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CURRENT ISSUES IN METHOD AND PRACTICE

Are they companions or intruders? The impact of advertising 
tourist images on consumers’ purchase intentions for tour 
packages
Xiaoyi Lia, Wei Xua and Yanchang Yangb

aCollege of Tourism and Service Management, Nankai University, Tianjin, People’s Republic of China; bSchool of 
Sociology and Political Science, Shanghai University, Shanghai, People’s Republic of China

ABSTRACT
This study investigates how advertising tourist images affect consumers’ 
purchase intentions for group tour packages and self-guided tour 
packages. In this research, an exploratory content analysis was conducted 
first to examine the features of advertisements containing (vs. not 
containing) tourist images. Then, grounded in cognitive consistency 
theory, three experimental studies were implemented to explore the 
interaction effect between advertising tourist images and the types of tour 
packages. The results indicate that advertising tourist images significantly 
promote (vs. weaken) consumers’ purchase intentions for group tour 
packages (vs. self-guided tour packages). Meanwhile, the influence is 
mediated by embodied mental simulation, with tourist images promoting 
(vs. hindering) individuals’ mental simulation of the group tour (vs. self- 
guided tour) experiences and thus increasing (vs. decreasing) intentions. 
Moreover, this effect is significant only for individuals with extensive 
relevant travel experience. The present study provides novel insights for 
tourism visual marketing research and offers important implications for 
precise and long-term marketing strategies within the tourism industry.

ARTICLE HISTORY
Received 6 June 2024 
Accepted 17 December 2024  

KEYWORDS
Tourist image; tourism 
product; cognitive 
consistency theory; 
embodied mental 
simulation; travel 
experience; visual marketing

Originality and significance statement

The present research makes significant contributions. Firstly, despite the prevalence of tourist 
images in advertising, so far, no study has provided adequate answers on how they affect consu
mers’ intentions for tour packages. Thus, based on the cognitive consistency theory, this study 
uncovers the potential interaction between advertising tourist images and the attributes of tour 
packages, significantly contributing to the knowledge gaps. Secondly, based on the link between 
individuals’ cognition and embodied mental simulation, this work proposes a new boundary con
dition that tourist images to generate a positive effect through mental simulation, i.e. the presence 
of the images should not conflict with individual’s cognition of the product attributes, providing an 
important supplement to the mental simulation theory. Additionally, based on the cumulative 
nature of experience, this study is the first to validate the influence of individuals’ travel experience 
on their responses to tourism advertisements, offering a novel referable insight for future tourism 
marketing research. Finally, by analysing the mechanisms and boundary conditions of the positive 
and negative effects of tourist images in product advertising, the current research offers valuable 
implications for precise and long-term marketing strategies within the tourism industry.
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Introduction

As the world’s second largest tourism market (Ferries, 2024), two main types of tour packages are 
provided in China, which accounts for 60% of total package consumption (Wang, 2023): the tra
ditional group tour package (GTP) and the emerging self-guided tour package (STP). The former 
has long been popular due to its competitive pricing and the reduction of uncertainty in tourism 
environments with tour guide’s assistance (Jin et al., 2014; Wang et al., 2013). The latter has recently 
gained popularity among young people, as it is customisable and allows consumers to add or 
remove components from the menu provided by merchants (Wen et al., 2021). Most importantly, 
these two tour packages cater to consumers with different social needs. GTP requires individuals 
to form groups with unfamiliar members for travel, thereby possessing a strong social attribute 
(Jin et al., 2014; Wang et al., 2013). In contrast, STP is characterised by its significant private 
nature, serving consumers who prefer to travel alone to the destinations (Jin et al., 2014; Lin & 
Kuo, 2018; Wen et al., 2021). These differences in tour package attributes shape consumers’ differen
tiated cognitions of the two packages, which influence individuals’ responses to tour package adver
tisements (Lin & Liao, 2010; Wang et al., 2009).

In tour package advertisements, tourist images are one of the most common visual elements (see 
Figure 1). However, how advertising tourist images affect consumers’ responses to tour packages has 
not been thoroughly examined. Notably, previous findings regarding the influence of tourist images 
on individuals’ responses are mixed. In hotel advertising, these images have been regarded as 
effective materials for creating a social climate and enhancing booking intentions (Joe et al., 2021; 
Park et al., 2021; Ye et al., 2020). Conversely, in the photographs of identity-relevant experiences, 
tourist images may compete for psychological ownership of the venue, thus weakening viewers’ pre
ference (Lu et al., 2024). The presented evidence suggests that our understanding of the role of 
tourist images in advertising remains insufficient.

Considering consumers’ cognitive differences between GTP and STP, especially in packages’ social 
versus private nature, the influence of tourist images in tour package advertising may be complex. 
Drawing on the concept of the gaze, if tourist images are perceived as objects of the ‘cluster gaze,’ 
they are ‘companions,’ symbolising group journeys and celebrations. Conversely, through the 
‘romantic gaze,’ these images may be interpreted as ‘intruders’ disrupting private journeys (Urry & 
Larsen, 2011). Accordingly, the current research aims to verify the potential heterogeneous 
impact of advertising tourist images across different tour packages and explore the underlying 
psychological mechanisms.

Grounded in cognitive consistency theory (Akerlof & Dickens, 1982; Festinger, 1957), this research 
comprises an exploratory content analysis and three experimental studies. Through these studies, it 
is found that advertising tourist images enhance (vs. weaken) consumers’ purchase intentions for 

Figure 1. Examples of tour package advertisements.
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GTP (vs. STP). Meanwhile, the process is mediated by embodied mental simulation, as researchers 
find that the cognitive consistency (vs. dissonance) induced by tourist images increases (vs. 
decreases) the simulation of group tour experiences (vs. self-guided tour experiences) and thus posi
tively (vs. negatively) affects purchase intentions. In addition, researchers propose that relevant 
travel experience serves as a moderator, suggesting that the effect is significant only when consu
mers have accumulated sufficient travel experience.

The present research makes significant contributions. Firstly, despite the prevalence of tourist 
images in advertising (Nikjoo & Bakhshi, 2019), so far, no study has provided adequate answers 
on how they affect consumers’ intentions for tour packages. Thus, based on the cognitive con
sistency theory, this study uncovers the potential interaction between advertising tourist 
images and the attributes of tour packages, significantly contributing to the knowledge gaps. 
Secondly, based on the link between individuals’ cognition and embodied mental simulation, 
this work proposes a new boundary condition that tourist images to generate a positive effect 
through mental simulation (Li & Wan, 2025; Wang et al., 2024), i.e. the presence of the images 
should not conflict with individual’s cognition of the product attributes, providing an important 
supplement to the mental simulation theory. Additionally, based on the cumulative nature of 
experience (Dodd et al., 2005), this study is the first to validate the influence of individuals’ 
travel experience on their responses to tourism advertisements, offering a novel referable 
insight for future tourism marketing research. Finally, by analysing the mechanisms and bound
ary conditions of the positive and negative effects of tourist images in product advertising, the 
current research offers valuable implications for precise and long-term marketing strategies 
within the tourism industry.

Literature review and hypotheses

The differences in consumers’ cognitions of tour packages

Due to the significant differences in forms and contents when conducting tourism activities, pre
vious research has shown that people hold different cognitions for GTP and STP. To be specific, 
consumers consider GTP as having strong social attributes, and the companion from unfamiliar 
group members becoming an indispensable part when participating in group tours (Chiang & 
Chen, 2014; Lin & Liao, 2010; Wang et al., 2013; Wong & Wang, 2009). However, STP, on the 
other hand, is associated with autonomy and privacy, tourists on self-guided tours usually travel 
alone or with some acquaintances, typically individuals do not need to meet new group 
members (Lin & Kuo, 2018; Prayag et al., 2015; Wen et al., 2021). This difference in cognition influ
ences consumers’ choice of tour packages. For instance, GTP gains its popularity among seniors 
(Wang et al., 2013) and consumers with collectivist quality (Jin et al., 2014), who expect not to 
travel by themselves. Whereas for people who have a greater desire to find new experiences on 
their own at destinations, STP is a more suitable choice (Jin et al., 2014). Especially during the epi
demic period, STP allows individuals to avoid the risks of virus infection within a group, making it a 
safer option (Wen et al., 2021).

A few studies have revealed that such cognitive differences can lead to consumers’ differential 
responses to tour package advertising. For instance, researchers suggest that advertisements of 
GTP containing socialising information are more attractive to consumers (Wang et al., 2009). 
Additionally, the headline texts emphasising the tour package’s attribute (i.e. telling its group or 
self-guided nature) is a significant element enhancing consumers’ preference towards products 
(Lin & Liao, 2010). However, although prior studies cite that tourist images serve a crucial part in 
visual marketing (Deng & Liu, 2021; Nikjoo & Bakhshi, 2019), no research has examined whether 
they would affect consumers’ intention for both tour packages. Targeting this gap, the current 
research aims to contribute to the literature by validating the potential impact of tourist images 
in tour package advertising.
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The influence of tourist images on consumers

Tourist images has long been one of the most salient visual elements in advertising, with studies 
showing that nearly 40% of the pictures on social media containing tourist images (Nikjoo & 
Bakhshi, 2019), but it is worth noting that empirical evidence about the influence of these images 
on consumers’ responses is complex. For example, many studies have validated that the presence 
of tourists can generate positive responses among viewers in various contexts, including user-gen
erated photos (Bakhshi et al., 2014; Lu et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2024), destination photos (Li & Wan, 
2025; Zhang et al., 2023), and hotel advertising (Joe et al., 2021; Park et al., 2021; Ye et al., 2020). 
However, some researchers have concluded the tourist images can induce negative effects on audi
ences in similar scenarios (Li et al., 2023; Lu et al., 2024).

For these mixed results, researchers have provided diverse explanations. Among them, one of the 
representative findings is that tourist images can produce sociability and activate consumers’ posi
tive intention (Joe et al., 2021; Park et al., 2021; Ye et al., 2020). For instance, Joe et al. (2021) found 
that the images of other customers in hotel advertising can activate individuals’ expectation of socia
lising with others and induce the need for belongingness, thus enhancing consumers booking inten
tion. In addition, researchers reported similar results in the contexts of hotel booking websites (Park 
et al., 2021) and P2P accommodation booking platform (Ye et al., 2020). However, the positive 
impacts of the tourist images mentioned above are concentrated in the hospitality scenarios, 
which contain salient social attributes (Joe et al., 2021). In contrast, if the scenarios involve private 
attributes, the impact of the tourist images may become completely negative. Evidence is shown 
in Lu et al. (2024)’s study, where they found tourist images in the photos of identity-relevant experi
ences will weaken viewers’ preference for the venue (e.g. the vacation destinations, hiking trails, and 
wedding venues). This is because the presence of tourists threatens viewers’ feelings of personal 
ownership, leading them to believe the venue belongs to others, thus decreasing their liking or pre
ference (Lu et al., 2024).

To sum up, it is obvious that whether the tourist images have a positive or negative effect needs to 
be considered within the advertising context. Considering the significant differences in consumers’ 
cognition of GTP and STP attributes (i.e. sociability versus privacy), advertising tourist images may 
elicit consumers’ diverse reactions. However, currently, no researchers have yet focused on this 
issue. To address the gaps, this research aims to use a mixed method to reveal the potential matching 
mechanisms between tourism package attributes and advertising tourist images.

The impact of advertising tourist images on tour package purchase intention

According to cognitive consistency theory, when faced with new information, consumers prefer the 
part that is consistent with their existing cognitive systems (Festinger, 1957), and this can activate 
the state of cognitive harmony, which is pleasurable to individuals and thus they show favourable 
attitudes and higher evaluations of the objects (Osgood & Tannenbaum, 1955; Tseng & Wang, 
2023). Grounded in this theory, empirical evidence shows that advertising information that is in 
line with consumers’ cognition can promote individuals’ positive intentions for destinations and 
tourism products. For example, researchers found that in the celebrity endorsing context, individuals 
have differential cognitions of destinations’ and celebrities’ personalities; thus, celebrity–destination 
consistency in personality activates consumers’ stronger intention to visit the destination (Pradhan 
et al., 2023). Other studies have validated the consistency between backstory and destination (Xu & 
Chen, 2024); between the video’s background music and destination (Zhou & Jiao, 2024); between 
logo typeface and destination (Li & Ma, 2023) can also produce such positive effect. Similarly, in heri
tage souvenir selling contexts, when consumers realise the advertising inheritors’ images are highly 
consistent with souvenirs, they are more likely to germinate purchase behaviours (Guo & Zhu, 2023).

However, the positive effects activated by consistency do not always exist. In contrast, if the infor
mation conflicts with consumers’ knowledge, experience, or cultural beliefs, cognitive dissonance 
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may arise (Akerlof & Dickens, 1982). This dissonance can trigger a mental discomfort state, where 
individuals deploy psychological resources to rectify the incongruence, resulting in aversion and 
lower evaluations of the objects (Guo et al., 2018; Iyengar & Hahn, 2009). In the visual marketing 
field, researchers have unearthed that cognitive dissonance significantly reduces consumers’ inten
tion for the products. For instance, Zhang et al. (2024) suggest that photos from merchants construct 
consumers’ basic cognition of hotels, in this case, if the user-generated photos on the online plat
forms are inconsistent with the former (e.g. the colour and contents in photos), individuals’ 
booking intention will be weakened. Additionally, consumers are not likely to purchase green 
resort products when noticing the reviews that conflict with green attributes (Tanford & Montgom
ery, 2015).

Based on the evidence above, the current research posits that advertising tourist images elicits 
divergent effects on consumers. Because tourist images symbolise sociability (Joe et al., 2021; 
Park et al., 2021; Ye et al., 2020), which is consistent with individuals’ cognition of GTPs (i.e. contain
ing strong social attributes), the images thus enhance consumers’ purchase intentions for GTPs. In 
contrast, this sociability conflicts with the private attributes of STPs and generates cognitive disso
nance in individuals, which in turn negatively affects consumers’ purchase intention. Hence, the 
research proposes the following serial hypotheses. 

H1a: Advertising tourist images positively affect consumers’ purchase intention for GTPs.

H1b: Advertising tourist images negatively affect consumers’ purchase intention for STPs.

The mediating effect of embodied mental simulation

Embodied mental simulation suggests that consumers activate their memory and cognitive systems 
in response to visual, auditory, tactile, and olfactory information and utilise these cues to simulate 
specific situations of future product experiences (Bagatini et al., 2023; Elder & Krishna, 2011; Xie 
et al., 2016). The literature in the field of visual marketing has uncovered the positive effects that 
embodied mental simulation can generate. For instance, Elder and Krishna (2011) suggest that if a 
product image (e.g. the yogurt with a spoon in it) orienting toward participants’ dominant hands, 
it will lead individuals to simulate interacting with the product and then increases their purchase 
intentions. Similarly, Bagatini et al. (2023) suggest that pictures of fashion products with human 
models can germinate greater purchase intentions as consumers will imagine wearing them. 
Additionally, researchers underscore that embodied mental simulation is related to individuals’ cog
nition and previous experience, consumers are more likely to facilitate imagery if the information is 
consistent with their cognitive systems (Elder & Krishna, 2011; Xie et al., 2016).

Meanwhile, researchers have validated the simulation of travel experiences when consumers are 
viewing tourism advertisements (Li & Wan, 2025; Tercia et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2024). Among them, 
some studies recognise the positive effect that tourist images have on embodied mental simulation. 
Specifically, tourist images can prompt viewers to simulate scenarios of admiring the landscape or 
interacting with the scene (Li & Wan, 2025), triggering consumers’ visual mental imagery related 
to tourism products (Wang et al., 2024), thereby enhancing perceived destination’s attractiveness 
and individuals’ visit interest. In the meantime, Li and Wan (2025) also point out the boundary con
dition of this positive effect-the images should have invisible faces. That is because the unfamiliar 
faces will make individuals believe the travel experiences belong to others rather than themselves 
(Li & Wan, 2025).

Integrating the existing literature, this study proposes that embodied mental simulation mediates 
the mechanism in Hypothesis 1. Tourist images, seen as others, may help individuals to simulate the 
experiences in group tours. These unfamiliar images could prompt consumers to imagine they are 
interacting with new group members during travel, then enhance their purchase intention for GTPs. 
Conversely, as seeking private experience in self-guided tours, individuals expect to interact with the 
destination’s scenery on their own, the simulation process may be prohibited by tourist images when 
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viewing advertisements of STPs, thus hindering purchase intentions. Formally, this study posits the 
following hypothesis. 

H2: The impact of advertising tourist images on consumers’ purchase intention for tour packages is mediated by 
embodied mental simulation.

The moderating role of relevant travel experience

Relevant travel experience is defined as the sum of an individual’s experience of participating in travel 
activities associated with a travel product (Alba & Hutchinson, 1987; Bettman & Park, 1980; Li et al., 
2021). It can be measured both subjectively and objectively, where the former draws on consumers’ sub
jective evaluations of their own experience (Dodd et al., 2005; Tassiello & Tillotson, 2020), and the latter is 
reflected in the frequency of actual consumption of the products over a certain period (Baloglu, 2001; Li 
et al., 2021). Prior research has found that rich travel experience negatively affects consumers’ infor
mation searching intentions before a trip (Sharifpour et al., 2014; Teichmann, 2011) and increases 
impulse purchase intentions during a trip (Li et al., 2021). The mechanism behind this is that individuals’ 
travel experience will cumulate as subjective knowledge and conduct their cognitive system, which ger
minates consumers’ self-confidence and hence affect their intentions (Li et al., 2021; Tassiello & Tillotson, 
2020). However, when individuals lack travel experience, the influence above will disappear or even 
reverse as their knowledge and cognition are insufficient (Li et al., 2021; Tassiello & Tillotson, 2020).

Based on the evidence, this research posits that relevant travel experience serves as a moderator 
in the influence of tourist images on tour package purchase intention. Specifically, consumers who 
lack relevant travel experience are initially still accumulating knowledge and may not realise the 
different attributes of two types of tour packages (Bettman & Park, 1980; Tassiello & Tillotson, 
2020). Consequently, the effect of tourist images is not enough to be activated. However, as individ
uals will develop heuristic cognitive patterns as the amount of experience increases (Li et al., 2021), 
thus cognitive consistency (vs. dissonance) is generated when seeing tourist images in advertise
ments of GTP (vs. STP), hence affecting following intentions. Thus, this study proposes (Figure 2). 

H3: The impact of advertising tourist images is significant for consumers with extensive relevant travel experi
ence, while the impact is not significant for consumers who lack relevant travel experience.

Methodology

Before conducting experiments, two pilot studies were undertaken to design the stimulus materials. Prior 
research has indicated that the features of tourist images in advertisements may affect consumers’ 

Figure 2. Theoretical framework.
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responses, such as facial expressions (Li & Wan, 2025; Schoner-Schatz et al., 2021), gender and age (Deng 
& Liu, 2021). Therefore, to ensure the generalizability of the current research’s findings, it is crucial to figure 
out what features of tour package advertisements are associated with the presence (vs. absence) of tourist 
images. Thus, Pilot Study 1 conducted an exploratory content analysis to analyse the features of adver
tisements containing (vs. not containing) tourist images. Then, based on the results above, Pilot Study 2 
was implemented to determine the materials and test the effectiveness of the stimuli.

Three experimental studies were then conducted to test the hypotheses. Study 1 tested the main 
effect (H1a and H1b). Study 2 examined the mediating effect of embodied mental simulation (H2). 
Study 3 was designed to validate the moderating effect of relevant travel experience (H3). Credamo 
(https://www.credamo.com/#/), the Chinese leading and professional online survey platform, was 
employed to recruit participants in all studies by researchers. Before implementing experiments, 
researchers used G*Power to calculate the ideal sample size for each study (Faul et al., 2009), 
setting account factors such as two-tailed, 80% power, 5% false-positive, and medium effect size 
(i.e. 0.5). The overview of all studies can be found in Table 1.

Pilot Study 1

To analyse the features of tour package advertisements, an exploratory content analysis was done. 
This analysis leveraged manual coding to recognise the advertising visual elements in terms of absol
ute counts and percentages based on the presence or absence of tourist images.

Data collection

The current research chose Ctrip (https://www.ctrip.com/) as the data source platform to collect the 
advertisement samples. Ctrip is the third largest Online travel agency in the world in terms of market 
capitalisation, occupying 36.3% market share of China (Walker, 2024). By reviewing the report pub
lished by China Tourism Academy (CTA, 2023), researchers selected Sanya, Lijiang, and Suzhou as the 
case destinations, mainly based on the total number of tourists in 2022 and the range of landscape 
types among these destinations.

Then, researchers captured advertisements of tour packages from the platform. To ensure the 
diversity of samples, advertisements were collected on two of the peak tourist dates in China, i.e. 
the golden weeks of May Day (5/2023) and National Day (10/2023). Then, 450 advertisements 
were collected (150 for each destination) on each date. After eliminating duplicates, a saturation 
point had been reached in that there was little further variation in the style and content of the 
samples. The final dataset comprised 804 advertisements, with Sanya, Lijiang, and Suzhou contribut
ing 262 (33%), 273 (34%), and 269 (33%) samples, respectively.

Table 1. Research overview.

Study Purpose Sample Analysis Finding

Pilot Study 1 Analyse the features of tour 
package advertisements

804 photo  
advertisements

Exploratory content  
analysis

N/A

Pilot Study 2 Determine the stimulus 
materials and test their 
effectiveness in 
manipulating

180 participants 
(Mage  = 28.24)

ANOVA analysis N/A

Study 1 Examine the main effect 
between advertising tourist 
images and tour packages

160 participants 
(40.63% male,  
Mage  = 30.81)

Independent samples  
T-test

Supported H1a  
and H1b

Study 2 Examine the mediating effect 
of embodied mental 
simulation

152 participants 
(42.76% male,  
Mage  = 31.12)

Independent samples  
T-test, PROCESS Model 4

Supported H1a, H1b,  
and H2

Study 3 Examine the moderating effect 
of relevant travel experience

156 participants 
(41.03% male,  
Mage  = 29.22).

Two-way ANOVA,  
floodlight analysis

Supported H3
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Data analysis

The research utilised manual coding to analyse the content of all advertisements. First, 100 
samples were randomly selected from the dataset, and two researchers independently coded 
them to establish preliminary coding frames. Subsequently, the two researchers checked, nego
tiated, and consistently interpreted the coding frames under the supervision of the third 
researcher to determine the final coding frame used in this study. Then, the first two researchers 
fully coded the 804 samples based on this frame. Finally, a third researcher performed the calcu
lation and assessment of coding consistency. The study employed Holsti’s reliability (Holsti, 1969) 
and Cohen’s kappa value (Cohen, 1960) as the indicators of consistency. The values were 0.967 
and 0.908, respectively, indicating high consistency, and thus, there were no issues with the 
dataset.

Results

Features of destination landscape
Of the samples, 409 (51%) did not include tourist images and completely featuring destination 
scenery. As detailed in Table 2, the predominant element across these advertisements for the 
three cities was destination scenery, accounting for 72%. The scenery typically showed iconic charac
teristics of the destinations, such as the sandy shores and ocean vistas in Sanya, the snow-capped 
mountains and unique residential architecture in Lijiang, and the picturesque water town in 
Suzhou, highlighting the distinct appeal of each destination. Moreover, for Sanya and Lijiang, 
where the hotel and resort industries are relatively well developed, hospitality facilities frequently 
emerged as the thematic focus of the advertisements, a trend less observed in Suzhou. Other 
elements, including transportation and recreation facilities, plants, and animals, were less featured, 
appearing in less than 5% of all.

Features of tourist images
A total of 395 (49%) samples contained tourist images. Table 3 outlines the main features of these 
advertisements in terms of absolute counts and percentages. Among them, 54% contained two tour
ists, with a mean of 2.12 people (SD = 1.30) depicted. Most of the advertisements include both male 
and female images (59%), this gender-balanced presentation strategy has been widely used in adver
tising (Mohan et al., 2022). In addition, young and middle-aged people are predominantly featured 
(74%). 16% depicted a multiple age range, typically to evoke family travel. It is worth noting that 
most tourist images displayed visible faces with enjoyable facial expressions (64%), with some 
bodily interaction (90%), and facing towards the viewer (52%). In comparison, a minority of them 
were with invisible faces and showed their backs to the viewer (18%). Notably, considering issues 
such as endorsement costs and business revenue (Wang et al., 2019), only 6% of the advertisements 
used celebrity images.

Table 2. Features of advertisements without tourist images.

Overall counts
Sanya Lijiang Suzhou Totals

108 130 171 409

Main element
Destination scenery 63 (58%) 92 (71%) 140 (82%) 295 (72%)
Hospitality facilities 22 (21%) 24 (19%) 5 (3%) 51 (12%)
Transportation facilities 6 (5%) 3 (2%) 2 (1%) 11 (3%)
Recreation facilities 9 (8%) 0 (0%) 1 (1%) 10 (2%)
Plants 1 (1%) 3 (2%) 7 (4%) 11 (3%)
Animals 5 (5%) 3 (2%) 7 (4%) 15 (4%)
Others 2 (2%) 5 (4%) 9 (5%) 16 (4%)

Note: ‘Others’ included texts, cartoons, and paintings.
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Pilot Study 2

Based on the results of Pilot Study 1, researchers conducted Pilot Study 2 to determine the stimulus 
materials for the following experimental studies. A survey was completed through Credamo with a 
total of 105 respondents (Mage  = 28.9). In this survey, researchers selected nine representative 
groups of tourist images and destination landscapes for the three case destinations (i.e. Sanya, 
Lijiang, Suzhou). Then, respondents were invited to evaluate their attractiveness, and then three 
groups of images were finalised, as shown in Table 4.

To ensure the stimulus materials were effective in manipulating, the study recruited 75 (Mage  =  
27.32) participants to complete a pretest. After viewing each advertisement, participants were asked 
to report whether the advertisement was designed for GTP or STP and whether it contained tourist 
images or not. The measure items were referenced from Magnini and Kim (2016) and Wen et al. 
(2021). The results showed that participants were able to distinguish whether the advertisement 
is for a GTP (MGTP  = 5.84, SD = 1.27; MSTP  = 2.55, SD = 1.46; p < 0.001) or for a STP (MGTP  = 2.95, 
SD = 1.75; MSTP  = 5.76, SD = 1.30; p < 0.001). Similarly, the presence of advertising tourist images 
(Mpresence  = 5.96, SD = 1.25; Mabsence  = 2.15, SD = 0.73; p < 0.001) and their absence (Mpresence  =  
2.40, SD = 1.00; Mabsence  = 5.53, SD = 1.12; p < 0.001) could also be recognised. Therefore, the 
materials were effective in manipulating.

Table 3. Features of advertisements with tourist images.

Overall counts
Sanya Lijiang Suzhou Totals

154 143 98 395

Number of tourists
= 1 25 (16%) 43 (30%) 44 (45%) 112 (28%)
= 2 98 (64%) 77 (54%) 36 (37%) 211 (54%)
= 3 15 (10%) 7 (5%) 7 (7%) 29 (7%)
> 3 16 (10%) 16 (11%) 11 (11%) 43 (11%)
Gender
Male only 5 (3%) 8 (6%) 15 (15%) 28 (7%)
Female only 30 (20%) 60 (42%) 45 (46%) 135 (34%)
Multiple genders 119 (77%) 75 (52%) 38 (39%) 232 (59%)
Age
Child age 7 (5%) 2 (1%) 13 (13%) 22 (6%)
Young & middle-age 98 (63%) 134 (94%) 61 (62%) 293 (74%)
Older age 14 (9%) 1 (1%) 1 (1%) 16 (4%)
Multiple ages 35 (23%) 6 (4%) 23 (24%) 64 (16%)
Body orientation
Facing forward 90 (58%) 65 (45%) 51 (52%) 206 (52%)
Facing back 27 (18%) 27 (19%) 18 (18%) 72 (18%)
Facing sideways 37 (24%) 51 (36%) 29 (30%) 117 (30%)
Facial expression
Enjoyable 113 (73%) 85 (60%) 54 (55%) 252 (64%)
Neutral 8 (5%) 22 (15%) 22 (23%) 52 (13%)
Sad 0 (0%) 4 (3%) 0 (0%) 4 (1%)
No face shown 33 (22%) 32 (22%) 22 (22%) 87 (22%)
Body posture
Interactive 149 (97%) 129 (90%) 77 (79%) 355 (90%)
Non-interactive 5 (3%) 14 (10%) 21 (21%) 40 (10%)
Reputation
Non-celebrities 145 (94%) 132 (92%) 94 (96%) 371 (94%)
Celebrities 9 (6%) 11 (8%) 4 (4%) 24 (6%)
Background elements
Destination scenery 83 (54%) 88 (61%) 51 (52%) 222 (56%)
Hospitality facilities 9 (6%) 12 (8%) 6 (6%) 27 (7%)
Transportation facilities 8 (5%) 11 (8%) 2 (2%) 21 (5%)
Recreation facilities 41 (27%) 11 (8%) 24 (25%) 76 (19%)
Plants 1 (0%) 7 (5%) 7 (7%) 15 (4%)
Animals 8 (5%) 11 (8%) 0 (0%) 19 (5%)
Others 4 (3%) 3 (2%) 8 (8%) 15 (4%)

Note: ‘Others’ included texts, cartoons, and paintings.
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Study 1

Design and participants

Study 1 utilised Sanya as a case destination and designed a 2 (tour packages: GTP vs. STP) × 2 
(tourist images: presence vs. absence) between-subjects experiment to test the main effect 
(H1a and H1b). Participants were randomly recruited through Credamo. The study designed 
two control items to exclude the interference of participants’ past experience and interest, includ
ing ‘I have been to Sanya’ and ‘I have no interest in traveling to Sanya,’ and participants who 
responded affirmatively to either were excluded. Finally, 160 participants (40.63% male, Mage   

= 30.81) who passed the control check were randomly assigned to one of the four experimental 
groups.

Procedure

Participants first read a piece of text conveying a scenario where they are shopping for a GTP (vs. STP) 
to Sanya on an online platform based on the group they were assigned to. Then, they were shown an 
advertisement with or without tourist images. Next, participants reported their purchase intention 
through three items rated on a seven-point scale (Cronbach’s α = 0.905), which were referenced 
from Yin et al. (2017). Finally, descriptive statistics and demographic information of the participants 
were recorded.

Results

An independent samples T-test was conducted to examine participants’ purchase intentions. As 
expected, in the GTP groups, participants had stronger purchase intention when viewing advertise
ments with tourist images (Mabsence  = 4.983, SD  = 1.377; Mpresence  = 5.633, SD  = 1.311, t = −2.162, 
p = 0.034). Whereas in the STP groups, participants had stronger purchase intention when advertis
ing tourist images is absent (Mabsence  = 5.775, SD  = 0.741; Mpresence = 4.883, SD  = 1.529, t = 3.318, 
p = 0.002). Thus, study 1 supported H1a and H1b.

The study also used ANOVA analyses to exclude irrelevant factors that may interfere with the 
mechanism. The results showed that participants’ gender, age, educational level, occupation type, 
and income level had no significant influence (p > 0.05).

Study 2

Design and participants

Study 2 used Lijiang as a case destination and designed a 2 (tour packages: GTP vs. STP) × 2 (tourist 
images: presence vs. absence) between-subjects experiment to test the mediating effect of embo
died mental simulation (H2). Then, 152 participants (42.76% male, Mage  = 31.12) who passed the 
control check were randomly recruited through Credamo and were randomly assigned to one of 
the four experimental groups.

Procedure

Similar to study 1, participants were requested to imagine purchasing tour packages to Lijiang 
online, and then they were shown an advertisement with or without tourist images. Before reporting 
purchase intention, participants were asked to indicate the extent of mental simulation. The study 
used three items referred to Elder and Krishna (2011) on a seven-point scale (Cronbach’s α =  
0.852). Finally, participants reported their purchase intention, and the descriptive statistics and 
demographic information were recorded.
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Results

As expected, the results of the independent sample T-test showed that participants in the GTP groups 
had a stronger purchase intention when seeing advertising tourist images presence (Mabsence  = 4.702, 
SD  = 1.382; Mpresence  = 5.781, SD  = 0.901, t = −4.032, p < 0.001), but in the STP groups they had a stron
ger purchase intention when viewing advertisements without tourist images (Mabsence  = 5.798, SD  =  
0.603; Mpresence = 4.816, SD  = 1.258, t = 4.340, p < 0.001), which again verified H1.

In addition, the embodied mental simulation showed the same trend as purchase intention. In the 
GTP groups, participants had a stronger mental simulation when tourist images were present 
(Mabsence  = 4.772, SD  = 1.425; Mpresence  = 5.702, SD  = 1.028, t = −3.263, p = 0.002). However, in 
STP groups, participants had a stronger mental simulation when seeing advertisements without 
tourist images (Mabsence  = 5.763, SD  = 0.639; Mpresence = 5.026, SD  = 1.325, t = 3.088, p = 0.003).

To examine the mediating role played by embodied mental simulation, the study utilised 
PROCESS Model 4 with 5000 bootstrap samples (Hayes, 2017). The results showed that the mediating 
effect was significant in both the GTP groups (Effect = 0.580, SE = 0.219, 95% CI [0.460, 0.787]) and 
STP groups (Effect = −0.305, SE = 0.140, 95% CI [−0.612, −0.065]). Additionally, the direct effect of 
advertising tourist images on purchase intention was also significant (βGTP = 0.499, SEGTP = 0.215, 
95% CIGTP [0.069, 0.928]; βSTP = −0.677, SESTP = 0.218, 95% CISTP [−1.112, −0.243]). The results indi
cated that embodied mental simulation partially mediated the influence of advertising tourist 
images on purchase intention, which supported H2.

Study 3

Design and participants

Study 3 used Suzhou as a case destination and designed a 2 (tour packages: GTP vs. STP) × 2 (tourist 
images: presence vs. absence) between-subjects experiment to examine the moderating effect of 
relevant travel experience (H3). A total of 156 participants (41.03% male, Mage  = 29.22) who 
passed the control check were randomly recruited through Credamo and were randomly assigned 
to one of the four experimental groups.

Procedure

Similar to the previous studies, after viewing the text materials and advertisements, participants first 
reported embodied mental simulation. Then, they were asked to complete two items to measure 
relevant travel experience from both subjective and objective dimensions, which were adapted 
from Dodd et al. (2005) and Li et al. (2021). Finally, purchase intention was measured, and descriptive 
statistics and demographics of the participants were recorded.

Results

The study first conducted two-way ANOVA to test the interacting effects of advertising tourist 
images and relevant travel experiences on embodied mental simulation and purchase intention. 
In the GTP groups, the interacting effects were significant on both embodied mental simulation 
(F (1, 74) = 7.896, p = 0.006) and purchase intention (F (1, 74) = 7.507, p = 0.008). Similarly, in the 
STP groups, the effects were also significant on embodied mental simulation (F (1, 74) = 7.161, 
p = 0.009) and purchase intention (F (1, 74) = 5.304, p = 0.024). These results suggested that a mod
erating test was appropriate.

Then, the study utilised floodlight analysis to test the moderating role played by relevant travel 
experience, which allowed observing the significance at different experience levels (Carden et al., 
2017; Spiller et al., 2013), and the results were shown in Table 5. The analysis was completed 
through RStudio 4.3.2, and the Johnson-Neyman plots were shown in Figures 3 and 4.
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In the GTP groups, for participants whose relevant travel experience was higher than 2.55 
(M-0.28SD, M = 2.846, SD = 1.048; 51.28% of total), advertising tourist images had a significant 
positive effect on embodied mental simulation, and for whose experience was higher than 
2.73 (M-0.11SD; 51.28% of total), tourist images positively affected purchase intention. For 
the rest of the participants who had less experience, the impact was not significant (See 
Figure 3).

In the STP groups, for participants whose experience was higher than 3.86 (M-0.16SD, M =  
4.058, SD = 1.235; 64.10% of total), tourist images had a significantly negative effect on embo
died mental simulation, and for whose experience was higher than 3.56 (M-0.40SD; 64.10% of 
total), tourist images negatively affect purchase intention. For the rest of the participants who 
had less experience, the influence was not significant (See Figure 4). Thus, the results sup
ported H3.

Figure 4. Results of floodlight analysis (STP).

Figure 3. Results of floodlight analysis (GTP).
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Conclusion and discussion

Conclusion

The current research was to investigate the potential impact of tourist image in tour package 
advertising. Specifically, based on individuals’ cognitive differences between GTP and STP, 
this research aimed to validate the diverse responses that tourist images could elicit on con
sumers’ purchase intentions for GTPs and STPs. Further, researchers introduced and examined 
the mediating role played by embodied mental simulation while testing relevant travel 
experience as a moderator of the entire mechanism. The main findings could be concluded 
as follows.

First, this research validated that the interaction between individuals’ cognitions of tour packages 
and advertising tourist images did affect consumers’ purchase intention. It was found that tourist 
images positively influenced consumers’ purchase intention for GTPs because tourist images symbo
lised sociability (Joe et al., 2021; Park et al., 2021; Ye et al., 2020) and matched with GTPs’ group attri
butes, cognitive consistency was consequently engendered and promoted consumers’ intention 
(Festinger, 1957; Osgood & Tannenbaum, 1955). In contrast, this sociability conflicted with STPs’ 
private attributes and activated cognitive dissonance in consumers (Akerlof & Dickens, 1982), 
which in turn weakened purchase intention for STPs.

Second, the mediating effect of embodied mental simulation was determined. Echoing the prior 
findings that tourist images can promote individuals’ mental simulation of travel experience and ger
minate positive intentions (Li & Wan, 2025; Wang et al., 2024), this research found a similar mechan
ism in GTP advertising contexts, since these images as others helped individuals to simulate the 
experiences in group tours, i.e. interacting with unfamiliar members during the trip. However, as con
sumers seek private experiences in self-guided tours, tourist images become intrusive visual 
elements that prevent individuals from imagining interacting with the destination’s scenery on 
their own. Therefore, the simulation process was interrupted, and hence, purchase intention was 
weakened.

Third, this research revealed the moderating role that relevant travel experience played. Specifi
cally, inexperienced consumers were still initially accumulating knowledge and lacked cognitions of 
the different attributes of two tour package types (Bettman & Park, 1980; Tassiello & Tillotson, 2020). 
Therefore, the impact of advertising tourist images was not significant among individuals with less 
relevant travel experience. Conversely, when individuals’ experience met a certain threshold, cogni
tive consistency or dissonance would be activated by advertising tourist images, which affected con
sumers’ mental simulation and purchase intention.

Theoretical contribution

This research has important contributions to the existing literature in several ways. Firstly, although 
previous studies have explored the impact of tourist images in advertising, most of them mainly 
focused on how tourist images influence consumers’ preference and visit intentions to the desti
nations (Li & Wan, 2025; Lu et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2024; Zhang et al., 2023). Additionally, while 
researchers have documented the significant differences in tour packages’ attributes (Jin et al., 
2014; Lin & Kuo, 2018; Wang et al., 2013; Wen et al., 2021), currently no study has explored 
whether advertising tourist images would germinate diverse influences on consumers’ decision 
when purchasing tour packages. By linking consumers’ cognitive differences of tour packages to 
the sociability engendered by tourist images, this study uncovers the phenomenon of consumers’ 
cognitive consistency and dissonance that exists in tourism product advertising contexts. Hence, 
the current study enriches consumer decision-making research and provides a new perspective to 
the field of tourism marketing.

Secondly, this study develops the theory of embodied mental simulation by revealing a new 
boundary condition of its positive effects in tourism advertising contexts. Prior research has 
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indicated the positive effect that tourist images can generate as they promote consumers’ mental 
simulation of travel experiences (Li & Wan, 2025; Wang et al., 2024). However, the present research 
posits a condition that is necessary for tourist images to work positively through mental simulation, 
i.e. these images must be in line with consumers’ cognitions of the destination or products. Thus, this 
study provides a more comprehensive perspective for understanding mental simulation.

In addition, this work is the first to introduce travel experience into tourism advertising contexts 
and validates its effects on consumers. Although previous studies have shown individuals’ travel 
experience shaped their behaviours before and during trips (Li et al., 2021; Teichmann, 2011), no 
researcher has focused on the potential impact of travel experience on consumers’ responses 
towards advertisements. The current study, based on the cumulative nature of experience, 
confirms the differentiated responses to advertisements in high and low experience consumers, con
sequently expanding the application of travel experience in the field of tourism marketing.

Finally, grounded in cognitive consistency theory (Akerlof & Dickens, 1982; Festinger, 1957), this 
research reveals the psychological mechanism that links the advertising tourist images to consu
mers’ purchase intentions for tour packages, thereby providing a theoretical foundation for 
tourism marketers. Most importantly, based on the mechanism of cognition formation and its 
impact on individuals’ psychology and behaviour, this work effectively integrates the concepts of 
embodied mental simulation and travel experience, providing a referable theoretical framework 
for future visual marketing research.

Practical implication

As important marketing tools, advertisements for tour packages should be differentiated by visual 
design. To be specific, in GTP advertising, tourist images should be utilised more, featuring enjoyable 
facial expressions, young male and female companions, and interactive body postures. However, in 
STP advertising, merchants should avoid using tourist images as they will interfere with consumers’ 
mental simulations. Instead, advertisements that purely depict destination scenery should be utilised 
more for STP.

More importantly, tourism merchants should adopt differentiated advertising strategies for con
sumers with different levels of travel experience. Precisely, for consumers who regularly purchase 
GTP products, especially those with rich group tour experience, merchants should push more adver
tisements with tourist images to those consumers. Advertisements without tourist images should be 
pushed more for those who often purchase STP products, especially those who have rich self-guided 
tour experience.

Additionally, the present research provided important support for long-term marketing as the 
consistency between consumers’ cognition and advertising information is a key factor that affects 
purchase decisions, which cannot be separated from the influence of individuals’ travel experience. 
Thus, for newly created travel products, a long-term normalised marketing strategy should be 
adopted to promote consumers’ cognition of these new products in subtle ways (e.g. push 
reports on product-related events to the consumers), which could be a useful way to improve the 
effectiveness of advertisements.

Limitations and future research

This research has some limitations. First, considering the main features of advertisements on the 
present online travel agency, all the stimulus materials used consisted of two companion tourists, 
including male and female, whereas images of single or group tourists (i.e. three or more people) 
were not considered, thus the materials design should be enriched in future research. Second, 
while there are many other types of advertising, such as videos and interactive advertisements, 
this study only considered photo advertisements, the advertising form should be included as a 
potential factor that may affect consumers’ intentions in future studies. In addition, previous 
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studies have shown that individuals’ cognitions may be influenced by culture (Cowan & Spielmann, 
2020). Since all of the participants were recruited in China, who advocated collectivism (Hofstede, 
1983), they might have a natural preference for companionable images. Thus, participants from a 
wider range of regions should be recruited in the future to increase the generalizability of the 
conclusions.
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