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This study tested a conceptual model in which photo-sharing behavior during travel elicits tourists’ emotional state, and in turn improves evaluation of the tourism product. The research results in the context of tourist attractions and restaurants provide support for the proposed model. Specifically, tourists’ photo-sharing behavior was significantly associated with more positive product evaluation, both directly and indirectly via the emotion of pleasure. These associations were stronger when the interdependent self-construers had good social experience. The results provide practical guidance for marketers to developing marketing strategy.
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INTRODUCTION

With the widespread use of the Internet and social media, it has become common to share travel experiences by posting photos online (Jansson, 2018). The literature on photo-sharing behavior mainly focuses on the antecedents and meanings of consumers’ photo-sharing behavior (Chae et al., 2017; Taylor, 2020). Previous studies have found that among younger consumers, the main purpose of taking photos is not to preserve travel memories, but to be able to share the photos with a friendship circle (Grewal et al., 2019). People also express their identities by allowing selective exposure to photos (Barasch et al., 2017b). Such sharing is not only free advertising to those who view the photos, but it also increases the possibility that information about the product experience will spread by word of mouth (Godes and Mayzlin, 2004; Chae et al., 2017).

Social network sharing behavior will have an impact on consumers’ psychology and behavior. Previous literature on social network sharing mainly discusses the role of sharing behavior on the information recipients’ response, via word-of-mouth communication (Lien and Cao, 2014), user-generated content and product reviews in stimulating sales (Zhang et al., 2017). In recent years, some scholars have paid attention to the influence of sharing behavior on the sharers themselves. These studies have found that sharing on social networks not only affects consumers’ subjective well-being (Lee et al., 2010; Duan and Dholakia, 2017), but also affects consumers’ consumption behavior by affecting consumers’ cognition and emotion (Asih et al., 2020). For example, when sharing products related to identity, consumers will be less willing to buy the same or similar products later (Grewal et al., 2019).

We focus on the increasingly common phenomenon of tourists taking photos and sharing them on social networks. On the basis of previous research, it is the first time to link tourists’ photo sharing and tourism product evaluation. This study examined tourists’ photo-sharing behavior as an influence on pleasure and subsequent evaluation of tourism product, and tested whether social experience and self-construal type associated with posting travel photos online acts as a mechanism of this influence. The results of this study can provide guidance for destination managers and marketers of tourism-related supply components (i.e., attractions, restaurants, etc.) to develop more effective marketing strategies and improve the competitiveness of tourist destinations.



THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND HYPOTHESES


Photo-Sharing Behavior and Product Evaluation

Tourists’ familiarity with tourism products and perception of product functions will directly affect their evaluation of tourism products (Duffett, 2015). The comfort and flexibility provided by social media encourage people to share their shopping and travel experiences more than ever before (Tamir and Mitchell, 2012; Chu et al., 2021). Over 70% of posts on social media are about self-expression or personal consumption experiences (Naaman et al., 2010). The use of social media on smartphones has further increased the immediacy of self-expression. Previous studies have shown that this kind of self-sharing could affect consumers’ attitudes (Glass, 2017), judgments (Byun et al., 2018), consumption choices (Rifkin et al., 2021), and brand preferences (Rozenkrants et al., 2017).

Photo-sharing is a very common way of user-generated content generation (Coary and Poor, 2016; Shi et al., 2018). People take photos to record their travel experiences and selectively share and publish them to express their personal identity (Barasch et al., 2017b; Krämer et al., 2017). Sharing photos of travel experiences on social networks can establish a connection between the sharers and the experience products, increase their familiarity with the experience products, and thus improve their evaluation of related tourism products (Gilovich et al., 2015; Zhu et al., 2019).

In addition, photo-sharing behavior can lead to delayed consumption. Although the traditional discounted utility theory maintains that consumers prefer to spend money earlier rather than later (Loewenstein and Prelec, 1992). There is also evidence that the expectation of future positive valence experiences leads consumers to have more positive effects (Nowlis et al., 2004). For example, photographing beautiful food during the travel briefly delays consumption, and tourists can participate and interact with the beautiful food during the delay (Coary and Poor, 2016). This short delay evokes the taste of the coming consumption experience, which can increase the functional perception of the experienced product (Nowlis et al., 2004), contributing to the improvement of product evaluation and attitude (Coary and Poor, 2016).

In summary, we propose Hypothesis 1:


H1: Tourists’ photo-sharing behavior during travel will affect their evaluation of tourism product.





The Mediating Role of Pleasure

Consumer emotions are emotional reactions triggered during the consumer experience (Westbrook and Oliver, 1991). Consumers’ emotions (such as happiness or sadness) also affect their attitudes and behaviors (Creusen et al., 2018; Zablocki et al., 2019). The extant tourism literature has shown that emotions in the travel process will affect residents’ attitudes toward tourism (Ouyang et al., 2017), tourist satisfaction (Su et al., 2020b), word-of-mouth (Su et al., 2016), revisiting intention (Su et al., 2014), and destination identity (Su and Swanson, 2017). Positive emotions can have a favorable bias effect on product attitudes (Kim et al., 2010). These studies found that those experiencing positive emotions tend to have more positive attitudes toward products than those experiencing negative emotions (Howard and Gengler, 2001; Kim et al., 2010).

Active involvement in an experience can increase the feeling of pleasure (Csikszentmihalhi, 2020), a positive emotion (Su et al., 2020a) that reflects the degree to which someone is content, satisfied, and gratified (Walsh et al., 2011). Taking travel photos is a form of involvement in the consumptive experience that can increase the sense of meaning and pleasure (Lambert et al., 2013). This type of involvement or participation includes intense focus during the consumptive experience. When tourists take photos of tourist attractions during their travels, the objects they want to capture are part of the information field related to the current task; by not switching tasks, they do not suffer cognitive overload and the pleasant mood is sustained (Achtziger et al., 2008). In other words, taking a photo makes tourists look at the product they are experiencing longer and more often, increasing the sense of participation (Barasch et al., 2017a) and thus increasing pleasure.

According to the feelings-as-information theory, tourists will take their current feelings as the information source when evaluating tourism products (Schwarz, 2011). The judgment of emotional consistency reflects the influence of consumer emotions on perceived product performance (Kim et al., 2010). Pleasant will increase product evaluation, and unpleasant will reduce product evaluation (Creusen et al., 2018). Based on the above literature, we assert that photo-sharing behavior during travel will generate the emotion of pleasure, thus improving product evaluation.

In summary, we propose the following hypothesis:


H2: Pleasure plays a mediating role in the positive influence of tourists’ photo-sharing behavior on tourism product evaluation.





The Moderating Role of Social Experience

Social experience is important in product design (Ponsignon and Derbaix, 2020) as it affects users’ satisfaction and willingness to continue using the product (Zhai et al., 2019). Existing studies believe that social experience elements mainly focus on social context perception and sharing interaction mechanism (Liu, 2016).

Tourists taking photos during the consumption experience will bring them closer to the product, increase their interaction with the product, stimulate tourists’ positive emotions, and produce pleasure (Guo et al., 2020). Meanwhile, posting photos is also an important way of self-expression (Young, 2011). Generally, people are willing to show their good side to others on social networks (Wilcox and Stephen, 2013). Social context affects the tourists’ participation interest and expected enjoyment (Zhu et al., 2019). In addition, interaction and feedback are key elements of social media (Felix et al., 2017).

According to symbolic interactionism, sharing photos on social networks can realize interaction with online friends through posting, commenting, likes, forwarding and other forms (Blumer, 1986; Guo et al., 2020). This kind of social interaction can strengthen the social relationship between the sharer and the online friends (Ramanathan and McGill, 2007). When there are more likes and positive comments on social platforms, people report higher levels of happiness (Grieve et al., 2013), and perceive themselves as more positive and important (Zell and Moeller, 2018). The positive emotions generated by these interactions play an important role in reducing consumers’ negative attitudes toward the target brand (Malik and Hussain, 2017; Martínez-Ruiz et al., 2017). However, when the social experience is poor (for example, few or no likes, positive comments and reposts), individuals feel nervous and psychologically uncomfortable, which may distort their evaluation of the product (Zhu et al., 2019). Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis:


H3: Compared with the poorer social experience, the better social experience increases the relationship between pleasure and tourism product evaluation.





Self-Construal Type as a Moderator

People vary in how they perceive themselves in relation to others and the social environment (Markus and Kitayama, 1991). According to self-construal theory, independent self-construers value their independence, are aware of the intrinsic self attributes of others, and tend to think in an analytical way; interdependent self-construers focus on self-regard as a part of the group, maintain harmonious interpersonal relationships, adapt to others, and tend to think in a holistic way (Nisbett et al., 2001; Monga and John, 2008). This individual difference in self-construal can influence consumers’ judgment and decision-making about products (Zollo, 2021).

The distinction between analytical thinking (a characteristic of independent self-construal) and holistic thinking (a characteristic of interdependent self-construal) may be especially helpful in predicting consumer behavior (Gao et al., 2021). Previous studies have found that analytical thinkers view product and display content as separate data blocks (Zhu and Meyers-Levy, 2009). Their behavior and decision-making styles are more independent than interdependent self-construers, and they focus more on expressing the individual’s own personality and characteristics (Ybarra and Trafimow, 1998; Hellmann et al., 2021). After photo-sharing, independent self-construers treat social experience and tourism products separately, so social experience has little impact on consumers’ sense of pleasure and evaluation of tourism products.

By contrast, holistic thinkers are more likely to view the various performance of a product on a continuum with the overall impression of the product (Zhu and Meyers-Levy, 2009). Interdependent self-construers attach importance to social connection with others and consider social norms rather than personal attitudes before making decisions (Hellmann et al., 2021). Friends’ attitudes and opinions are important to them (Gao et al., 2021). Therefore, social experience plays a considerable role in the decision-making process of interdependent self-construers. Compared with independent self-construers, interdependent self-construers have a greater impact on the moderating relationship of social experience. When interdependent self-construers experience better social experiences, they report higher levels of pleasure. Higher pleasure leads to more positive evaluations of tourism products by tourists (Zhu et al., 2019).

Thus, the following hypotheses are proposed:


H4: The three-way interaction of self-construal type, social experience and pleasure affect tourists’ evaluation of tourism products. Specifically, when tourists are interdependent self-construers and have better social experience, pleasure has the greatest positive impact on the evaluation of tourism products.



We studied two typical types of travel photos, namely tourist attractions and dining. Study 1 tested H1 and H2. Study 2 replicated these results and in addition tested H3 and H4. Figure 1 shows the proposed model.
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FIGURE 1. Overview of the hypothesized moderated mediation model.





STUDY 1: PHOTO-SHARING BEHAVIOR OF TOURIST ATTRACTIONS AND TOURISM PRODUCT EVALUATION


Methods


Participants and Procedure

Study 1 examined the potential difference in tourism product evaluation made by tourists who did and did not share photos of tourist attractions online. The participants were recruited through the Questionnaire Star platform. Participants who were eligible to participate were at least 18 years old, active on social media and had traveled at least 60 kilometers in the last 6 months. We recruited 342 subjects through the platform, and then chose 303 participants who met these criteria. The current study was approved by the research ethics committee at the corresponding author’s institution. All participants provided written informed consent.

Participants were randomly divided into two groups (167 in the photo-sharing group, 136 in the non-photo-sharing group). Those in the experimental group were given the direction, “Please recall the last time you shared photos of a tourist attraction.” Participants in the control group were directed, “Please think about the last time you traveled but didn’t share photos of a scenic spot.” Both groups reported the pleasure score of the shared experience, and then evaluated the product. In the final sample, 54.10% were women and 45.90% were men. Self-reported age was 18-56 years old, with an average age of 23.47 years old (SD = 4.32). In terms of educational background, 30.70% had a graduate’s degree or above, 64.40% had a bachelor’s degree, 4.30% finished junior college, and 0.70% finished senior high school.



Measures

All English language scales were translated into Chinese using a translation and back-translation procedure. The 3-item pleasure was measured using a 7-point Likert scale adapted from Watson and Clark (1992), including “satisfied”, “pleased”, and “contented”. Tourism product evaluation was based on four 7-point semantic difference scales (bad/good, negative/positive, unpleasant/pleasant and dislike/like). Cronbach’s alpha for the pleasure scale and the tourism product evaluation scale was 0.86 and 0.86, respectively. The reliability of two scales is good.



Analysis Strategies

Hypothesis 1 was tested using One-way ANOVA (analysis of variance). The influence of tourists’ photo-sharing behavior on tourism product evaluation is tested in 303 sample data. H2 was tested using SPSS PROCESS Model 4. The mediating role of pleasure was examined in sample data. The bootstrap-based 95% confidence intervals with bias correction for simple effects were generated by 5,000 iterations of bootstraps.




Results

Table 1 displays the variable means, standard deviations, and correlations for Study 1. As shown in Table 1, tourists’ photo-sharing behavior was positively correlated with tourism product evaluation (r = 0.34, p < 0.001). In addition, tourists’ photo-sharing behavior was positively correlated with pleasure (r = 0.36, p < 0.001), and pleasure was also positively associated with tourism product evaluation (r = 0.45, p < 0.001). The results preliminarily supported H1 and H2.


TABLE 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlations among study variables in Study 1.

[image: Table 1]
Hypothesis 1 proposed that tourists’ photo-sharing behavior during travel would affect their evaluation of tourism product. Photo-sharing behavior was used as the independent variable, with tourism product evaluation as the dependent variable. The photo-sharing group’s tourism product evaluation (M = 6.33, SD = 0.62) was significantly higher than that of the non-photo-sharing group (M = 5.84, SD = 0.73), F (1,301) = 40.47, p < 0.001. H1 was supported.

Hypothesis 2 predicted that pleasure would play a mediating role in the positive influence of tourists’ photo-sharing behavior on tourism product evaluation. PROCESS is an add-on package for SPSS that allows for tests of mediation, moderation, and conditional effects based on ordinary least squares or logistic regression (Hayes, 2018). The bootstrap-based 95% confidence intervals with bias correction for simple effects were generated by 5,000 iterations of bootstraps.

As shown in Table 2, the association between tourists’ photo-sharing behavior and pleasure was significant (Equation 1, B = 0.68, p < 0.001), and the association between pleasure and tourism product evaluation was significant (Equation 2, B = 0.12, p < 0.001). In addition, there was a significantly positive relationship between tourists’ photo-sharing behavior and tourism product evaluation (Equation 3, B = 0.49, p < 0.001). Taken together, H2 was supported.


TABLE 2. Regression results for mediation effect between tourists’ photo-sharing behavior and tourism product evaluation in Study 1.
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STUDY 2: PHOTO-SHARING BEHAVIOR DURING MEALS AND TOURISM PRODUCT EVALUATION


Methods


Participants and Procedure

The purpose of Study 2 was to replicate the findings of Study 1 (pleasure mediated the association between photo-sharing behavior and tourism product evaluation) in another sample, and to examine the moderating effects of social experience and self-construal type on the mediation process. The data came from another group of participants on the Questionnaire Star platform. The manipulation procedure was similar to Study 1, in which the experimental group participants were asked to recall: “Please think about the last time you shared photos during a meal on a trip.” Participants in the control group were asked to recall: “Please think about a recent trip where you didn’t share photos during a meal.” In addition to pleasure and tourism product evaluation measures, Study 2 also collected data on social experience and self-construal type.

After screening, 320 available responses were analyzed (157 in the photo-sharing group and 163 in the non-photo-sharing group). In this study, 55.90% of participants were women and 44.10% were men. Age was directly entered by the participants on the blank form. The age range reported by the participants was 18-50 years old, with an average age of 24.08 years old (SD = 4.82). In terms of educational background, 32.80% of the participants had a graduate’s degree or above, 60% had a bachelor’s degree, 4.10% finished junior college, 2.20% finished senior high school and 0.90% finished junior high school or below.



Measures

The measures of pleasure and tourism product evaluation were translated for Study 1. These same translated measures were used in Study 2. In this study, the Cronbach’s alphas were 0.81 and 0.95 for pleasure and tourism product evaluation, respectively. The social experience measurement adapted from Consumption Experience Scale (Triantafillidou and Siomkos, 2014). An example item is “receiving feedback from friends makes me feel noticed.” In the current study, the Cronbach’s alpha was 0.91.

Self-construal types were measured using the Trait Self-Construal Scale (Singelis, 1994). The scale includes two subscales: independent self-construal and interdependent self-construal. There are 12 items on each subscale. Two example items are “My happiness depends on the happiness of those around me” (interdependent subscale) and “I act the same way no matter who I am with” (independent subscale). Each subscale score was calculated as the mean of the item scores. We calculated a difference score as the interdependent self-construal subscale score minus the independent self-construal subscale score. If the difference was negative, the participant was classified as an independent self-construer, denoted as 0; if the difference was positive, the participant was classified as an interdependent self-construer, denoted as 1. In the current study, the Cronbach’s alphas were 0.85 and 0.79 for interdependent self-construal and independent self-construal, respectively.



Analysis Strategies

Hypothesis 1, 2 were tested in the same way as in Study 1. One-way ANOVA (analysis of variance) was used to test H1 and PROCESS Model 4 was used to test H2. In Study 2 we also tested two additional hypotheses (H3 and H4). PROCESS Model 1 was used to test H3. The moderating role of social experience was examined in 320 sample data. PROCESS Model 3 was used to test H4. The three-way interaction of self-construal type, social experience and pleasure on tourists’ evaluation of tourism products was examined. Same as Study 1, the bootstrap-based 95% confidence intervals with bias correction for simple effects were generated by 5,000 iterations of bootstraps.




Results

Table 3 displays the variable means, standard deviations, and correlations for Study 2. As shown in Table 3, tourists’ photo-sharing behavior was positively correlated with tourism product evaluation (r = 0.32, p < 0.001). In addition, tourists’ photo-sharing behavior was positively correlated with pleasure (r = 0.19, p < 0.01), and pleasure was also positively associated with tourism product evaluation (r = 0.30, p < 0.001). Thus, as in Study 1, the results preliminarily supported H1 and H2.


TABLE 3. Means, standard deviations, and correlations among study variables in Study 2.
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Findings indicated that the photo-sharing group’s tourism product evaluation (M = 5.96, SD = 0.99) was significantly higher than that of the non-photo-sharing group (M = 5.18, SD = 1.32), F (1, 318) = 35.30, p < 0.001. H1 was supported.

As shown in Table 4, the association between tourists’ photo-sharing behavior and pleasure was significant (Equation 4, B = 0.33, p < 0.001), as was the association between pleasure and tourism product evaluation (Equation 5, B = 0.35, p < 0.001). In addition, there was a significantly positive relationship between tourists’ photo-sharing behavior and tourism product evaluation (Equation 6, B = 0.79, p < 0.001). These results replicated those found in tests of H2 in Study 1. In summary, pleasure mediated the association between photo-sharing behavior and tourism product evaluation, both for photos of attractions (Study 1) and photos of meals (Study 2).


TABLE 4. Regression results for mediation effect between tourists’ photo-sharing behavior and tourism product evaluation in Study 2.
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In Study 2 we also tested two additional hypotheses (H3 and H4). H3 predicted that compared with the poorer social experience, the better social experience would increase the relationship between pleasure and tourism product evaluation. As shown in Table 5, the effect of the interaction between pleasure and social experience on tourism product evaluation was significant (Equation 7, B = 0.14, p < 0.05). The test of simple slopes (Figure 2) showed that the effect of pleasure on tourism product evaluation was larger in the context of better social experience (Bsimple = 0.55, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [0.34, 0.76]) than in the context of poorer social experience (Bsimple = 0.29, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [0.13, 0.45]). Taken together, the results supported H3.


TABLE 5. Regression analyses of tourists’ photo-sharing behavior predicting tourism product evaluation in Study 2.
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FIGURE 2. Moderating effect of social experience on the relationship between pleasure and tourism product evaluation in study 2.


Hypothesis 4 predicted that the three-way interaction of self-construal type, social experience and pleasure affect tourists’ evaluation of tourism products. When the tourists were interdependent self-construers and the social experience was better, the positive impact of pleasure on tourism product evaluation was the greatest. Table 5 (Equation 8) shows that the effect of the three-way interaction among pleasure, social experience, and self-construal type on tourism product evaluation was significant (B = 0.33, p < 0.01).

To interpret the three-way interaction (Aiken et al., 1991), the score on pleasure was divided into high and low levels, and the score on social experience was divided into good and poor levels, using the mean as the boundary between levels. Self-construal type was already a dichotomous variable. The interaction among the three dichotomous variables in predicting the continuous tourism product evaluation score is illustrated in Figure 3. Interdependent self-construers who reported high pleasure and good social experience gave the highest tourism product evaluation. In other words, the association between pleasure and tourism product evaluation, which was documented in both Study 1 and here in Study 2, was strongest among tourists who were interdependent self-construers and had a good social experience. However, for independent self-construers, the relationship between pleasure and tourism product evaluation is not affected by the quality of social experience. The results support H4.
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FIGURE 3. Three-way interaction of pleasure, social experience and self-construal type.


We also used simple slope and slope difference tests (Dawson and Richter, 2006) to further analyze the three-way interaction of pleasure, social experience and self-construal type in predicting tourism product evaluation scores. These tests break the three-way interaction into two-way interactions to examine the slope of each of the two independent variables as predictors of the dependent variable. First, each slope is tested to determine if it is significantly different from zero. Second, the two slopes are compared to see if one is significantly steeper than the other—that is, if one independent variable is stronger than the other as a predictor of the dependent variable.

Consistent with H4, the results of simple slopes tests (Table 6) showed that when tourists were interdependent self-construers with good social experience, higher pleasure was associated with significantly higher tourism product evaluation (Slope 1: t = 3.16, p < 0.01). However, when tourists were independent self-construers, higher pleasure was not significantly correlated with tourism product evaluation, regardless of whether social experience was good (Slope 2: t = 0.17, p > 0.05) or poor (Slope 4: t = 0.32, p > 0.05). The results also support H4.


TABLE 6. Simple slope and slope difference tests for three-way interaction in Study 2.
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Further tests of differences between simple slopes showed that when tourists were interdependent self-construers, the two-way interaction between pleasure and social experience was significant (Slopes 1 and 3: t = 1.19; p < 0.05). However, when tourists were independent self-construers, the two-way interaction between pleasure and social experience was not significant (Slopes 2 and 4: t = −0.06; p > 0.05). When tourists had a good social experience, the interaction between pleasure and self-construal type was significant (Slopes 1 and 2: t = 1.37, p < 0.05). However, when the social experience of tourists was poor, the interaction between pleasure and self-construal type was not significant (Slopes 3 and 4: t = 0.40; p > 0.05). In addition, the impact of the two-way interaction between social experience and self-construal type was significant in predicting pleasure and tourism product evaluation (Slopes 1 and 4: t = 4.57; p < 0.001; Slope 2 and 3: t = −1.07; p < 0.05). These results further support H4. Both social experience and self-construal type moderated the association between pleasure and tourism product evaluation.




DISCUSSION

In this study, we found a positive correlation between tourists’ photo-sharing behavior and tourism product evaluation. Previous research has shown that narcissism, self-promotion and envy can motivate tourists to share travel photos on social media (Taylor, 2020), and thus react to information recipients (Lien and Cao, 2014; Zhang et al., 2017; Pop et al., 2021). Compared with previous studies, our study mainly focuses on the influence of tourists’ sharing behavior on tourists’ own psychology and behavior. Our research found that sharing photos of travel experiences on social networks can establish a connection between the sharers and the experience products, increase their familiarity with the experience products (Gilovich et al., 2015), and the functionality of the experience product perception (Nowlis et al., 2004), thereby improving sharers’ evaluation of related tourism products (Coary and Poor, 2016; Zhu et al., 2019). This study enriches the aftereffect research of photo-sharing behavior. For businesses, taking the initiative to share photos on social media can enable more potential customers to see the company and product information, and tap into a bigger market. This kind of word-of-mouth recommendation is free publicity for the company, and it is more convincing than the company’s advertising (Godes and Mayzlin, 2004; Chae et al., 2017). Given the importance to the tourism industry of encouraging tourists to share photos (Taylor, 2020), destination managers and marketers of tourism-related supply components (i.e., attractions, restaurants, etc.) should create a physical environment that inspires users to take photos and share them on social networks. For example, distinctive decoration, appropriate lighting, unique signs, eye-catching objects, etc., will not only leave a good impression on consumers, but also enhance their willingness to take photos and share them online. Tourism businesses can also place cameras from multiple angles to capture “wonderful moments” when tourists are unable to take photos.

The second, our study found that pleasure plays a mediating role in the positive effect of tourists’ photo-sharing behavior on tourism product evaluation. Social media has become a tool for shaping perceptions, feelings and experiences (Pop et al., 2021), and consumption emotion can be used as an intermediary between customer perception and subsequent behavior (Schwarz, 2011; Su et al., 2014). A large number of studies have confirmed the general influence of consumers’ cognitive behaviors and emotions on their behavioral choices, purchasing habits, and evaluation judgments (Zablocki et al., 2019; Rydell and Kucera, 2021), and studies have found that positive emotions can have a favorable biasing effect on product attitudes (Kim et al., 2010; Creusen et al., 2018). The relevant literature on the neural mechanisms underlying the decision-making process provides a more specific and multifaceted explanation for consumer psychological and behavioral responses (Drugău-Constantin, 2019; Mirică, 2019). Consistent with previous research, our study found that tourists’ photo-sharing behaviors increased tourists’ evaluation of experiential products by stimulating pleasant emotions. We believe that taking photos make tourists look at the product they are experiencing longer and more often, increasing the sense of participation (Barasch et al., 2017a) and thus increasing pleasure. While pleasure is positively associated with higher product evaluations (Creusen et al., 2018). Our results enrich the literature on the influence of consumers’ emotions on behaviors. For tourism enterprises, tourism marketers should pay attention to the influence of tourists’ emotions, strive to create new and visually pleasing tourism products, and adopt some marketing techniques that can stimulate tourists’ positive emotions.

The third, this study found a moderating effect of social experience. In the past, the only immediate communication was among co-travelers engaged in the same consumption experience, but now social media enables tourists to interact in real time with a large number of interconnected people (Zhu et al., 2019). Previous studies have explored the different impacts on consumer attitudes and behaviors in different contexts such as the sharing economy (Graessley et al., 2019; Meilhan, 2019) and the COVID-19 pandemic (Birtus and Lăzăroiu, 2021; Watson and Popescu, 2021). The widespread use of social media may also reshape consumers’ psychology and behavior, for example: Zhu et al. (2019) found that posting food photos on social media can enhance consumers’ dining experience and lead to positive evaluation of restaurants. This study presents a more complex picture of how the social experience of sharing photos interacts with pleasure to affect consumers’ evaluation of products. Sharing travel photos on social media enables real-time interaction with social friends, and this real-time interaction can significantly impact the social experience. When there are more likes and positive comments on social platforms, people report higher levels of happiness and more pleasure (Grieve et al., 2013; Zell and Moeller, 2018). The positive emotions generated by these interactions help improve product evaluations (Malik and Hussain, 2017; Martínez-Ruiz et al., 2017). This study expands the research of consumption experience theory in an environment where social media is commonly used. Therefore, tourism marketers should also pay attention to the photos posted by tourists on social media, and interact with them through posting likes, giving positive comments and forwarding their photos, so as to create a better interactive experience for the tourists.

Furthermore, previous studies have found that interdependent self-construers are more likely to be affected by other’s attitudes and evaluation than independent self-construers (Markus and Kitayama, 1991; Monga and John, 2008). Consistent with previous studies, our study found that interdependent self-construers attach more importance to social experience, and when they have a better social experience, interdependent self-construers have a higher degree of pleasure and the most positive evaluation of tourism products. Our findings enrich the evidence for the after-effects of differences in personal traits (self-construal type) on tourists’ self-expression, and help clarify the role of self-construal type in the impact of tourists’ photo-sharing behavior on tourism product evaluation. Tourism companies should be aware of the differences in the personal characteristics of tourists. By actively creating topics and tags on social platforms, tourists are encouraged to post continuously and actively interact with tourists (especially interdependent self-constructors), so as to establish long-term good relationships with tourists and improve tourism competitiveness.



LIMITATION AND FUTURE RESEARCH

First, as for the research on consumption experience, we mainly studied photo-sharing behavior in the context of travel. Further research is needed to determine whether the results generalize to other consumption contexts, other fields, and service experiences (such as shopping and buying clothes, etc.).

Second, this study uses the situational questionnaire method. Experimental methods can be used in future studies to further test the causal relationship between tourists’ photo-sharing behavior and tourism product evaluation, so as to increase the robustness of research results.

Third, in real life, people may also share photos online as part of their complaints about bad travel experiences. Will this kind of photo-sharing behavior amplify tourists’ dissatisfaction? Does the social experience increase tourists’ dissatisfaction even further? In addition, this study focused on tourists’ active photo-sharing behavior, without attention to the passive photo-sharing behavior of tourists under the tourism business incentive program. For example, Taobao merchants’ praise rebate activities, restaurants require customers to post photos on social networking sites in order to get discount prices or complimentary dishes. These may be directions for future research.



CONCLUSION

In the current research, two studies were conducted on photo-sharing behavior at tourist attractions and while dining to clarify the mechanism by which tourists’ photo-sharing behavior influences how they evaluate the tourism product. Our results suggest that sharing travel photos online brings pleasure, and this pleasure translates into more positive tourism product evaluation. The strongest association between pleasure and tourism product evaluation was found among tourists who had an interdependent self-construal and a good social experience through photo-sharing behavior. Most previous studies have focused on the response of photo sharing to information recipients. Our study takes a step forward by examining the effects of photo-sharing behavior on the sharers themselves. Our study provides a new perspective on social media interaction, that is, how the social experience generated by photo-sharing behavior on social networks affects the correlation between pleasure and tourism product evaluation, and also explores the role of self-construal type in these relationships. This study expands the research of consumer experience theory and self-construal theory. The results can provide guidance for tourism destination managers and marketers to develop more effective marketing strategies.
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