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Abstract: This study aims to examine the attractiveness of travel photos on social media and 

understand the relationship between travel photo sharing on social media and destination 

choice intention. A mixed methodology is used in this study. Twenty-nine semi-structured 

interviews and thematic analysis were conducted. The attractiveness of key travel photos was 

categorised as ‘nature & landscape’, ‘way of life’, ‘architecture/buildings’ and ‘people’ and 

these categories affected the future destination choices of social media viewers. This 

quantitative study uses data collected from 388 respondents via convenience sampling. 

Findings showed that the attractiveness of travel photos on social media exerts a significant 

effect on destination choice intention. In addition, celebrity-generated content mediates the 

relationship between travel photos and future destination choice intention. Destination 

marketers can promote places through the four identified travel photo categories using social 

media channels with celebrity-generated content. 

Keywords: social media; travel photo; destination choice; celebrity-generated content; mixed 

method; mediating effects 

1. Introduction 

Social media (SM) follows the trend of the latest technology in its evolution on 
the Internet and allows people to become the ‘media’ in sharing information and 
collaborating [1]. SM applications, such as Facebook, Instagram, WeChat, Weibo 
and TikTok, enable users to communicate with friends, family members and 
strangers by posting and sharing comments, photos and videos.  

A number of studies have examined the influence of word of mouth (WOM) or 
electronic word of mouth (eWOM) from user-generated content (UGC) on tourists’ 
destination choices [2–4]. The results demonstrated that WOM and eWOM from 
UGC can significantly influence tourists’ destination choices. In addition to WOM 
and eWOM, images and photos uploaded by tourists are also important, especially 
UGC on SM websites [5]. SM users have typically engaged in travel photo sharing 
to impart their feelings and thoughts [6]. In particular, tourists post UGC photos to 
express their perception of a destination [7]. Although travel photo sharing on SM 
has become very common in daily lives of users, the actual influence of the 
attractiveness of these photos on the destination choice of others requires further 
investigation. Notably, celebrity endorsements have been effective marketing 
strategies for promoting products [8], but the effectiveness of celebrity UGC on the 
relationship between photo and destination choice intention remains unverified [9]. 
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This study aims to (1) identify key dimensions of the attractiveness of travel 
photos on social media, (2) examine the relationship between the attractiveness of 
travel photos on SM and destination choice intention and (3) assess the mediation 
effects of celebrity-generated content on the relationship between the attractiveness 
of travel photos on SM and destination choice intention. 

2. Literature review  

2.1. Attractiveness of travel photos on SM 

A commonly used feature of SM websites is travel photo sharing [6,10,11]. SM 
users generally perform travel photo sharing to share their feelings and thoughts [6]. 
In particular, tourists post UGC photos to express their perception of a destination 
[7]. The attractiveness of photos is a subjective idea and affected by the crucial 
factor of picture composition [12,13]. In addition, attractiveness of photos is 
determined by the overall appeal of a photo [12,13].  

Stepchenkova [7] divided destination photos into 20 categories and grouped 
them into ‘nature & landscape’, ‘people’, ‘archaeological sites’, ‘way of life’, 
‘traditional clothing’, ‘architecture/buildings’, ‘outdoor/adventure’, ‘wildlife’, ‘art 
objects’, ‘tourism facilities’, ‘urban landscape’, ‘domesticated animals’, ‘plants’, 
‘festivals and rituals’, ‘leisure activities’, ‘food’, ‘country landscape’, 
‘transport/infrastructure’, ‘tours’ and ‘others’ [7]. Mackay and Couldwell [14] 
explained that the interpretation of image creators and viewers is different. Pan et al. 
[15] demonstrated that travel photos in social media can enhance a viewer’s 
knowledge on the destination choice. Therefore, understanding the effect of viewers’ 
behaviours and the formulation of strategies for target travellers by marketers, 
especially in destination marketing in the hospitality industry, on the interpretation of 
travel photos is crucial. This study focuses on exploring the elements of 
attractiveness of travel photos shared on SM. 

2.2. Destination choices 

Destination choice is defined as the process of choosing a place to travel to 
amongst other competitive choices [2,16,17]. A strong relationship exists between 
destination attributes and holiday destination selection due to the development in 
information technology and the availability of online search engines to influence 
decisions [18]. Traveller variables include previous destinations, life cycle, income, 
age, lifestyle and value systems, whilst marketing variables include product designs, 
pricing and promotional and channel decisions. Both travel and marketing variables 
are important in the destination choice of tourists. Although tourists seek the 
destination for travel throughout the process even before the trip, they also use the 
information to select the best fit amongst different places for the final destination 
choice [19–21]. Viewing travel photos for some age groups is considered part of 
their lifestyle; therefore, travel photos are a crucial traveller variable that can 
influence destination choices. At the same time, Internet users that share travel 
photos on SM can be considered a marketing variable [22,23]. Tourists will likely 
choose a destination when destination travel photos are familiar to them [24]. 



Smart Tourism 2024, 5(2), 2754.  

3 

2.3. Celebrity-generated content on SM  

Celebrities are actors, athletes, musicians and other public figures with brilliant 
careers [25]. Advertisers use celebrities to represent consumer goods in 
advertisements [26,27]. The use of celebrity endorsements in online environments 
has become increasingly important [28–30]. Celebrity endorsements are regarded as 
effective marketing strategies for promoting products [8].  

The impact of celebrities in advertisements on consumer behaviour has been 
properly documented over the years. Previous studies showed that (1) celebrities can 
enhance the believability of advertisements and message recall [31,32] and (2) help 
create a positive attitude towards and a distinct personality for a brand [31,32] and (3) 
celebrity advertisements can generate a considerable likelihood of purchases for the 
endorsed brand [31,32]. Destination marketers in tourism have acknowledged the 
important role of celebrities in SM to appeal to potential tourists [33]. Thus, 
understanding the role of celebrity-generated content on SM on destination choice is 
worth exploring.  

2.4. Hypothesis development and the conceptual framework 

The relationship between attractiveness of photos and behaviour intentions has 
been examined in previous studies [34–37]. If destination travel photos are attractive 
to tourists, then tourists will likely visit the destination [38]. Several studies have 
revealed a positive relationship between the attractiveness of travel photos and 
destination intention [39–41]. However, explorations on understanding the 
relationship of attractiveness of travel photo, especially those on SM and destination 
intention, are limited. Hence, the following hypothesis is proposed: 

Hypothesis 1: The attractiveness of travel photos on SM is positively related to 
future destination intention (see Figure 1). 

Celebrity endorsements are regarded as effective marketing strategies for 
promoting products [8]. Thus, celebrities typically play promotional roles as 
endorsers, actors or spokespersons to boost sales [8]. The mediation effect of 
celebrity endorsement has been a commonly used brand strategy worldwide [42]. 
However, studies that examine the mediating role of celebrity endorsement on the 
link between attractiveness of travel photos and future destination choice, especially 
on SM, are limited. Hence, the second hypothesis is proposed. 

Hypothesis 2: Celebrity-generated content on SM mediates the relationship 
between the attractiveness of travel photos on SM and future destination intention 
(see Figure 2). 

 
Figure 1. Conceptual framework of the total effect model. 
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Figure 2. Conceptual framework of the mediation model. 

3. Methodology 

3.1. Qualitative study  

3.1.1. Data collection 

This qualitative study examined how SM photo-sharing practices can influence 
online users’ destination choices and confirmed the dimensions of the attractiveness 
of travel photos. In-depth semi-structured interviews with 29 participants were 
conducted in Mainland China from December 2017 to January 2018. This study was 
conducted in Mainland China because Statista [43] indicated that 44.43% of the 
Chinese population was expected to access social networks by 2018, and this value 
has increased yearly. Snowball sampling was used in this study, and respondents 
were online users who connect to SM applications frequently. The participants were 
invited according to the interviewers’ connections and interviewees introduced other 
interviewees from Zhuhai, China. The duration of each interview was approximately 
1 hour. 

Firstly, participants were asked to seek three travel photos on SM shared by 
others (e.g., friends, family members or strangers) that were attractive to them and 
then asked if they intend to visit that destination. Secondly, the interviewer asked the 
participants why they chose each travel photo as their destination choice (e.g., ‘What 
attracted you to this photo and made you want to travel to that destination?’). Thirdly, 
the interviewer asked the participants about details of travel photos, such as people, 
nature and themes. Fourthly, the interviewer asked the participants about their 
feelings towards these travel photos. Lastly, the participants were requested to 
indicate the priority of their destination intention towards the selected travel photos. 
All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim in Mandarin or 
Cantonese and then translated to English. 

3.1.2. Data analysis 

Thematic analysis is commonly used in qualitative research for identifying, 
analysing and reporting patterns or themes in the data [44]. A six-step thematic 
analysis approach [45] was adopted for data analysis. Firstly, transcripts were 
reviewed several times to help researchers become familiarised with the data and 
take down notes during the initial phase. Secondly, researchers generated initial 
codes for interesting features in the data for the entire dataset that were relevant to 
each code. Thirdly, researchers collated these codes into ‘dimensions’ and gathered 
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the ‘dimensions’ relevant to each theme. Fourthly, researchers checked if the themes 
functioned in relation to the entire dataset and generated a thematic map for the 
analysis. Fifthly, researchers defined and named the themes. Lastly, researchers 
wrote a report on the discussion. 

The majority of interviewees were female (69%). Half of the respondents were 
in their 20s, one-fourth were below 20 years old and one-fourth were in their 30s. 
Educational attainment of the majority of participants (82%) was at least at the 
college or university level. One-on-one in-person interviews were conducted from 
December 2017 to January 2018. The main travel photo sources were SM platforms, 
namely, WeChat (58%) and Weibo (20%). Travel photo sharing was generally 
performed by friends of participants (43%). 

Eighty-seven travel photos were collected from participants. Various themes 
can be identified for each travel photo on the basis of respondents’ feelings on these 
travel photos. Stepchenkova [7] classified travel photos into 20 categories. Each 
travel photo can be associated to a maximum of four different categories or 
destination attributes.  

3.1.3. Results of thematic analysis 

Ten themes were identified from 87 travel photos using thematic analysis.  
1) Nature exploration 

Respondents selected attractive travel photos on SM related to nature 
exploration. Four subthemes comprise this domain, namely, excitement, challenges, 
exploration and adventure. Respondents were attracted to adventurous sports, such as 
snow mountain climbing and parachute jumping, which connect people with nature. 
Natural landscapes, such as mountains and deserts, were larger than the people in 
these travel photos.  
2) Calmness for the heart  

Respondents selected attractive travel photos on SM related to calmness for the 
heart. Four themes comprise this domain, namely, calmness, peace, silence and 
harmony. The travel photos showed large areas of grasslands, mountains, lakes and 
the ocean. People were typically absent in these travel photos. Respondents wanted 
to escape from their busy lives and reality by traveling to the destination to give their 
heart peace and quiet. 
3) Warm sunshine  

Respondents selected attractive travel photos on SM related to warm sunshine. 
Three subthemes comprise this domain, namely, sunshine, warmth and cleanliness. 
Travel photos showed sunlight, including sunrise and sunset. Respondents also 
reported a sense of warmth and cleanliness from the sunshine. People were generally 
absent in these travel photos. Respondents wanted to escape from the busy activities 
of city life. 
4) Freedom and relaxation 

Respondents selected attractive travel photos on SM related to freedom and 
relaxation. Three subthemes comprise this domain, namely, freedom, relaxation and 
a wide view. The travel photos showed wide views without boundaries. People were 
generally excluded from these travel photos. Respondents wanted to be the first to 
view the images in the travel photos. 
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5) Comfortable feeling 
Respondents selected attractive travel photos on SM related to comfortable 

feelings. Three subthemes comprise this domain, namely, comfort, warmth and 
silence. These travel photos showed colourful and varied items, and people were 
typically absent in these photos.  
6) Romantic enjoyment  

Respondents selected attractive travel photos on SM related to romantic feelings 
and hedonistic impulses. Three subthemes comprise this domain, namely, romance, 
enjoyment and leisure. People appeared in some travel photos. Flying balloons 
seemed to be symbolic items demonstrating romantic and relaxing moments.  
7) Historical memories 

Respondents selected attractive travel photos on SM related to history and 
memories. Two subthemes comprise this domain, namely, old buildings and 
memories. Old school buildings and train stations were used as backgrounds, and 
people were typically absent in these travel photos. Old school buildings and train 
stations appeared to be symbolic elements that enable respondents to recall cherished 
memories.  
8) Historical mystery  

Respondents selected attractive travel photos on SM related to history and 
mystery. Two subthemes comprise this domain, namely, world heritage and 
memories. Travel photos showed world heritage sites, such as Angkor Wat and old 
Shanghai buildings. World heritage sites are symbolic items that encourage 
respondents to explore and discover their mysteries.  
9) Beautiful and stylish building design  

Respondents selected attractive travel photos on SM related to concepts of 
beauty. Two subthemes comprise this domain, namely, stylish designs and beauty. 
Travel photos showed stylish building designs in Asia and Europe. People were 
typically absent in these travel photos. Some travel photos highlighted the detailed 
features of building façades, whilst others showed broad views of a series of 
buildings.  
10) Happy memories 

Respondents selected attractive travel photos on SM related to happiness and 
memories. Two subthemes comprise this domain, namely, happy moments and 
memories. Travel photos mainly showed people. Respondents were acquainted with 
the people in these travel photos. The people in the travel photos were symbolic 
items that demonstrate respondents’ feelings of missing interacting with them.  

The thematic analysis results showed that the dimensions of each travel photo 
are merged again into the four dimensions of ‘nature & landscape’ (63%), ‘way of 
life’ (39%), ‘architecture/buildings’ (26%) and ‘people’ (23%).  

Attractions in the ‘nature and landscape’ category were mainly landscapes, 
including mountains, oceans and grasslands. Destinations in these travel photos were 
from western China, specifically, Yunnan and Sichuan. In addition, the majority of 
participants said that photos were attractive to them because they induced feelings of 
calmness, peace and relaxation. Moreover, some participants mentioned that feelings 
of adventure and exploration were also sources of attraction. 

The participants indicated that attractions in the ‘way of life’ category are living 
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conditions of local people and daily activities related to local cultures and customs. 
The majority of participants mentioned that feelings of local people in these 
destinations are highly attractive features of travel photos.  

The majority of participants in the ‘architecture/building’ category identified 
attractions as the major travel spots of famous places, such as Sleeping Beauty’s 
castle in Disneyland in Shanghai and a church with a tower near London Bridge. 
According to participants, buildings in key tourist destinations reflected feelings of 
enjoyment with family and friends. 

The majority of participants in the ‘people’ category identified people as 
important elements of travel photos. Participants mentioned that people in these 
travel photos did not reflect loneliness but experienced fun whilst interacting with 
family and friends during the trip. 

Key themes of the ‘nature and landscape’ travel photo category pertained to the 
four domains of nature exploration, calmness for the heart, warm sunshine and 
freedom and relaxation. Key themes of the ‘way of life’ travel photo category 
pertained to the three domains of comfortable feeling, romantic enjoyment and 
historical memories. Key themes of the ‘architecture/buildings’ travel photo category 
pertained to the three domains of historical mystery, beautiful and stylish building 
designs and freedom and relaxation. Key themes of the ‘people’ travel photo 
category pertained to the three domains of nature exploration, happy memories and 
freedom and relaxation. 

3.2. Quantitative study  

3.2.1. Data collection 

Convenience sampling was used to collect data. Data were collected from 
January to March 2019 using online and paper-and-pencil surveys. A total of 216 
questionnaires were collected through an online survey application (i.e. WJX.CN). 
Meanwhile, 172 questionnaires were collected in Macau and Hong Kong for the 
pen-and-pencil survey. A total of 388 valid questionnaires were collected and used 
for quantitative analysis. Cape Verde, a country isolated from the world with only 
700,000 tourists in 2018, was selected as the future destination for travel photos [46] 
because it demonstrates characteristics of the four key categories of ‘nature and 
landscape’, ‘way of life’, ‘architecture/buildings’ and ‘people’, which were identified 
from the previous qualitative study. Therefore, Cape Verde can be strengthened 
using the travel photos as key reasons for future destination intention. ‘Nature and 
landscape’, ‘way of life’, ‘architecture/buildings’ and ‘people’ travel photos from 
Cape Verde were selected from the Internet. Two pairs of keywords, one fixed with 
‘Cape Verde’ and another combined with one of four key categories ‘nature and 
landscape’, ‘way of life’, ‘architecture/buildings’ and ‘people’ were used for the 
Google search. Two photos were then selected to represent each of the four key 
travel photo categories. The two selected photos representing each of the four key 
travel photo categories were tested and confirmed by a group of 30 respondents. 
Only respondents who have never heard of Cape Verde were asked to answer the 
survey to ensure that travel photos were the respondents’ key reasons for their 
intention to visit Cape Verde.  
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Measurement items were adopted from previous studies [47,48] and modified 
according to the context of this study. The questionnaire consists of four sections, 
namely, attractiveness of travel photos, respondents’ celebrity-generated content, 
respondents’ intention to visit Cape Verde in the future and respondents’ 
demographic information (See Table 1). The questionnaire was originally designed 
in English, translated by an academic professional to Chinese and retranslated to 
English [49]. Respondents were asked to rate their opinion on the attractiveness of 
travel photos on SM, celebrity-generated content and intention to visit Cape Verde in 
the future using a five-point Likert scale (ranging from 5 = strongly agree to 1 = 
strongly disagree). A pilot test was conducted to evaluate the reliability and validity 
of the research instruments before data were collected. A draft of the questionnaire 
was distributed to 30 randomly selected individuals in Macau. Cronbach’s alpha 
reliability analysis performed on the items for ‘the attractiveness of travel photos’ 
and ‘celebrity-generated content’ obtained a value of 0.71 and 0.80, respectively, 
thereby indicating acceptable reliability [50]. Certain wordings were revised and 
adjusted according to the pilot test before the final version of the questionnaire was 
developed.  

3.2.2. Data analysis  

The four subhypotheses were further analysed and denoted hypotheses 1a, 1b, 
1c and 1d. These hypotheses focus on the total effect of the relationship between the 
attractiveness of Cape Verde travel photos on SM under the categories of ‘nature & 
landscape’, ‘way of life’, ‘architecture/buildings’ and ‘people’ and intention to visit 
Cape Verde in the future. Hypotheses 2a, 2b, 2c and 2d focus on the mediating effect 
of celebrity-generated content on SM on the relationship between the attractiveness 
of Cape Verde travel photos on SM under the categories of ‘nature & landscape’, 
‘way of life’, ‘architecture/buildings’ and ‘people’ as well as intention to visit Cape 
Verde as a future destination.  

Regression was adopted to test the effect of the developed hypotheses, and the 
PROCESS model was employed to investigate the interactive influences [49]. SPSS 
version 25 [51,52] was utilised to analyse the data collected from the questionnaire. 
Andrew Hayes’ PROCESS (v3.4.1) macro was applied to examine the mediation 
effect of celebrity-generated content on SM on the relationship between the 
attractiveness of the identified travel photos on SM and destination intention, with 
Cape Verde as the destination.  

4. Results 

4.1. Respondent profile 

Table 1 presents that most of the respondents (60%) are female (40% are male), 
19 to 28 years old (58%), not married (81%) and an educational attainment at the 
bachelor’s degree level (80.4%). Respondents were mainly students (60%) and 
company employees (21%). Furthermore, the majority of respondents (91%) earned 
less than US$ 2,500. Amongst the 388 respondents, 311 were from Mainland China 
(81%) and 56 were from Macau (14%). The traveling behaviour of respondents was 
typically two to three times a year (47%), followed by once a year (30%). SM usage 
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of the respondents was commonly 1 to 4 hours a day (37%), followed by 5 to 8 hours 
a day (34%).  

Table 1. Respondents’ social demographics and travel-related characteristics. 

Characteristics  Description  No. (no = 388) Percent (100%) 

Gender 
Male  156 40.2% 

Female 232 59.8% 

Age 

18 years old or below 79 20.4% 

19–28 years old 225 58.0% 

29–38 years old 46 11.9% 

39–52 years old 37 9.5% 

53–70 years old 1 0.3% 

Marital Status 
Married 75 19.3% 

Single 313 80.7% 

Education  

Master’s degree or higher 38 9.8% 

Bachelor’s degree 312 80.4% 

High School or lower 38 9.8% 

Occupation 

Company employee 80 20.6% 

Government Officer 17 4.4% 

Self-employed 19 4.9% 

Business owner 2 0.5% 

University/College Student 233 60.1% 

Unemployment 1 0.3% 

Housewife 7 1.8% 

Retired 3 0.8% 

Others 26 6.7% 

Monthly Income  

US$ 1000 or lower 289 74.5% 

US$ 1001–2500 62 16.0% 

US$ 2501–3500 16 4.1% 

US$ 3501 or higher 21 5.4% 

Origin of Place  

Mainland China 311 80.1% 

Macau 56 14.4% 

Others  21 5.4% 

Number of times 
to travel yearly 

Less than 1 time 58 14.9% 

1 time 117 30.2% 

2–3 times 183 47.2% 

4 times and more 30 7.7% 

Number of hours 
to use social 
media daily 

Over 8 hours  49 12.6% 

5 to 8 hours 130 33.5% 

1 to 4 hours  142 36.6% 

Less than 1 hour 34 8.8% 

Does not use social media daily 33 8.5% 
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4.2. Travel photos under the ‘nature & landscape’ category  

Figure 3 shows the total effect of the attractiveness of Cape Verde travel photos 
on SM under the ‘nature & landscape’ category on intention to visit Cape Verde as a 
future destination (total effect: 0.38, 95% CI = 0.28–0.49). These findings are 
consistent with Hypothesis 1a. 

 
Figure 3. Total effect model. 

Note: Path values are path coefficients (SE) and *** indicates that the correlation is significant at the 
0.001 level (two-tailed). 

Figure 4 demonstrates the mediating effect of celebrity-generated content on 
SM on the relationship between the attractiveness of the Cape Verde travel photos on 
SM under the ‘nature & landscape’ category and intention to visit Cape Verde as a 
future destination. The indirect effect was tested using nonparametric bootstrapping 
with 5000 samples. The indirect effect (IE = 0.1187) was statistically significant in 
the above case, with 95% CI = 0.0657–0.1707. These results support Hypothesis 2a. 

 
Figure 4. Mediation model.  

Note: Path values are path coefficients (SE) and *** indicates that the correlation is significant at the 
0.001 level (two-tailed). 

4.3. Travel photos under the ‘people’ category 

Figure 5 shows the total effect of the attractiveness of Cape Verde travel photos 
on SM under the ‘people’ category on intention to visit Cape Verde as a future 
destination (total effect: 0.39, 95% CI = 0.31–0.47). These findings support 
Hypothesis 1b. 

 
Figure 5. Total effect model.  

Note: Path values are path coefficients (SE) and *** indicates that the correlation is significant at the 
0.001 level (two-tailed)0. 

Figure 6 illustrates the mediating effect of celebrity-generated content on SM 
on the relationship between the attractiveness of the Cape Verde travel photos on SM 

 
 

Intention to visit the 
destination of Cape 

Verde 
 

Attractiveness of Travel  
Photos  Category  
“Nature & Landscape”   
on Social Media  0.38(0.05)*** 

 

 

 
Intention to visit the 
destination of Cape 

Verde 
 

 
Celebrity-generated 

content on Social Media 
 

Attractiveness of Travel  
Photos Category 
 “Nature & Landscape”   
On Social Media  

0.33(0.057)*** 

0.27(0.05)*** 

0.34 (0.042)*** 

 
 

Intention to visit the 
destination of Cape 

Verde 
 

Attractiveness of Travel  
Photos Category “People”   
on Social Media  

0.39(0.04)*** 
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under the ‘people’ category and intention to visit Cape Verde as a future destination. 
The indirect effect was tested using nonparametric bootstrapping with 5000 samples. 
The indirect effect (IE = 0.0934) was statistically significant in the above case, with 
95% CI = 0.0535–0.1412. These findings are consistent with Hypothesis 2b. 

 
Figure 6. Mediation model.  

Note: Path values are path coefficients (SE) and *** indicates that the correlation is significant at the 
0.001 level (two-tailed). 

4.4. Travel photos under the ‘architecture/buildings’ category 

Figure 7 shows the total effect of the attractiveness of Cape Verde travel photos 
on SM under the ‘architecture/buildings’ category on intention to visit Cape Verde as 
a future destination (total effect: 0.41, 95% CI = 0.33–0.50). These findings support 
Hypothesis 1c. 

 
Figure 7. Total effect model. 

Note: Path values are path coefficients (SE) and *** indicates that the correlation is significant at the 
0.001 level (two-tailed). 

Figure 8 presents the mediating effect of celebrity-generated content on SM on 
the relationship between the attractiveness of the Cape Verde travel photos on SM 
under the ‘architecture/buildings’ category and intention to visit Cape Verde as a 
future destination. The indirect effect was tested using nonparametric bootstrapping 
with 5,000 samples. The indirect effect (IE = 0.1039) in the above case was 
statistically significant, with 95% CI = 0.0577–0.1591. These findings are consistent 
with Hypothesis 2c. 

 
Figure 8. Mediation model. 

 
 

Intention to visit the 
destination of Cape 

Verde 
 

 
 Celebrity-generated 

content on Social Media 
 

Attractiveness of Travel  
Photo Category “People”   
on Social Media  

0.30(0.047)*** 

0.30(0.04)*** 

0.31 (0.041)*** 

 
 

Intention to visit the 
destination of Cape 

Verde 
 

Attractiveness of Travel  
Photo Category   
“Architecture/Building”   
on Social Media  0.41(0.043)*** 

 
 

Intention to visit the 
destination of Cape 

Verde 
 

 
 Celebrity-generated 

content on Social Media 
 

Attractiveness of Travel  
Photos Category  
“Architecture/Building”   
on Social Media  

0.34(0.049)*** 

0.31(0.043)*** 

0.30 (0.042)*** 
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Note: Path values are path coefficients (SE) and *** indicates that the correlation is significant at the 
0.001 level (two-tailed). 

4.5. Travel photos under the ‘way of life’ category 

Figure 9 illustrates the total effect of the attractiveness of Cape Verde travel 
photos on SM under the ‘way of life’ category on intention to visit Cape Verde as a 
future destination (total effect: 0.43, 95% CI = 0.34–0.52). These findings are 
consistent with Hypothesis 1d. 

 
Figure 9. Total effect model. 

Note: Path values are path coefficients (SE) and *** indicates that the correlation is significant at the 
0.001 level (two-tailed). 

Figure 10 demonstrates the mediating effect of celebrity-generated content on 
SM on the relationship between the attractiveness of the Cape Verde travel photos on 
SM under the ‘way of life’ category and intention to visit Cape Verde as a future 
destination. The indirect effect was tested using nonparametric bootstrapping with 
5000 samples. The indirect effect (IE = 0.0957) was statistically significant in the 
above case, with 95% CI = 0.0511–0.1498. These findings support Hypothesis 2d. 

 
Figure 10. Mediation model. 

Note: Path values are path coefficients (SE) and *** indicates that the correlation is significant at the 
0.001 level (two-tailed). 

5. Discussion and Implications 

5.1. Discussion 

The quantitative investigation reinforces the impact of the four categories from 
the qualitative study. The attractiveness of travel photos on SM can be identified as 
four categories that influence tourists’ behavioural intentions. Key themes of the 
‘nature & landscape’ travel photo category pertained to four domains, including 
nature exploration, calmness for the heart, warm sunshine and freedom and 
relaxation. Key themes of the ‘way of life’ travel photo category pertained to three 
domains, including comfortable feeling, romantic enjoyment and historical memories. 
Key themes of the ‘architecture/buildings’ travel photo category pertained to three 
domains, including historical mystery, beautiful and stylish building designs and 
freedom and relaxation. Key themes of the ‘people’ travel photo category pertained 
to three domains, including nature exploration, happy memories and freedom and 
relaxation. Moreover, the impact of celebrity-generated content on SM on 
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destination choice intention is verified. Therefore, the attractiveness of travel photos 
on SM indirectly affects the destination intention through celebrity-generated content 
on SM as a mediating variable. The results of the quantitative study showed that all 
four categories significantly and indirectly affect this relation. Celebrity-generated 
content on SM can also be an effective means for developing intention towards a 
destination choice through travel photos.  

5.2. Implications 

Previous studies revealed that travel photos can affect past and potential tourists’ 
perception attitudes towards a destination and intention to visit [47]. This study 
demonstrated an in-depth understanding of various types of travel photos, especially 
in SM. The results of this study can provide a theoretical reference for identifying 
specific types of travel photos affecting tourists’ behavioural intentions and help 
destination marketers identify the most influential domain themes amongst the top 
four categories of ‘nature & landscape’, ‘way of life’, ‘architecture/buildings’ and 
‘people’ in terms of implications in the industry. Destination marketers can use these 
domain themes in their online advertising to create and share destination travel 
photos on SM and attract viewers to future destinations. Celebrity-generated content 
can also be employed as marketing tools for enhancing the attractiveness of travel 
photos on SM. Destination marketers can promote destinations through the four 
identified travel photo categories using SM channels with celebrity-generated 
content. For instance, celebrities, such as Cristiano Ronaldo with over 400 million 
followers, typically upload photos onto Instagram. DMO can recruit celebrity 
endorsements for posting destination photos to encourage fans’ interest indirectly to 
travel to that destination through SM. Although the chances of traveling with a 
celebrity to the destination are extremely slim, the very possibility of this provides 
fans a sense of intimacy and communication with their favourite celebrities [53]. 
Thus, social media is an effective tool in social relationships with celebrities. 

6. Limitations and future studies 

Firstly, although the majority of respondents discussed the influencing elements 
of travel photos on SM sites, such as WeChat and Weibo, other SM channels, 
including Facebook, Instagram and Twitter, may affect the drivers of domain themes. 
Secondly, the selected country of Cape Verde as a future destination in the 
quantitative study may not be generalisable for other destinations. This study may 
only apply travel photos on SM to destination intention of countries with features 
similar to those of Cape Verde. Thirdly, the findings may not be generalisable for 
other cultures given that this study is conducted in the Chinese context. Future 
investigations can address these limitations. A moderated mediation model can be 
developed to understand other effects, such as the intense use and type of SM 
applications. Additional studies are also necessary to understand the purpose of 
creators’ intentions to share travel photos on SM that can influence viewers to 
complete the function of travel photos derived from visual rhetoric as the theoretical 
perspective of this study. 
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