parks. It seems we have added new ways of telling stories over time, 
and retained many of the ways we acquired in the past. After all we still tell kids a story 
before they are heading to bed, books are still being written, and paintings are still being 
made. 

Amusement parks, another form of today’s entertainment, have developed over time 
from providing “regular” attractions to attractions that share stories with the guests1; 
these parks are categorized as theme parks. This study aims to examine the willingness 
to pay for themed attractions in amusement parks. 

The IAAPA (International Association of Amusement Parks and Attractions) describes 
a theme park as follows: “an amusement park that has themed attractions, be it food, 
costumes, entertainment, retail stores and/or rides.”  (Wong & Cheung, 1999, p. 320) 
This may be a very broad definition of a theme park as an amusement park may have a 
pizza restaurant themed like it would be in the real Italy, yet the rest of the park may not 
hold any theming at all. 

Unfortunately not all definitions of theme parks are the same everywhere. The term 
‘theme parks’ is also used for other regular amusement parks, where theming may not 
be present (Dybedal, 1998). This study aims to look at the willingness to pay for theme 
parks by examining the attractions. Therefore, when talking about theme parks in this 
study the focus is on attractions. An adaptation of the earlier definition on theme parks 
has been made in order to better fit the study: an amusement park of which its attrac-
tions are set in a certain time, a certain location, and describe a certain event. Wong 
and Cheung (1999) claim that the aim of a theme park is to create the atmosphere of 
another world and that it is essentially the theme that becomes the main part of the 
theme park experience. The attraction itself becomes the vehicle to convey the story to 
the audience. 

Theme parks as such are considered to be a relatively new phenomenon. Ride-oriented 
amusement parks developed and gained their popularity at the turn of the 20th century, 
theme parks are viewed as an evolution of that causing a relatively new entertainment 
concept (Milman, 2001). Several researches have taken the opening of the Disneyland 
Resort in Anaheim in 1955 as the starting date of the modern day theme park (Anton 
Clavé, 2007) (Milman, 2001) (Vogel, 2007). 

                                                 
1 Many theme parks refer to their consumers as guests these terms are being used intermittently in this 

study 
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If an amusement park were to apply theming it may have an impact on the willingness 
to pay of the consumer for a ticket. This thesis is looking at the economic value by ex-
amining the willingness to pay of guests for a theme park attraction as opposed to an 
amusement park attraction. By means of questionnaires conducted among guests at Fin-
nish amusement park Särkänniemi in Tampere about the willingness to pay for themed 
attractions this study seeks to answer the above question. 

1.1 Purpose 
The purpose of this thesis is to examine the impact of the application of theming on an 
amusement park by reviewing the consumer’s willingness to pay for themed attractions. 

1.2 Disposition 
The first part of the thesis will review the literature that is relevant to this study and in-
troduces the topics that are of importance to this thesis; experience, theming, ticket pric-
ing, and demand are all reviewed in the theory section. The successive part will review 
the hypothesis of the study which will be estimated in the part that discusses the re-
search; its design and execution, the empirical analysis. The empirical section includes 
the description of the dependent and independent variables, the correlation, and the re-
gression analysis and their results. There is also a section with background information 
on the company that assisted in providing a research platform: Särkänniemi. This thesis 
ends with conclusions drawn from the conducted research. 
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2 Theory 

2.1 Background       
Entertainment is of all ages, but the forms of entertainment have changed over time. 
One of the sub categories of entertainment is the amusement parks and fairs, which had 
its very own path of growth and change. Modern day technology leaves the consumer of 
such attractions in a very different experience as compared to several decades ago. 
Simply put we can see this by the transition from wooden rollercoasters to more steel 
coasters, and when we look at the height of the rollercoasters we can see that the 10 
highest rollercoasters have been built after 1996 averaging 102.8 meters in height (Mar-
den, 2010). 

Fairs in medieval Europe, which can be viewed as locations where attractions are of-
fered to consumers in order to be entertained, are believed to have been one of the foun-
dations of the modern day theme park (Vogel, 2007). As mentioned earlier, ride-
oriented amusement parks did not become popular until the turn of the 20th century, but 
when considering theme parks we have to go back to the 1950’s. In 1955 Disneyland 
opened in Anaheim, California. According to many the evolution mark from amusement 
parks to theme parks, as Disneyland is considered the first theme park by several re-
searchers (Anton Clavé, 2007) (Milman, 2001). 

Ady Milman (2001, p. 139) describes that historic date as follows: 

“The 1955 opening of Disneyland in Anaheim, California, was a turning point in the at-
traction industry, where the gated facility emphasized themes or stories blended with 
visual statements around which architecture, landscaping, costumed personnel, rides, 
shows, food services, and merchandise were coordinated.” 

Anton Clavé (2007) describes in his book, according to his own research, the history per 
world region on the development of theme parks. Table 2-1 shows that it all started in 
the 1950’s in North America and that the concept slowly spread over the globe. The 
first regions to be impacted by these changes happen to be the world’s Western regions. 
This could be related to the earlier increase in wealth and leisure time in those regions 
as compared to the others. 

 

Table 2-1 Dynamics of Theme Park Development by World Region 

 USA-Canada Europe Asia / The Pacific Rest of the World 

1950 Start    

1960 Development Start   

1970 Expansion Development Start  

1980 Maturity Expansion Development Start 

1990 Concentration Adaptation Expansion Development 

2000 Diversification Repositioning Selective Growth Expansion 

(Anton Clavé, 2007) 
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Interestingly we can see that in North America in the 1990’s theme parks started to be 
bought by only a hand full of operators resulting in a consolidation or concentration. 
This in turn has lead to diversification, causing parks to receive a stronger identity and 
separate them from the competition. Though the process of theme park development in 
Europe has started later, it must be noted that Europe has not seen such a strong consol-
idation process as North America. Parks have been repositioning themselves in order to 
be able to compete, because there are more operators of park in Europe (Anton Clavé, 
2007). 

Technology empowers experiences and stimulates differentiation (Pine & Gilmore, 
1999) but we can also point at economic growth as being a cause for the transitions 
from amusement parks to theme parks. After all it appears that entertainment and other 
experience services have had an increased economic impact over the past decades. The 
expenditure of a consumers’ budget on recreational goods, measured in some developed 
economies, was less than 5 per cent less than a century ago while in 2004 it exceeded 15 
per cent (Andersson & Andersson, 2006). 

We should at all times consider that the value a consumer puts in entertainment is sub-
jective. After all there is a whole array of emotions that go into the consumption of 
these services and the consumer’s taste is different for each individual. This subjectivity 
is even more emphasized when entertainment becomes themed as the storyline of an at-
traction may impact the individual’s emotions. 

Consumers have different preferences and are therefore heterogeneous. The way they 
perceive quality and their tastes influence their purchasing decision (Carriquiry & Bab-
cock, 2005). Not every individual will appreciate going upside down in a rollercoaster 
for example, so that person may not be likely to purchase an entrance ticket to an 
amusement park. The person consuming the experience will determine the outcome of 
the experience, because of each consumer’s different characteristics (Andersson & An-
dersson, 2006).  

According to Caves (2000) differences in taste have been left out by economists for a 
long time and it has not been for long that this topic has been discussed; in the past re-
searchers have ignored those factors that involve leisure activities, aesthetic emotions 
and emotional responses. From what is called an “experiential view” fantasies and feel-
ings are an important part of the consumption process (Holbrook & Hirschman, 1982). 

The decision to consume the product is based on the subjective value that the consumer 
gives to the product, even before the actual consumption. This appears to be different 
from tangible consumption goods where the consumer can test the good before the ac-
tual decision to purchase the product  (Andersson & Andersson, 2006). For example: 
when buying something as trivial as a piece of cheese, the merchant lets the customer 
sample the cheese before the consumer commences the purchase. An experience prod-
uct needs to be consumed at the moment of its production to be able to give a proper 
judgment. In order to know if you would likes something, it needs to be tried first. If 
you’ve never been to a Broadway musical you may not be certain if you would appre-
ciate it or not. One can only learn about their preferences when actually undergoing the 
experience (Arrow, 1962).  
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2.2 Experiences       
Consumers seek experiences, people like to have experiences because after the con-
sumption the memory remains, does not perish, and cannot be taken away. This is dif-
ferent from goods and services where consumption or use of it means the value has been 
used, you cannot ‘relive’ the water you just drank but you can go back to a memorable 
experience. As Pine and Gilmore (1999, p. 13) put it: “The companies which capture 
this economic value will not only earn a place in the hearts of consumers, they will cap-
ture their dollars.” 

It should be noted that whether or not the intended experience will be successful is hard 
to measure as consumer satisfaction is very subjective. Consumer satisfaction has been 
widely debated without a clear outcome on a definition (Bigné, Andreu, & Gnoth, 
2005). 

When looking at fast moving consumer goods we can also see that companies are no 
longer trying to just sell a product but are trying to sell an experience, or at least an im-
age of one that you imaginatively receive when consuming such a product (Pine & Gil-
more, 1999). Beer Company Molson from Canada is selling a beer with an ultimate Ca-
nadian experience, and Marlboro is selling a cigarette that makes you be like a cowboy. 
If we go beyond fast moving consumer goods and look at cars we often find them sell-
ing a feeling of freedom or adventure. 

Amusement parks can be viewed as an experience in itself; people come to amusement 
parks to have a good time. It can be suggested however, that the experiences acquired 
by the visitors to an amusement park’s attractions are limited to a thrill causing an adre-
naline rush. When layering over a themed experience we may suggest that more emo-
tions come into play causing a more immersive experience. People are on stage being 
part of an experience, a story, a sensation. 

According to Scitovsky (1976, 1992) people are actively looking for stimulation in or-
der for our bodies to keep functioning properly. He argues that “it is only natural to seek 
activities and explore and to have all our senses in use… anything new, different from 
what was expected, catches the attention and will have a stimulating effect of arousal.” 
There is a completely different level of discussion when taking mental stimulation into 
consideration and may entice future research on this matter. What can be taken into 
consideration for this study is that because a themed attraction may arouse on many dif-
ferent levels, it could be more attractive than a regular attraction. 

One of Disney Parks’ attractions is Splash Mountain; the attraction tells the story of 
Br'er Rabbit taking a journey, getting captured by Br'er Bear and Br'er Fox, escaping 
and finding his way home. The attraction itself is a simple log flume ride that can be 
found in many amusement parks around the world. Sliding down a large waterfall and 
the prospect of being splashed with water is the thrill part, but the theming around it 
which includes the story line is responsible for all the other emotions. There are scenes 
that could make you laugh, that could make you relax, anxious, or worried, and scenes 
that could make you happy. All of this while living out the story. There is a whole array 
of emotions that are added on to the thrill that can arouse the consumer. 

Another reason for people to seek experiences together is to make memories together. 
As Pine & Gilmore (1999, p. 13) put it: “parents don’t take their kids to Walt Disney 
World just for the event itself but rather to make that shared experience.” The value lies 
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within the memories of the guest where it remains long after the experience (Andersson 
& Andersson, 2006) (Caves, 2000). 

Of course there are also more ‘shallow’ reasons for wanting to seek an experience. In 
this case we can think about a simple element of boredom or just to do something in the 
past time (Kemperman, Borgers, Oppewal, & Timmermans, 2000). Of course this can 
also be seen as the starting point for choices for certain experiences. 

2.2.1 The Price of Experience 

Companies sell a product with an image; Nike is an example of a company that does 
that, and they are able to sell their goods at a premium price. In Table 2-2 the evolution 
and the characteristics from commodities to experiences is explained by Pine and Gil-
more, it appears that over time the products have found a more personalized approach.  

When dealing with commodities we can think of any product that directly comes from 
the land, while when talking about goods those commodities have become packaged 
and sold in a grocery store. A service would for example be take-away food, while the 
experience would be eating food from a certain region in a specially decorated and ded-
icated restaurant. 

Olde Hansa in Tallinn, Estonia is an excellent example of a restaurant experience. This 
restaurant is set in medieval times and serves meals that relate to Tallinn’s golden age. 
The setting disguises any modern equipment, the staff wears costumes relating to that 
time, and do not even try to order a cola and French fries, they have never heard of that 
in medieval times. 

Table 2-2 Economic Distinctions 

Economic 
Offering 

Commodities Goods Services Experiences 

Economy Agrarian Industrial Service Experience 

Economic 
Function 

Extract Make Deliver Stage 

Nature of 
Offering 

Fungible Tangible Intangible Memorable 

Key Attribute Natural Standardized Customized Personal 

Method of 
Supply 

Stored in Bulk Inventoried After 
Production 

Delivered on De-
mand 

Revealed Over a 
Duration 

Seller Trader Manufacturer Provider Stager 

Buyer Market User Client Guest 

Factors of 
Demand 

Characteristics Features Benefits Sensations 

(Pine & Gilmore, 1998) 

 

The example that is given by Pine and Gilmore (1998) in their book to illustrate Table 
2-2 concerns kid’s birthday parties. In the agrarian economy a mother would make a 
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birthday cake at home from scratch using all the ingredients from the farm or gathered 
herself. In the era of the industrial economy matters changed and even though the cake 
was still homemade, premixes were the main ingredients. The next step is the service 
economy where the parent will order the cake at the bakery, outsourcing all the work of 
the preparation of the cake. 

In the experience economy the whole birthday is outsourced to a business that will 
create the birthday party and try to make it something special, birthday cake is included. 
With each step of the way the costs increase for the consumer and a new premium is es-
tablished, but the consumer is able to save time as well. Depending on the experience 
the premium a consumer needs to pay can become quite substantial (Andersson & An-
dersson, 2006). This evolution from a birthday cake to a complete organized event (or 
experience) and the increase in its cost is visualized in Figure 2-1. 

The graph makes clear that when moving from commodities to experiences, market 
prices move to premium prices and undifferentiated products to differentiated products 
just as in the examples given above.   

 

 
(Pine & Gilmore, 1998) 

Figure 2-1 The Progression of Economic Value 

 

The offering of an experience allows the companies to ask a premium because compa-
nies are able to differentiate and therefore give consumers an experience they cannot 
find anywhere else. Over time our economic output has gone up, our spendings have 
gone along up with that, especially the amount of resources we spend on experiences. 
The changes in technology have had great impact and enhanced our experiences as well, 
and the better we perceive the experience to be, will subsequently lead to a higher price 
(Pine & Gilmore, 1999) (Caves, 2000). 

This unique experience is also the case for theme parks; the theme distinguishes one 
park, or an attraction, from the next. Because of this unique experience a theme park 
should be able to request a premium price from the consumer. A theme park can be 
compared to a theater, as Pine and Gilmore (1999) do, by labeling the platform that is 
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used a stage. Interestingly enough, Disney Parks and Resorts uses similar terminology 
for their theme parks; all the guest areas are called ‘on-stage’ areas. These are the areas 
where guests are being immersed into the fantasy worlds that have been created, not re-
vealing anything that goes on back-stage, which can be anything from administration to 
logistical processes to stock stores and restaurants, or the technical machinery to operate 
the attractions. 

2.2.2 The Realms, Aesthetics, and Safety of Experie nces 

Pine and Gilmore (1999) claim that experiences may engage guests on a number of dif-
ferent dimensions. These dimensions were dubbed ‘The Realms of Experience’ and are 
displayed in Figure 2-2. The figure is divided into 4 quartiles over 2 axes. The horizon-
tal axis describes the amount of customer participation that is required. The vertical 
axis describes the connection to the customer, absorption means the customer’s atten-
tion is required and immersion means that the customer physically (or virtually) needs 
to participate. 

 

 
(Pine & Gilmore, 1998) 

Figure 2-2 The Four Realms of an Experience 

 

When looking at this figure we can say that amusement parks lie more in the “Enter-
tainment” quartile in which a guest passively participates in the attraction but not rece-
ives a full immersion, but the attention of the guest is absorbed by being occupied by 
the experience. 

Theme parks on the other hand can be placed in the “Aesthetic” segment. Again guests 
passively participate in the process but the interaction allows the guest to be virtually or 
physically a part of the experience, thus being immersed in the experience. Going back 
to the concept of a stage; in a theme park a guest can be considered a participant in the 
story. 

To a large extend we can claim that theming is comparable to beauty and other aesthetic 
factors. In research done by Florida, Mellander, and Stolarick (2009) they find that aes-
thetics is one of the most important factors in community satisfaction. Not only are aes-
thetics important to locals, but to a great extend also to visitors. When a location is con-
sidered to be beautiful by tourists they pay to go to the places that are aesthetically 
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pleasing to them (Andersson & Andersson, 2006). Other factors should not be excluded 
but aesthetics may also have a positive effect on satisfaction of visiting a theme park. 
Perhaps that is one of the reasons why 21 out of the 25 world’s busiest amusement 
parks can be considered as theme parks according to the framework set for theme parks 
earlier (Themed Entertainment Association/Economics Research Associates, 2009). 

When looking at aesthetic quality it may be assumed that a price increase comes with 
increased quality. To seek out the maximum utility, the price of a ticket needs to be re-
lated to the quality of the product (Andersson & Andersson, 2006). 

When considering Maslow (1943) and his pyramid of needs it can be concluded that 
aesthetics and beauty, as being part of the self actualization level of the pyramid, are of 
importance to consumers. Unfortunately this cannot be tended to all of the time but only 
intermittently (Scitovsky, 1976, 1992), besides the argument that someone needs to 
have reached the self actualization level in order to be concerned with it. But there is 
more that relates to theme parks in Maslow’s study, he also said the following: “what a 
man can be, he must be.” Interestingly enough this may be considered just that what a 
theme park does. Taking one out of the ordinary and bringing you into the extraordi-
nary, allowing one to be what you can be, even though it is make-believe. 

Wherever in the world you are entering a Disney Magic Kingdom park you will find the 
following quote by the little tunnels leading you into the park: “Here you leave today 
and enter the world of yesterday, tomorrow, and fantasy.” Not everybody is able to go 
into space and be an astronaut, but in the safety of a theme park setting we can be just 
that in our own altered reality and thus giving a sense of accomplishment and fulfill-
ment. 

Research by Tibor Scitovsky (1976, 1992) examines stimulations and arousal in con-
sumers. He claims that depending on whether a person is an introvert or an extrovert is 
of influences on the behavior of the consumer. It depends on people’s character types 
whether they seek excitement and adventure, or safety and quiet. Not the taste, but the 
character influence behavior. Scitovsky (1976, 1992) goes on to claim that the arousals 
each character seeks are similar. That what distinguishes the two is their starting point. 

Whether a consumer is risk-loving or risk-averse also plays a role in the decision mak-
ing process. When the consumer is familiar with a product and knows what to expect, 
there may not be as much hesitation to commence a purchase. These consumers can be 
labeled risk averse. If a consumer is willing to buy a product of which the consumer has 
little knowledge, the consumer can be considered risk loving (Caves, 2000) (Heilbrun & 
Gray, 2001). When the consumer is faced with a choice whether to go to the familiar 
amusement park or the unfamiliar theme park, the consumer’s perception of risk may 
play an important role. 

Holt and Thompson (2004) discuss, based on several studies including Pine and Gil-
more’s work (1999), that consumers seek risky situations to heighten anxiety which 
leads to a climactic moment, but important to note is that these experiences should be in 
a scripted situation. This could explain the popularity of thrill rides in amusement and 
theme parks. A lot of attractions give a thrill, while people experience this in a safe en-
vironment. Adding a theme to an attraction could impact the overall experience in that 
case. 



 

 
10

According to Scitovsky (1976, 1992), in his book The Joyless Economy, people start 
losing interest in certain activities over time because they have become too familiar. He 
warns that too much of a “good thing” can be a bad thing. Innovation and change should 
therefore always be considered. Stimulation can be found in change, variety, surprise, 
novelty-and most of these originate in human action and imagination (Scitovsky, 1976, 
1992), and imagination is a key to a theme park. 

2.3 Theming       
Theming is a difficult subject to talk about, especially in an economic context. Like An-
dersson and Andersson (2006) rightfully state: “The problem of aesthetic quality and its 
potential measurement has been the object of heated debates at least since the times of 
the philosophers of ancient Greece.” After all, when considering theming we are talk-
ing about the way attractions, restaurants, and areas are dressed up and share their story 
with the recipient. We can assume that all of us have our own ideals and our own beliefs 
on what we find beautiful depending on how we were brought up and on where we live 
in the world, perhaps even our mood at a certain point in time has an impact on how we 
perceive what we experience. Therefore one cannot assume that every response that 
comes back after an experience is the same. 

When looking at theming in an amusement park we can see that an attraction and its 
surrounding are used to convey an experience. It combines the capabilities of a machine 
and a certain time and setting, or even a story line or plot to have a person experience 
something that is out of the ordinary. Wong and Cheung (1999) say that the aim of a 
theme park is to create the atmosphere of another world and that it is essentially the 
theme that becomes the main part of the theme park experience. 

Anton Clavé (2007) claims that the theme must refer to a story, or even an argument in 
which the guests will assimilate or immersed during their visit. To achieve this, the 
physical, landscape and aesthetic characteristics of the surroundings are the mold for the 
experience. He goes on to say (p.32): “For this, park designers use a wide variety of ar-
tifacts, ingredients, styles, architecture and exhibitions. Theming means, therefore, pro-
viding a product with content and establishing the symbolic need to consume it. A theme 
is, from this point of view, the seminal basis of the forms and contents of a park and the 
most relevant part of the visitor's experience.” 

One can assume that a theme park attempts to connect to their guests the same way as 
advertisers do. What a brand or a symbol and its emotional impact may have on the re-
ceiver of the advertisement, a theme may have the same impact to the guest who is be-
ing immersed in their experience (Johns & Gyimóthy, 2002). Many products give cues 
that the consumer must see, hear, taste, feel, or smell in order to be appreciated (Hol-
brook & Hirschman, 1982). In a theme park many of these factors play a role in convey-
ing the product experience to the guest. 

A theme should contain all elements to create a coherent story line in which the con-
sumer can be completely captivated; everything else is there to support the theme. 
Themes form the foundations of experiences in theme parks. When we are talking about 
elements of support we could take as an example the people working with the theme to 
complete the experience; role-appropriate clothing and fitting behavior are important 
for the theme (Pine & Gilmore, 1999). 
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Disney Parks is a prime example of how costuming and behavior is an essential part of 
the theme and in turn the experience. Besides the costumes the employees wear that go 
with the theme, they are also trained to behave in certain ways and tell a certain story, a 
spiel that is fitting with the theme of the attraction or area. Arvidsson (2005) argues 
based on Pine and Gilmore’s (1999) research that staff is trained to make customers in-
teract in a certain way to produce a particular mood or experience; this could help in 
maintaining the theme. 

2.4 Demand for Experience Goods  
The factors that make up the demand for recreational goods have been a point of discus-
sion in the literature of Andersson & Andersson (2006), and Vogel (2007). Recreation 
can also be seen as leisure, which Vogel describes as: “time not spent working.” 

It seems that demand is not always the reality but moreover a plan for certain consump-
tion. The price of the product appears to be an important influencing factor on the de-
mand of a product and is one of the determinants of demanded quantity. Other determi-
nants are the price of other products, the consumer’s income and wealth, and individual 
consumer’s taste (Lipsey & Chrystal, 2007). But there are also other characteristics that 
influence a person’s decision to consume. One can think of demographic factors like 
age, or of geographical location. Some of these factors are predetermined and others 
have been chosen by the individuals themselves. In the long run one can find interde-
pendency between demand, consumption, demographics, socio-economics, and cultural 
characteristics (Andersson & Andersson, 2006). 

The quantity a consumer demands may not in the end be what the consumer actually 
purchases. When we would examine a price increase on the demanded product, while 
all other factors remain unchanged, it will impact the demanded quantity, usually in a 
negative fashion where consumers buy less of the product (Lipsey & Chrystal, 2007).  

Each consumer has a budget which also includes spendings for the consumption of recr-
eational or experience goods. There is a maximized utility for each individual or for 
every family. Budget constraints is one of the weightiest issue in the decision making 
process to consume. The two main factors that make up the budget constraints are in-
come and wealth on the one hand, and prices of other goods and services on the other. 
(Andersson & Andersson, 2006). 

Besides the budget constraints people are also constraint in time. A decision has to be 
made on whether to spend time for leisure or work, and during leisure time on what to 
spend it (Vogel, 2007). A dramatic change in annual working hours has been recorded 
in several OECD countries between 1870 and 1979, this change lead to an increase in 
leisure time consumption (Andersson & Andersson, 2006). 

The increase in consumption of entertainment in the last decades was caused by differ-
ent factors such as: accumulated human capital, and income and wealth, and education. 
Growth of a country’s economy is impacted by its tendency to save, the more a country 
saves up, the faster the economy grows. Growth in real GDP per capita causes an in-
crease in recreation expenditures, which is visible in advanced economies (Andersson & 
Andersson, 2006). 

In 2004, 15 percent of the consumption budget in developed countries was allocated to 
arts and entertainment (Andersson & Andersson, 2006). High per capita income, the re-



 

 
12

emergence of leisure time and paid holidays has given amusement parks a boost after 
the 1950’s (Anton Clavé, 2007). The demand and supply of recreational products, like 
entertainment, depend on the development of the total real disposable income of a fami-
ly or individual, and other macroeconomic factors that play a role. It is expected that 
leisure time will be growing when the real wage rates increase as well (Andersson & 
Andersson, 2006). 

The budget the consumer has can be spent on multiple forms of entertainment depend-
ing on what they value most. Individuals are expected to maximize their utility, but of 
course this is dependent on their values. The consumer needs to be aware of the options 
in order to make the right choice.  The prospective customer is in the end the one mak-
ing the final decision on how to spend their budget and they know best what they want 
for themselves. If they are willing to pay for any product then they usually require some 
knowledge of it. 

A motivation to purchase an experience could be lacking if the guest does not know 
what he or she is buying himself. Asymmetrical information occurs when the consumer 
lacks knowledge on the difference between an amusement park and a theme park. Con-
sequently an amusement park guest expecting a theme park may not receive what they 
were expecting (Caves, 2000). 

Poor understanding of the product leads to less willingness to pay (Andreff & Szymans-
ki, 2006). This could pose a problem for any experience-good, often times an expe-
rience needs to have been experienced in order to understand it, and this will be no dif-
ferent for a theme park (Caves, 2000). It must, however, also be noted that the consumer 
has gone through a transformation from being isolated to being connected. Thanks to 
greater access to information sources and interconnectedness consumers are able to 
make a more educated decision (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004). 

Andersson & Andersson (2006) mention that econometric studies have shown that en-
tertainment can be considered a luxury good. The sum of all disposable income a con-
sumer has, in combination with other macroeconomic conditions, form the basis for a 
consumer’s demand. The percentage of income people would use to be entertained 
changes with the income. More income means more consumption of luxury products, of 
which entertainment is one (Andersson & Andersson, 2006) (Costa, 1999). 

It should be noted that with a product like a theme park there is a lot of things happen-
ing on an emotional level. Frey (2002) describes that in modern economics there is not 
much room for psychology while in many cases it should be considered as a factor, also 
for demand. From experience it has become clear that people visit certain places be-
cause of an emotional relationship they have. This appears to be the case for Disney 
Parks and Resorts, for theme park Efteling in The Netherlands, and even for an amuse-
ment park like Finnish Särkänniemi. It appears that usually the relationship involves 
childhood memories. This psychological-economical connection needs further research. 

It is important to know how consumers will respond to changes in price, therefore the 
price elasticity of demand is important to know. The price elasticity of demand can be 
used to measure the expected change in demand. The demand elasticity is measured by 
the change in the demanded quantity divided by the percentage change of the price 
(Boyes & Melvin, 2005) (Lipsey & Chrystal, 2007). More simply put: the change in 
demand with a 1% price change. High price-elastic demand means that the consumer is 
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very responsive to price changes. Low price-elastic demand means that the consumer is 
not very responsive to price changes. 

2.5 Ticket Prices       
A theme park is a sub group of the entertainment industry as their purpose is to enter-
tain. As for most entertainment consumptions a ticket needs to be bought in order to 
access the service. According to Pascal Courty (2000) the issues that come with ticket 
pricing are similar throughout the whole entertainment industry. 

Courty (2000, p. 175) goes on by sharing that: “in order to explain ticket prices we may 
assume that the market for tickets are similar to the textbook models where demand and 
supply are in equilibrium at a single market-clearing price.” His approach is focused 
on performances in a set-up that is typical for a theater, concert, or sports match as he 
further discusses the differences from the standard market model within the context of 
the entertainment industry. The characteristics that unite them, and the examples given, 
are that there are limited seats available per performance and that once the performance 
has commenced the ticket loses its value (Andersson & Andersson, 2006). 

What sets amusement and theme parks apart from Courty’s (2000) study is that in most 
cases every consumer gets the same package when visiting the park. In addition often 
times tickets can be bought without a set date, though may still have an expiration date. 
To make matters deviate even more is the fact that some parks are operating year round 
and allows the consumer to exchange the ticket for the product with great flexibility. In 
support of Courty we can state that a theme park has a maximum occupancy or a capaci-
ty limit. 

As Courty (2000) continues to talk about uncertainty he is right to name aggregate de-
mand uncertainty, such as weather, as an important factor for demand. We can assume 
most amusement parks to be open-air facilities. All of the above, as interesting as it may 
be, fall outside of the research frame work of this thesis. It could be interesting for fu-
ture researchers to compare the amusement- and theme parks with the research done by 
Courty (2000) in order to better understand the willingness to pay as a whole. 

2.6 Hypothesis of the Study 
Based on research done on experiences and entertainment in relation to theming and ap-
pearance it seems that theming would have a positive impact on an amusement park, 
and moreover can cause a price increase. It appears that people want to have intense ex-
periences, therefore the hypotheses that will be tested is: 

When prices go up, because an attraction is themed, people accept the premium. As 
claimed in the theory section on demand, when quality of a product goes up, so does its 
price. When placing theming under quality improvement it will have a direct impact on 
the ticket prices; people are willing to pay a premium price for themed attractions. 
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3 Empirical Study 

3.1 Methodology 
This section will discuss the methods, strategy and design of the study. Since the ques-
tionnaire was held at an amusement park with little or no theming it was important to 
ask the park’s guests about their preference for theming in two different ways. Firstly 
concerning the stated preference where the guest was asked about their preference 
through a statement (Louvière & Timmermans, 1990) (Samuelson, 1948). The other 
concerning revealed preference by giving respondents a choice by showing ten sets of 
two photos each containing a themed and an unthemed attraction. 

3.1.1 Motivation of Methods Used       

The nature of the thesis subject requires quantitative research in order to reveal the wil-
lingness to pay of consumers for theme parks. No readily available secondary data has 
been found to build a proper study on; alternatively interviews would not have yielded 
more results due to time and money constraints. Therefore a questionnaire was con-
ducted amongst guests of Finnish amusement park Särkänniemi in Tampere. Guests 
were asked about their preferences and the economic value they ascribe to attractions 
with theming.  

Tampereen Särkänniemi Oy is an entertainment company in the city of Tampere in Fin-
land and known amongst consumers as Särkänniemi Adventure Park. It operates an 
amusement park, aquarium, planetarium, dolphinarium, petting zoo, several restaurants, 
and an observation tower on a single site. The same site is home to the Sara Hildén art 
museum. The mission of Särkänniemi is to attract visitors to the Tampere area and to 
provide a cost-efficient package of thrills to the consumer. During the peak season of 
2009 the adventure park welcomed around 628 000 guests. In 2009 the company had a 
turnover of € 21 million and made a € 2 million profit (Tampereen Särkänniemi Oy, 
2010). 

The research philosophy reveals the way the study looks to the world and helps set the 
research approach, what strategy will be used, and how the study will be executed 
(Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2003). This study is based on inductive reasoning, also 
called a “bottom up” approach, where the starting point of the research is an observation 
(Trochim, 2006). In this case the observation is the theming of amusement attractions 
and the perceived premium price. This observation has lead to the hypothesis and the 
research done in this paper. 

The guests to the amusement park were handed a survey, this was the most appropriate 
way to conduct the study since there is no database of all guests that visit the amuse-
ment park. By conducting the survey at the amusement park one captures the guests that 
just made a conscious decision to go this specific park. The surveys were handed to the 
guests through the cash registers in a specific order to create a certain level of random-
ness, after they filled it out they were asked to hand it back in to the researcher. 

3.1.2 Research Design       

The research focused on what guests expect to find in an amusement park and why they 
come to one. They were asked about what factors were important to them when visiting 
a site. The questionnaire that was used for the study can be found in Appendix 1. 
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Guests were asked about their preferences for a themed or unthemed attraction in to re-
veal their stated preferences and thereafter in comparing images of attractions that were 
themed as opposed to attractions that were unthemed to obtain the revealed preferences. 
Next, guests were asked to give a price as to how much they would be willing to pay for 
experiencing a themed attraction. 

The questionnaire can be divided into grouped questions; the structure of the question-
naire is displayed in the table below (Table 3-1). 

Table 3-1 Survey Question Groups 

Survey Question Groups 

1. Descriptives 

2. Attraction Characteristics 

3. Themed Attraction Appreciation 

4. The Impact of a Disney Parks Visit 

5. Willingness to Pay 

 

For this particular study only the data of Theming Appreciation and Willingness to Pay 
have been used. The other groups did not appear to have an impact on the research 
question and hypothesis. The descriptives can be found in section 3.2.1. 

3.1.3 Surveying Strategy 

The surveys were handed out through the cash registers. To create random results the 
surveys were spread out over all the cash registers and the employees were asked to 
hand out the survey to every 3rd paying guest on average. This number changed per day 
pending on the waiting lines by the entrance. The motivation for distributing the survey 
in this fashion was based on creating a certain level of randomness through non-
probability sampling. 

3.1.4 Population and Sample Size 

The total amount of guests that visited the amusement park was an estimated 628 000 in 
2009, this number is the population size as the study was done in that year.  

The needed sample size with this population, with a confidence level of 95% and a con-
fidence interval of 0.05, is 384. 

Due to time and budget constraints the amount of conducted surveys totaled to 192 res-
pondents. This consequently brought the confidence interval to 0.07, with the use of 
“worst-case percentage” of 50%. 
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3.2 Analysis & Findings 

3.2.1 Descriptive Statistics 

Below in Table 3-2 the descriptive data is displayed with an overview of the minimum, 
maximum, mean, and standard deviation values of the descriptive variables. The va-
riables are described below the table. 

Table 3-2 Descriptive Statistics 

 
Obs. Mean 

Standard 
Deviation Minimum Maximum 

Individuals 192 96.5104 55.58777 1.00 193.00 

Gender 190 0.6158 0.48769 0.00 1.00 

Age 192 1.7552 1.27705 0.00 5.00 

Nationality 192 0.0417 0.20035 0.00 1.00 

Education Level 192 1.1302 0.72265 0.00 2.00 

Previous Visit 192 0.0938 0.29224 0.00 1.00 

Frequency of Annual Vis-
its 

191 0.1675 0.45096 0.00 2.00 

 

Individuals – amongst all visitors to Särkänniemi in the months June and July of 2009, 
192 participated in the survey on theming in amusement parks. 

Gender – in order to know if a person’s gender had an impact on their opinion and wil-
lingness to pay towards theming this factor was included in the survey. In the study 0 
was used for men, 1 for women. 

Age – a person’s age could play an important role in the opinions as different age 
groups seek different experiences. Participants in the survey were divided in six age 
groups. Group 0: 12-17, Group 1: 18-25, Group 2: 26-35, Group 3: 36-45, Group 4: 46-
55, Group 5: 56+. 

Nationality – this factor was included to measure the diversity of nationalities visiting 
the amusement park. Numerous entries with different nationalities may have a different 
view on their amusement park experience. The respondent was able to choose between 
‘Finnish’ (value 0) and ‘other’ (value 1) with the possibility to specify. 

Education Level – the education level may influence the desired experience of the in-
dividual. Andersson & Andersson (2006) explain that the level of education has an im-
pact in taste of entertainment and arts. Education levels were divided in three categories. 
Group 0: Elementary School, Group 1: Secondary School, Group 2: College / Universi-
ty. 

Previous Visit – if a person has previously visited the amusement park it may change 
this person’s view on change and theming of attractions. It could be an important in-
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fluential factor in the results. The question concerned a yes/no question; therefore there 
are only two choices. 

Frequency of Annual Visits – in addition to the previous factor, the amount of visits an 
individual brings to the amusement park could be of influence on the person’s relation-
ship with the site, which may influence the opinion on change and theming of attrac-
tions. Frequency of visits was divided in three categories; 0: 1 time or less, 1: 2-4 times, 
2: more than 5 times. 

3.2.2 Correlations 

The correlations between the dependent and independent variables are shown in Table 
3-3. It shows the linear relationships between each of the variables, the strength, and the 
direction. These variables have been used in the regression analysis; the output can be 
seen in Table 3-5. 

Table 3-3 Correlations 

 Willingness 
to Pay 

Immersive 
Experience 

Theming is 
Better 

Like Theming 
Better P 

Previous 
Visit 

Willingness 
to Pay 

1 
 

    

Immersive 
Experience 

0.065 
 

1    

Theming is 
Better 

0.190 
* 

0.239 
** 

1   

Like Theming 
Better P 

0.265 
** 

0.031 
 

0.211 
** 

1  

Previous 
Visit 

-0.217 
** 

-0.173 
* 

-0.147 
* 

-0.113 
 

1 

** = 0.01 significance level 
* = 0.05 significance level 

The strongest correlations on a 1 percent significance level can be found between: 

1) Theming is Better and Immersive Experience: 0.239 
2) Like Theming Better P  and Willingness to Pay: 0.265 
3) Like Theming Better P and Theming is Better: 0.211 
4) Previous Visist and Willingness to Pay:   -0.217 

Additionally there is also a strong correlation on a 5 percent significance level between: 

1) Theming is Better and Willingness to Pay:   0.190 
2) Previous Visit and Immersive Experience:   -0.173 
3) Previous Visit and Theming is Better:   -0.147 

These variables have been used in the regression model and the analysis. This analysis 
can be reviewed in part 3.2.5 Regression Analysis. 
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3.2.3 Research Model 

For this study a regression model has been constructed in order to find the Willingness 
to Pay. The meaning of the variables can be found in Table 3-4 on page 18. The model 
has been based on the hypothesis in which people are expected to want to pay more for 
themed attractions. 

The model is formulated as follows: 

����������� 	
 �� �  �� �  �������� � ����� �  ������ �  ������� � �  

 

3.2.4 Dependent and Explanatory Variable 

This section aims to explain the meaning behind the dependent variable and the differ-
ent explanatory variables that will be used in the model of this study. Below in Table 3-
4 are the codes of the variable that have been used in the research model and underneath 
the explanations of each variable has been clarified. 

Table 3-4 Definitions of the Explanatory Variables 

Variable Code 

Willingness to Pay  

Like Theming Better P LITBET 

Theming is Better TIB 

Immersive Experience IMEX 

Previous Visit PREVI 

 

Willingness to Pay – The dependent variable in this empirical analysis is the Willing-
ness to Pay. This variable is the average price people were willing to pay for a themed 
attraction. The respondent had to select a price for each themed attraction that was in the 
series of photos. The willingness to pay for a themed attraction was the average amount 
of each of the 10 separate themed attractions. 

Like Theming Better P – This variable measures the revealed preference. The respon-
dent was shown a series of 10 pairs of photos, each pair containing photos of identical 
attractions where one was themed and the other one was not. The respondent was asked 
to select the photo with the preferred ride. The selections were converted into percen-
tages. 

Theming is Better – The second variable concerned the stated preference of the res-
pondent. The guest filling out the survey was asked a scaled question, five options from 
completely agree to completely disagree, on whether the respondent believed that an at-
traction with theming would be superior to an attraction without theming. 

Immersive Experience – Since a themed attraction is supposed to give the guest an 
immersive experience, the respondents were asked if they believed that an attraction 
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should give them an immersive experience. This was again a scaled question, five op-
tions ranging from completely agree till completely disagree. 

Previous Visit – This variable is concerned with the question whether the respondent 
had been to Särkänniemi on a previous occasion. This question required a yes/no an-
swer from the guest. Previous visits may impact the view on a certain experience as was 
described in the literature review. Previous Visit is a dummy variable. 

3.2.5 Regression Analysis 

This regression model displays the impact of the different explanatory variables on the 
dependent variable. 

The regression model reveals an R-square value of 0.114, which is a measure of how 
much of the variance in the outcome is accounted by the predictors. Approximately 11% 
of the model is explained by the significant predictors. It is possible that there are a 
great many individual reasons in order to explain the dependent variable depending on 
the consumers own taste, which could not have been taken into consideration in this 
study possibly causing the current percentage point. 

The significance values are determined by the t-test associated with the β-values, as can 
be seen in the table. The highest level of significance on the Willingness to Pay comes 
from the Like Theming Better P variable with 0.004. The other significant predictor is 
Previous Visit with a significance value of 0.020. Coming back to the R-square it can be 
said that the variables Like Theming Better P and Previous Visit are the ones who are 
explaining approximately 11% of the impact on the dependent variable; the Willingness 
to Pay. 

 

Table 3-5 Regression Output 

Model 

Unstandardized 
Coefficients 

Standardized 
Coefficients 

t Sig. 

Collinearity 
Statistics 

B Std. Error Beta Tolerance VIF 

1 (Constant) 6.076 0.665  9.132 0.000   

 Previous 
Visit 

-0.505 0.214 -0.173 -2.353 0.020 0.941 1.062 

 Immersive 
Experience 

-0.008 0.114 -0.005 -0.070 0.944 0.912 1.097 

 Theming is 
Better 

0.117 0.086 0.104 1.355 0.177 0.859 1.164 

 Like Theming 
Better P 

0.930 0.319 0.216 2.917 0.004 0.922 1.085 

 Observations 180       

 R-square 0.114       

 F-value 5.634  Durbin-Watson 1,743  

 Dependent Variable:  Willingness to Pay 
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Interestingly enough the Theming is Better variable does not come out as significant as 
expected and seems to contradict the Like Theming Better P variable. The difference can 
be explained by the fact that when the respondent was asked about whether or not them-
ing was perceived better the study was dealing with a stated preference. The question 
that concerns the Like Theming Better P asked, with the help of images, what the res-
pondents’ preference was, thus showing the revealed preference. A possible reason why 
there is a difference between the stated and revealed preference could be caused by a 
lack of understanding on the consumers’ part as discussed in section 2.4 on page 11. 

Since B-values tell us the relationships between the dependent variable and the predic-
tors, the sign of those values are telling us whether it they hold a negative or positive re-
lationship. The Immersive Experience and Previous Visit both have negative B-values, 
which indicate a negative relationship with the independent variable. Although the sing 
of Immersive Experience is negative, we can see from the table that the variable does 
not have a significant contribution. The Previous Visit variable also has a negative sign 
in the B-value but unlike Immersive Experience is significant to the model. The respon-
dents that may come to Särkänniemi multiple times could be having had the same expe-
rience too often and therefore may not be as eager to pay a higher price. 

Comparing the Beta-values of the predictors it can be seen that the Like Theming Better 
P has a greater impact on the Willingness to Pay than Previous Visit. 

The results of the regression analysis show that theming is a significant predictor for the 
model and it has the greatest impact on the willingness to pay for attractions as it was 
predicted by the second hypothesis.  

The multiple regression model that has been used has been tested for multicollinearity 
by examining the variance inflation factors (VIF), the Durbin-Watson. A normal distri-
bution was expected and revealed. 
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4 Conclusions  
The aim of this study was to unveil the consumer’s willingness to pay for themed attrac-
tions. To achieve this goal a theoretic framework was set up and an empirical study was 
conducted amongst guests of Finnish amusement park Särkänniemi. It is difficult to as-
sess the consumer’s willingness to pay for themed attractions because there is a lot of 
variety possible in theming and each consumer has different tastes. The empirical analy-
sis however, suggests that theming does positively influence the willingness to pay for 
themed attractions. 

From the theory part it becomes clear that the concept of theme parks is around 60 years 
old and thus a relatively new form of entertainment and one of many options of spend-
ing recreation and leisure time. Theming tries to let the consumer have an immersive 
experience set in a certain story, time, or location using amusement park attractions. 
Technology has empowered the theme parks to differentiate in recent years. 

Thanks to an increase in income and wealth over the last decade consumption of enter-
tainment has increased to 15 percent of the consumer’s budget, and have consequently 
caused for a boost to amusement parks. Not only the increase in a consumer’s budget, 
but also the increase in leisure time has had its impact on the increase in demand for re-
creational and experience products. When it comes down to the choice of which good to 
consume, lack of product knowledge can be a problem. In the empirical analysis this 
becomes clear because the consumer’s stated preference deviates from the revealed pre-
ference, it turns out that people do prefer theming. 

The willingness to pay turned out to be strongly correlated to the preference of people 
for theming, and in the regression it turned out significant for the willingness to pay for 
themed amusement attractions. In the theory it turns out that the transformation to an 
experience industry has also caused an increase in prices of recreational goods. Con-
sumers are willing to pay a premium price for an experience. This study confirms that 
statement. 

Another strong correlation concerned the willingness to pay and the previous visit. This 
correlation went in a negative direction. In the regression the variable turned significant 
as well, the Beta of the variable also showed a negative direction. This indicates that the 
frequency of visits will negatively influence the price people are willing to pay.  The 
theory indicates that when people have grown accustomed to a certain experience prod-
uct they are less likely to purchase it again, consequently the willingness to pay de-
creases. 

The demand of any product will always be a plan to consume, the choice of the con-
sumer to in the end buy the product or not completely depends on the utility of the indi-
vidual, which will change over time. However, as long as people are aroused through 
the products there is a market for it, and theming is a possibility to keep the experiences 
alive. 
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“You don't build it for yourself. You know what 
the people want and you build it for them.” 

— Walt Disney 
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Appendix 1 – The Särkänniemi Guest Survey on Theming 
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Appendix 2 – Survey Photos 

The photos in this section relate to Question 18 & 19 of the survey. 
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