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Introduction

For more than 30 years, consumer waiting times have 
been analyzed in different contexts and situations. 
Tourism services are notably vulnerable contexts for 
long wait times, particularly at theme parks (Gnoth et 
al., 2006). As attendance increases in some of the major 
theme parks around the world (Heo & Lee, 2009; Mil-
man, 2010), the problem of long queues for rides is ever-
present and becoming increasingly urgent (Martin, 
2013; Nip, 2014).

Long waiting times and queues are inevitable for theme 
parks due to operational reasons and the nature of the 
service. When attraction and ride capacity is exceeded 
by visitor demand, queues and delays are unavoidable 
(Dawes & Rowley, 1996; Heger et al., 2009; Heo & Lee, 
2009; Matthew et al., 2012). Firms focus their efforts on 
designing and implementing innovations to solve the 
problem. Many authors have analyzed the phenomen-
on in order to provide solutions and practical advice to 
companies and marketers (Davis & Heineke, 1998; Dur-
rande-Moreau, 1999; Hensley & Sulek, 2007). These 

Waiting times are becoming an increasingly important customer-experience challenge in 
theme parks. The seemingly ever-present problem of long queues for rides and attrac-
tions is being tackled by the development of priority systems. These innovations allow 
customers to join an alternative queue that bypasses the congestion faced by regular cus-
tomers. In other words, by paying extra, customers can purchase the right to be served 
sooner. Such systems are becoming prevalent, but there is a lack of empirical research in-
to priority systems at theme parks in the academic and management literature, which 
suggests that in-depth empirical analysis is necessary in order to understand the con-
sumer decision-making process when making this purchase. This article examines prior-
ity systems at theme parks both from the viewpoint of park management and of 
customers. To address this gap, we surveyed nearly 1,000 customers at a major theme 
park in Spain and conducted semi-structured interviews with 10 theme park managers to 
assess both customer and manager attitudes towards waiting generally and priority sys-
tems specifically. Our results reveal that these priority systems facilitate market segmenta-
tion. When theme parks offer this "wait or pay" option, different groups of customers are 
identified based on their attitudes: those who wait in regular lines and those who are will-
ing to pay to avoid lines. Thus, this innovative system creates an important source of new 
revenue while also improving the customer experience by reducing waiting times and 
minimizing congestion. Following a discussion of our results, we offer practical recom-
mendations to managers who need to address the challenges of waiting times in theme 
parks and wish to improve both profits and customer experiences by implementing a pri-
ority system.

People nowadays like to be together not in the old-
fashioned way of, say, mingling on the piazza of 
an Italian Renaissance city, but, instead, huddled 
together in traffic jams, bus queues, on escalators 
and so on. It's a new kind of togetherness which 
may seem totally alien, but it's the togetherness of 
modern technology.

J. G. Ballard (1930–2009)
Novelist, short story writer, and essayist
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range from operations solutions (to reduce actual wait-
ing times), to marketing solutions (based on reducing 
perceived waiting times), to mixed solutions that in-
clude elements of both approaches. 

However, in spite of these efforts, the problem has not 
been fully solved and remains a context of active study. 
Even Disney, the industry leader, demonstrates 
through its continued innovations aimed at reducing 
queues that waiting times are still a major issue each 
year. Despite implementation of innovations such as 
smartphone applications that help redirect people to 
less congested areas, games to pass the time while wait-
ing and wristbands systems (that facilitate mobility, 
transactions and personalized services), people are still 
waiting. Time spent in queues is time that cannot be 
spent enjoying attractions: Brooks (2010) found that 
customers visiting a major theme park with over 40 at-
tractions only have time to enjoy an average of just 10 
attractions because of delays and queues. Additionally, 
when new attractions are launched, controlling waiting 
times is almost impossible (Cornelis, 2010). 

Priority systems (also known as VIP queues, express-
pass systems, or fast-line systems) have emerged as a 
means of overcoming these problems by giving custom-
ers an alternative to waiting. Consumers pay a premi-
um to reduce their waiting time by joining a priority 
queue, thus becoming separated from regular paying 
customers (Martin, 2013; Milman, 2001; Rafaeli et al., 
2005; Setoodeh, 2004). Although priority systems have 
been implemented worldwide since the early 2000s, 
and there are priority systems in use in many major 
theme parks such as Universal Studios, Six Flags, Port 
Aventura, Knott’s Berry Farm, and Legoland, there is 
still little scientific literature on the subject (Matthew et 
al., 2012; Tone & Kohara, 2007).

There is some literature that examines priority systems 
from a customer’s perspective, and it highlights a num-
ber of relevant issues. We know that waiting times and 
queues are one of the main reasons for complaints at 
theme parks (Martin, 2013). But, some customers are 
not really that bothered if they have to wait in regular 
lines, whereas others prefer to avoid waiting at all costs 
and purchase an express pass whenever the option is 
available (Sundström et al., 2011). Thus, customers play 
a key role in wait management and should not be 
treated as a homogenous group. However, few studies 
have deeply analyzed customer’s attitudes toward ex-
press passes. Such systems are also of great interest to 
theme park managers. Indeed, there seem to be both 
negative and positive aspects of priority systems for 

theme park management, which present both oppor-
tunities and challenges for operations and marketing. 

In this study, we consider the perceptions and opinions 
on priority systems from the perspectives of both cus-
tomers and managers. We added the managerial per-
spective with the purpose of extending our knowledge 
of the dynamics of wait management from the point of 
view of a stakeholder that has largely been overlooked 
in studies on this subject. 

This article is organized as follows. First, we examine 
the relevant literature on priority systems to develop 
our conceptual framework. Next, we describe our meth-
odology, which included a large survey of theme park 
customers and in-depth interviews with theme park 
managers. Then, we present the results from both per-
spectives. Finally, we discuss the results and offer con-
clusions and practical recommendations for managers.

Conceptual Framework

Theme park priority systems
There are a number of different types of priority system 
in current use. For instance, a fast pass ticket may be 
priced according to: 

• the number of rides it applies to (e.g., the Fast Lane at 
Knott’s Berry Farm, which allows access to 10 rides)

• the relative amount of waiting time that it is avoided 
(e.g., the Flash Pass Platinum at Six Flags, which re-
duces wait time by up to 90%)

• the number of times a customer can repeat rides (e.g., 
Universal Express Unlimited, which allows unlimited 
access to attractions)

• access to specific positions in the attraction (e.g., the 
Port Aventura Express Premium Gold, which lets visit-
ors ride in the first row on certain rides) 

Existing implementations of such systems show that 
consumers may be willing to pay a considerable fee to 
jump the line (Wallop, 2010). In some cases, the price of 
the express pass is equal to or more than the basic en-
trance ticket. But beyond reducing waiting times and 
generating new revenues, such systems may also create 
new opportunities for innovation in theme park ser-
vices. For example, many theme parks and hotels im-
plement priority systems using smart bracelet systems 
that facilitate queue jumping via a radio frequency sys-
tem (RF system). Therefore, the technology used in 
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these systems can also be used to gather data about the 
customer experience and enhance it, for instance by 
improving the flow of visitors and offering personalized 
services (Hosteltur, 2015).

Customer attitudes toward express passes
Attitude may be described as a positive or negative feel-
ing about something (Pizam & Mansield, 1999). The lit-
erature considers psychosocial variables such as 
attitudes when predicting customer behaviours such as 
purchase intentions (Kim & Hunter, 1993; Kraus, 1995; 
Robinson & Smith, 2002; Vermeir & Verbeke, 2006). 
Thus, positive attitudes towards certain products may 
be the starting point to stimulate consumption (Ver-
meir & Verbeke, 2006). In this sense, a positive or a neg-
ative attitude toward waiting (and the alternative 
offered by an express pass) may determine customer 
purchasing decisions.

A common need in contemporary society is the need to 
save time. Indeed, this need may go a long way in ex-
plaining the popularity of priority systems. Customers 
who would prefer to use their time efficiently (Lew & 
McKercher, 2006) tend to consider waiting as a waste of 
time (Leclerc et al., 1995). Indeed, Rafaeli, Barron, and 
Haber (2002) suggest that waiting can be associated 
with multiple attitudes such as helplessness, anxiety, 
complacency, agitation, or irritability. Those who have 
a negative attitude toward waiting times may be more 
willing to try to avoid them. Indeed, the literature sug-
gests that saving time may be related to greater levels of 
happiness (Whillans et al., 2016). Thus, marketing in-
novations that help to allocate time in a more efficient 
manner and avoid the loss of time are greatly appreci-
ated by some customers (Solomon, 2008).

Prior studies of attitudes to waiting in different service 
contexts suggest that certain customers may have a 
positive or relaxed attitude towards waiting (Bennett, 
1998; Rose et al., 2003). As Mishra, Mokhtarian, and 
Widaman (2014) explained, there are customers that 
have a positive attitude toward waiting and consider it 
as an opportunity to relax. For some people, money 
can be more important than time (Friedman & Fried-
man, 1997; Heo & Lee, 2009). For others, time is more 
important than money (Fischer, 2016). However, there 
are no empirical studies that examine these assump-
tions in the specific context of theme parks. Given that 
attitudes are often considered a precursor to action 
(Fodness, 1994; Harrill & Potts, 2002), we assume that a 
visitor’s attitude towards waiting times at theme parks 
are a key element in the decision to purchase an ex-
press pass.

Managerial attitudes towards express passes
The negative consequences of waiting times on custom-
ers are widely recognized by managers (Hwang & Lam-
bert, 2005; Maister, 1985; Osuna, 1985; Rafaeli et al., 
2002). For instance, waiting times may be associated 
with crowds, noise, and other characteristics that man-
agers normally attempt to control in order to enhance 
the visitor experience (Solmaz et al., 2015). Waiting may 
sometimes result in customers abandoning a service 
(Carmon et al., 1995; Friedman & Friedman, 1997; Zhou 
& Soman, 2003) and may persuade them not to return 
in the future (Friedman & Friedman, 1997).

Thus, the management of waiting time becomes a key 
issue for many service-based companies (Davis & 
Heineke, 1998), including providers of tourism services 
(Dawes & Rowley, 1996). Hence, companies try to re-
duce both real and perceived waiting times (Hui & Tse, 
1996; Maister, 1985; Yan & Lotz, 2006). They may at-
tempt to improve the waiting experience by implement-
ing new systems to reduce real waiting times (Davis & 
Heineke, 1994) or they may manipulate contextual 
factors such as music, information about waiting times, 
and the social environment (Davis & Heineke, 1994; 
Pruyn & Smidts, 1998). Thus, waiting times may be 
overestimated or underestimated by customers de-
pending on the strategies implemented to manage the 
perception of waiting time (Hornik, 1984; Jones & Pep-
piatt, 1996; Katz et al., 1991).

Added to this, the literature on theme parks suggests 
that managers with a positive attitude to reducing wait-
ing times at attractions also demonstrated a positive at-
titude towards customers as key actors in their future 
operation policies (Milman, 2001). This relationship 
suggests that those theme parks that strive to introduce 
innovations regarding waiting times, such as express 
passes, are also developing a more customer-oriented 
strategy. Thus, a customer-oriented perspective of 
theme parks must be related to new innovations to re-
duce lines and satisfy customer needs.

Given that managers are obliged to renew companies 
through constant innovation (Moore, 2003), innova-
tions regarding queue management should act as tools 
to solve the problem of waiting times and their negat-
ives consequences at theme parks. In addition, to be 
successful, innovations should positively influence the 
customer experience (Schumpeter, 1997; Weiermair, 
2004). As the literature suggests, customer’s attitudes 
play a determining role in the creation of the customer 
experience and retail performance (Puccinelli et al., 
2009), and therefore must be a focus for innovation.
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Methodology

Given the lack of empirical enquiry surrounding ex-
press passes and priority systems at theme parks, we ad-
opted a naturalistic approach in a field setting based on 
mixed methods. First, 971 survey questionnaires were 
completed in the surroundings of one of the largest 
theme parks in Europe (Anton Clavé, 2007). We meas-
ured attitudes toward waiting times through three ques-
tions about annoyance, stress, and frustration (Bennett, 
1998). Each question was measured with a five-point 
scale. A factorial analysis was conducted in order to 
group items in a single quantitative variable. As Bennett 
(1998) suggests in his study of attitudes towards 
queuing at supermarkets, a control question (five-point 
scale) was also required: “In general, I really dislike hav-
ing to wait in queues”. Attitude to the express pass was 
also measured with a five-point scale. A logistic regres-
sion model was developed using SPSS software in order 
to understand tourist behaviour according to factors of 
influence, such as their attitudes towards waiting times 
and priority systems. The entry method was applied: ex-
planatory variables are entered into the formula at the 
same time.

Second, semi-structured interviews were conducted to 
explore managerial perspectives. Ten managers of ma-
jor theme parks in Spain were interviewed. The snow-
ball technique was used to contact professionals based 
on their current activities and their wide experience in 
managing tourist and leisure services. Because waiting 
times at theme parks have not previously been ana-
lyzed in detail from the point of view of managers.

Results and Discussion

Customer perspective
In order to analyze customer behaviour regarding the 
priority system, a logistic regression model was de-
veloped (see Table 1). As Pallant (2013) states, “logistic 
regression allows you to assess how well your set of pre-
dictors variables explains your categorical dependent 
variable”. The results were interpreted, compared, and 
discussed in relation with prior literature on the subject.

Overall, the results demonstrate the efficacy of the mod-
el to differentiate express pass holders from non-hold-
ers with an assurance of statistical significance. As 
Table 1 shows, the goodness-of-fit of the model is ascer-
tained using a Hosmer and Lemeshow goodness-of-fit 
test, producing a Chi-square (x2) value of 14,484 (with a 
significance level of 0.07). The non-significance of this 
value at the 0.05 level means that the fit is appropriate 

as the observed and predicted classification lacked sig-
nificant discrepancy. Next, the Ómnibus test of the 
model’s overall Chi-square value (x2= 176,479) pro-
duces a significance of 0.000, meaning the overall fit is 
significant. Added to this, the model with the suggested 
explanatory variables correctly classifies 44.7% of the 
express pass holders and 88.1% of the non-express pass 
holders. The model has a general explanatory power of 
74%: this is the predictive capacity of the model to cor-
rectly classify subjects in two groups (holders and non-
holders).

The positive coefficient for the variable "Attitude to-
ward express pass" indicates that customers with a 
more positive attitude toward the priority systems are 
more likely to be express pass holders (B: 1,027). This 
finding is consistent with prior studies explaining that a 
positive or negative attitude influence on purchase in-
tentions (Kim & Hunter, 1993; Kraus, 1995; Robinson & 
Smith, 2002; Vermeir & Verbeke, 2006).

As for "Attitude towards waiting", the estimated para-
meters are positive (B: 0,432). Consequently, the greater 

Table 1. Logistic regression model of customer attitudes
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the negative attitude towards waiting times, the higher 
the probability of customers being express pass holders. 
These findings are supported by results shown in previ-
ous research: customers have varied attitudes towards 
waiting times (Bennett, 1998; Durrande-Moreau, 1999; 
Rose et al., 2003). Thus, customers with stronger negat-
ive attitudes towards waiting are more likely to want to 
avoid waiting in queues. In contrast, people with a more 
positive attitude towards waiting may be more tolerant 
of queuing in regular lines. 

Thus, our results demonstrated that there is a clear op-
portunity for market segmentation based on customer’s 
attitudes. Attitudes vary towards time (Usunier & Valette 
Florence, 2007), waiting times (Mishra et al., 2014), and 
systems to avoid waiting. In this sense, customer’s atti-
tude toward the priority system and their attitudes to-
ward waiting times are significant factors to take into 
account when characterizing both market segments. 
Thus, it is possible to segment customers before they 
purchase the express pass by taking into account those 
explanatory variables.

Managerial perspective
According to the data obtained from the interviews with 
managers, priority systems enable theme parks to satisfy 
a market segment that is willing to pay to bypass regular 
lines, thus avoiding unnecessary delays. Our interviews 
supported previous findings that fast lines reduce cus-
tomer dissatisfaction with waiting (Heo & Lee, 2009), 
they help reduce congestion at theme parks (Tone & Ko-
hara, 2007), and they improve queue management and 
customer flows throughout the premises (Heo & Lee, 
2009). Moreover, priority queues contribute to the max-
imization of the service capacity, enabling operators to 
ensure demand is constant across service points (Mat-
thew et al., 2012).

Despite the potential negative impact on customer ex-
perience, from the point of view of theme park man-
agers, waiting may provide economic benefits to the 
theme parks. The interviewees explained that there is a 
positive relationship between long delays and sales of ex-
press passes and consequently more revenues for the 
theme parks, as highlighted by one theme park manager: 

“Express passes provide a great amount of 
income. We can say that, thanks to waiting times, 
we can improve income. The sale of express products 
is directly proportional to waiting times. This is a 
great contradiction. It's a great source of revenues 
that today the theme park can’t go without.” 
(Interviewee 1, Theme park manager)

Previous studies support this strategy of charging con-
sumers to avoid the wait (Friedman & Friedman, 1997; 
Heo & Lee, 2009; Matthew et al., 2012). The system of 
fast line passes increases company profits (Friedman & 
Friedman, 1997; Heo & Lee, 2009; Matthew et al., 2012) 
while improving waiting management and minimizing 
congestion (Tone & Kohara, 2007). Indeed, it might be 
suggested that some theme parks take advantage of 
this situation. The prices charged for express passes 
continue to rise, as more people are willing to purchase 
the service: 

“Due to the increased demand for this product, 
theme parks must raise the price, season after 
season. They have to do that for two reasons: on 
the one hand, if people increasingly value the 
service, it will cost more; and on the other hand, if 
companies don’t raise the price waiting times for 
priority lines will be longer than waiting times for 
regular lines.” 
(Interviewee 2, Theme park manager)

Conclusions and Recommendations

Theme park managers are aware that waiting times 
and queues can overshadow the fantasy world of the 
parks that offer customers a break from the routines 
and monotony of everyday life by transporting them in 
time and space (Milman, 1991). Making guests wait 
may shatter this illusion and lead to substantial cus-
tomer dissatisfaction (Brown et al., 2013; Wu et al., 
2014). If waiting times and queues are present, that en-
tire experience may be interrupted and fragmented. In 
spite of this, many customers accept and resign them-
selves to join long queues because they understand 
that waiting is unavoidable due to operational issues. 
Yet, it may be unwise to resign oneself to the sugges-
tion that companies cannot improve their experience 
and provide value during waiting times.

In terms of managerial takeaways, we offer the follow-
ing practical recommendations based on our study:

1. Managers should take into account customer’s atti-
tudes toward waits and priority systems in order to 
clearly identify the customer segments that are will-
ing to pay extra to avoid queues and provide the ne-
cessary services. Express passes should be available 
for those who are willing to pay. However, both tech-
nological and marketing innovations are required to 
avoid non-express pass holders waiting during a con-
siderable part of their time at theme parks. 
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2. Theme parks should focus their efforts on eliminat-
ing queues and waiting times but also on reducing 
perceived waiting time. Companies should offer al-
ternatives and services for both groups: for those 
who have positive attitudes and also for those who 
have negative attitudes toward delays. 

3. Waiting times should be considered as one part of 
the global customer experience and not as residual 
and wasted time. Companies should manage the 
waiting experience so that customers do not feel they 
are waiting, by filling the waiting time with fun and 
entertaining activities. 

4. Theme parks and tourist providers around the world 
should consider using technology to enhance the 
customer waiting experience. Thus, technological in-
novations should be applied to satisfy those who wait 
in regular lines, offering value to the customer during 
this time. And also, technology can help companies 
to design a better service for those who are willing to 
pay extra to avoid queues.

5. Service design thinking and co-creation approaches 
should be considered to help managers rethink the 
waiting time problem and develop tools to solve it. 
User needs and attitudes have to be taken into ac-
count to create value when delivering the service.

6. Theme parks should improve marketing strategies to 
increase sales of express passes. Marketing strategies 
should be also oriented to reduce negative connota-
tions regarding the express pass, such as injustice or 
worthlessness.

This research extends current knowledge on waiting 
times and priority systems at theme parks. We found 
that not all visitors behave in the same way when face 
waiting times and systems to avoid queues, depending 
on the factors that influence them. There are customers 
more likely to wait in regular lines and there are others 
who are more likely to pay extra to avoid waits. 
However, deeper analyses are necessary in order to un-
derstand how customers interpret waiting and the sys-
tems used to avoid them. Future research can test other 
independent variables to advance understanding of the 
waiting experience and purchase decisions in theme 
parks. In addition, future studies can explore the cus-
tomer’s decision to pay or to wait in other tourism con-
texts such as airports, museums, nightclubs, theatres, 
and events. Future research can also examine issues 
surrounding equality, social justice, and fairness in ser-
vices that offer priority queues or express passes.
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