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ABSTRACT

In recent years, the shared housing rental platform
(hereafter, the short-term rental platform), designed to
serve the Peer-2-Peer (P2P) market, has flourished and
received extensive attention from the business community
and academia. However, few studies have focused on the
effect of hosts” personal information on consumer purchase
behavior. This article selects the host’s photo as an entry
point because of its important position in the site interface
and builds a conceptual framework among host photo,
reputation, initial trust, and consumer purchase probability
based on Face Processing Theory. Three-hundred valid,
scenario-based questionnaires were used for hypotheses
testing. Results show that photo-based social impression
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perception and reputation both help consumers form initial
trust, which ultimately affects consumer purchase
probability ; photo-based perceived social impression has
a greater impact on initial trust and purchase probability
than does reputation. Results will provide some guidance
for the marketing management of sharing platform
organizations.

INTRODUCTION

With the development of network technology, the traditional economic
model has undergone earth-shaking changes, contributing to the birth of
the sharing economy. Established in 2008, Airbnb, a model of a shared
housing rental platform within the sharing economy, has reached a
market value of US $31 billion (Smith, 2018). However, compared to
foreign countries, the sharing economy in China developed slightly later.
It firstly emerged in 2010 and has flourished in many fields. Examples
include accommodation services (e.g. Ant Short Rent), taxi services (e.g.
Didi), and bike services (e.g. Mobike). Using the shared housing rental
platform as an example, the China Shared Accommodation Development
Report (2018), released by the Sharing Economy Research Center of
National Information Center, pointed out that China’s online short-term
rental business played an important role in the local accommodation
market. The market transaction volume was 8.5 billion RMB yuan in 2016
and grew to 14.5 billion RMB yuan (2.28 billion US dollars) in 2017, with a
high growth rate of 70.6%, and is expected to reach 50 billion yuan in 2020
(National Information Center, 2018).

The shared housing rental platform (hereafter referred to as the
tourism short-term rental platform), is a place where house owners
provide their personal houses or just a single room for people to rent. The
utility of the shared housing rental platform is similar to the third-party
platform because it provides a separate space in which two kinds of users,
consumers and suppliers, can benefit from peer-to-peer (P2P) transactions.
The existing research focusing on tourism short-term rental sites can
almost be divided into three aspects. The first mainly concentrates on the
business model, problems in development, and how to solve these
problems. The second is for understanding consumers” motivations to use
the sharing platform, while the third often focuses on website platforms
(such as website usability, usefulness and entertainment, system
construction, etc.), room attributes (such as room prices, area, location,
etc.), and other factors (such as online reviews and historical purchase
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quantity, etc.) that influence consumers’ purchase attitudes and behaviors.
However, when consumers browse short-term rental sites, such as Airbnb
or similar platforms, e.g., Ant Short Rental, it is easy to observe an
interesting phenomenon; next to photos of the living space, the website
also requires hosts to upload their personal portrait photos. The questions
to answer are: What impact do personal photos of the hosts have on the
consumer’s psychology and behavior? and What is the influence
mechanism among them? So, doing will not only help explain the special
phenomenon and uncover how the interface factors of short-term rental
sites affect consumers” purchase intention in theoretical implications of the
present research, but also provide important managerial and practical
implications for managers of P2P rental platforms and hosts to facilitate
online transactions.

Despite the importance of hosts’ personal information, little
empirical effort has been made to address the relationship between hosts’
personal information and consumer purchase intention in the field of
tourism P2P short-term rental. With respect to the literature search results,
only a few articles came to our attention. Ert et al. (2016) showed that the
more trustworthy and attractive the host's photos, the higher the
consumers’ intention to lease the accommodation directly. In a similar
vein, Fagerstrom et al. (2017) studied the impact of hosts” facial
expressions in their photos upon the consumers” approach and avoidance
tendency, and the results showed that hosts with positive facial
expressions tend to evoke higher approach tendency and less avoidance
tendency as opposed to negative facial expressions. Ma et al. (2017) found
that the text-based self-descriptions and trustworthiness of Airbnb host
profiles might influence consumer behavior. They argued that longer self-
descriptions and a mix of topics on Airbnb profile pages are perceived to
be more trustworthy, with the ability to positively predict consumer
choice for the host on Airbnb.

During the decision-making process, constrained by information
asymmetry between hosts and buyers, consumers are always concerned
about whether property and personal safety can be guaranteed and
whether the host’s information is credible (Ert et al., 2016). Thus, when
choosing an accommodation, consumers may go through a time-
consuming process (Xie & Mao, 2017). Consequently, customer trust has
become a prerequisite for maintaining the steady development of the
platform because the transaction can be deterred easily if consumers do
not trust the host. In recent years, scholars have confirmed that the
formation and development process of trust is dynamic, which can be
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divided into two phases: exploration (initial trust) and commitment
(continuous trust) (Chang et al., 2014; McKnight et al., 2002). Initial trust is
the essential basis for future continuous trust which will predict the
trustor’s further understanding of platform information and transaction
decision making (Jarvenpaa et al.,, 2000). Therefore, it is necessary to
understand the role of initial trust under the P2P short-term rental
platform. The current research defines initial trust as a subjective trustful
behavior, based on social judgments of the host’s photos and reputation
when the consumer is browsing the site interface. To reveal the intrinsic
mechanism of how consumers” behavior is affected by hosts” photos and
reputation (e.g. review point), we introduce the variable of initial trust into
the conceptual framework.

Although prior studies have achieved a lot, several research gaps
can be observed in the literature review. On the one hand, photo-based
social impression research is not well understood. Specifically, the five
fundamental dimensions underlying photo-based social judgement have
been identified, i.e., trustworthiness (Yang, 2014), attractiveness (Ert et al.,
2016), competence (Todorov et al, 2005), dominance, and confidence
(White et al, 2017). However, past research focused much on
trustworthiness and attractiveness (Ert et al., 2016; Ma et al., 2017). On the
other hand, some factors closely associated with P2P tourism platforms,
such as initial trust, have not received attention despite their crucial
implications for the P2P sharing economy. Rare studies have explored
antecedents and consequences of initial trust in the field. As Lewis and
Weigert (1985) said, trust is deeply and closely related to the context.
Therefore, this paper aims to find what factors will influence initial trust
when a consumer is browsing the site interface.

In view of the existing research deficiencies, based on Face
Processing Theory, this work applies the empirical method to examine the
possible relationship among hosts” photos, hosts” reputation, initial trust
and purchase probability. This paper uncovers the black box of how hosts’
personal information influences consumer purchase probability. The
paper attempts to reveal the effects of photo-based social impression
perception and hosts’ reputation on consumer purchase probability and its
mechanism. Hence, it provides substantial evidence and practical
marketing implications for P2P platforms and hosts.

140



Advances in Hospitality and Tourism Research, 7 (1)

LITERATURE REVIEW
Theoretical Basis

Face Processing Theory argues that we can readily infer much information
from faces, accordingly, gaining their inner and hidden essence and
thoughts (Lu et al, 2010). Similarly, some scholars tried to use
physiognomy for better understanding of the phenomenon (Todorov et
al., 2015), stating that visual appearance is a window to the soul. They
tried to explain the phenomenon from the view of evolution, for primitive
humans wanted to recognize people who were willing to cooperate and
share their resources. In our daily life, we inadvertently make trait
inferences and social judgement based on strangers’ facial appearance,
which is called face processing. In general, people with a smile often give
others a better impression, implying a character which is approachable
and warm, while neutral facial expressions reflect a more rational and
logical impression. Wang et al. (2016) noted that individuals with a broad
smile were perceived as warmer but less competent than were individuals
with a slight smile. Such judgement appears to predict individual decision
making; for example, candidates who seem more attractive can easily be
hired and get higher salaries (Aimei et al., 2009).

Photo-Based Social Impression Perception

While our accurate judgment of whether a person is worthy of trust in life
requires long-term interaction and communication, we often make
judgments of whether someone is trustworthy based on an occasional
encounter in real life. Generally, the length of time it takes to form a social
judgement through photographs is no more than 0.1 seconds (Olivola &
Todorov, 2010; Willis & Todorov, 2010). Further, photo-based social
impression perception will not change in a short time. Impression
perception is basically automatic and uncontrolled and is robust and fast
(Todorov et al., 2009). Its formation process mainly takes place through
stable, implicit cognitive schemata processing. In this article, social
impression perception is conceptualized as the extent of integral
perception through hosts” photo exposure.

Numerous studies have proved the important role of face-based
trait evaluation in interpersonal communication and trust (Bente et al,,
2012; Olivola et al., 2014). For example, Stirrat and Perrett (2010) noted
that after paralyzing the impact of familiarity and emotions variables, the
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likelihood of obtaining cooperation and reciprocity is higher for people
with trustworthy faces, which directly influences social decision results
such as purchasing behavior intentions. In the initial stage, due to the lack
of relevant and available information between interaction partners, this
effect is more significant, especially in a situation like computer-mediated
communication. Moreover, a face-based social impression will show a
continuous guiding effect on subsequent multiple judging and decision-
making behaviors (Xu et al., 2013).

Regarding the P2P short-term rental context, the purpose of hosts’
photos is to display multi-dimensional signals through social cues.
Specifically, when consumers browse the website and make eye contact
with hosts” portrait photos in the unconscious situation, they occasionally
and unconsciously will form the first impression to strange encounters,
i.e., initial trust and decision making. The underlying effects of the photos
are: 1) conveying visual signals relevant to the social impression
perception and 2) expressing the hosts” willingness to cooperate by
exposing their private information and disclosing their identities to
consumers. Hence, the behavior of uploading private portrait symbolizes
that the host is sincere and trustworthy, which holds a potential
contribution to foster and prompt initial trust (Todorov et al., 2005). Ert et
al. (2016) discovered the potential and positive relation of photo-based
trustworthiness and attractiveness in Airbnb with the probability of
successful accommodation booking through the experiment methods. In
summary, it was hypothesized that photo-based perception has a positive
effect on consumers’ attitude and behavior intention, stated as Hypothesis
1 and Hypothesis 2:

H1: Photo-based social impression perception positively affects consumer
initial trust.

H2: Photo-based social impression perception positively affects consumer
purchase probability.

Host Reputation

With the development of network information technology and online
transactions, online shopping has become a giant trading market.
However, due to the difficulty in face-to-face contact with services and
products, customers perceive high trade risks and uncertainty regarding
the quality of products, as it cannot be verified. Reputation, an intangible
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indicator of product quality assessment, is a core element for decision
making. It originates from consumers with purchasing and consuming
experience, and it developed through consumers’ feedback in the form of
text reviews, star ratings, and other ways. In line with that, the essence of
reputation is facilitating online trust and strengthening trading confidence
(Wu et al., 2011).

Past empirical research on online reputation dates to the emergence
of eBay. Scholars adopted both second-hand data and experimental
evidence to confirm how reputation affects transaction behaviors (Hayne
et al., 2015; Hui et al., 2016). Findings suggested that when a host’s
reputation was higher, consumers intended to pay more money for the
auction. In addition, consumers’ perceived risks and uncertainty were
lower during the process of purchasing decision making. Similarly,
Melnik and Alm (2005) also concluded that host’s overall reputation
positively influenced consumers’ willingness to pay. In the domain of
tourism, several previous studies have addressed the positive impact of
reputation. Recently, Ert et al. (2016), regarding the booming development
of Airbnb, found that hosts who have a high reputation attract consumers
to generate a positive attitude and strong willingness to pay, in a sense.
Research conducted by Bente et al. (2012), from the perspective of Signal
Theory, differentiated the impacts of reputation scores and host photos.
They found that photos from a host who has a positive reputation
(signaling s/he is worthy of being trusted) and is trustworthy, are more
likely to gain trust and high purchase rates.

Reputation, as an explicit propositional clue that cannot be ignored,
has been shown to function as the antecedent to consumer trust and
purchase probability. Thus, we take the host’s reputation as a driving
factor and independent variable. In sum, in the P2P platform, the
following hypotheses are proposed:

H3: The host’s reputation has a positive effect on initial trust.

H4: The host’s reputation has a positive effect on consumer purchase
probability.

Mediation of Initial Trust

Trust is a process-based outcome that changes dynamically over time and
interactions (Ennew et al., 2011). Continuous trust is pulled directly from
familiar parties who share credible information with each other and is
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often based on direct interaction (McKnight et al., 2002; Stouthuysen et al.,
2018). It differs from the initial stage in which buyers desperately lack
tirsthand knowledge or prior experience, yet it is cultivated by frequent
interaction and abundant communication between hosts and buyers.
Doney and Cannon (1997) defined initial trust as subjective credibility, i.e.
when trust parties first encounter each other in a temporary buying
context, the trustor perceives the credibility and benevolence of a target of
trust. Lee and Choi (2011) claimed that initial trust refers to the willingness
to believe in others even in the absence of trustee information and
interaction. When both parties are strangers, and in the risk of information
asymmetry, they have to resort to contextual cues when making decisions.
Some contend that consumers evaluate visual situational cues (i.e. host
photo and reputation) in terms of first eye contact and overall perception
of the unfamiliar host in the P2P short rental platform to gain initial trust
(Fagerstrom et al., 2017).

In the initial phase of online shopping, inspiring initial trust is
important for consumers’ buying decisions. Ridings et al. (2002) believed
that initial trust can reduce complexity and perceived risk because it lacks
face-to-face contact, and thus help predict the downstream effects of both
giving and getting information behavior through a virtual community.
Research by Jarvenpaa et al. (2000) showed that consumers recognized
differences in hosts’ reputation and would ultimately increase their
willingness to patronize by reducing perceived risk. In conclusion, it was
suggested that, after the formation of initial trust, consumers gradually
generate confidence and expectation regarding the accommodation
supplied by the hosts, and consequently enhance their online purchase
probability. Hence, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hb5a: Initial trust mediates the relationship between photo-based social
impression perception and consumer purchase probability.

H5b: Initial trust mediates the relationship between host reputation and
consumer purchase probability.

Based on the assumptions above, this paper proposes the
conceptual framework and hypotheses below (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework

RESEARCH DESIGN
Pretests

To ensure the validity of experimental stimuli in formal situation
questionnaires, two independent pretests were conducted.

Pretest 1. Ten ambient male snapshots were selected from a famous
short-term rental platform in China. The selection criteria were clear and
legible, with the same pixel (120x120), no covering the face, e.g. eyeglasses,
hair, hands, and no visible makeup, as well as assuring that all photos
were frontal headshots. Twenty-two individuals (11 women and 11 men)
were recruited online. The participants were asked to complete the online
survey. Participants were informed that this study was designed to
examine people’s first impression. They were shown one of the selected
photos and asked to judge the age, attractiveness, warmth, and
competence perceptions of the target on a seven-point scale (1 = strongly
disagree, 7 = strongly agree). The proportion of respondents were similar
to previous studies (Bente et al., 2012). In the main study, based on the
prior research and combined with the features of the short-term rental
platform, we added the scores of two items’ scale (competence and
warmth) into one, taking the average rating value to symbolize the
independent variable, social impression perception. In Pretest 1, in an
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attempt to control the potential effects of stimulus’” age and attractiveness
on choice, we finally selected two photos with similar ranking.
Manipulation and confound checks suggested no differential between the
two photos, respectively ratings of age (Mr1 = 1.91, Mr2 = 2.00, p = 0.58,
representing the same-aged stimuli) and attractiveness (Mr1 = 4.55, Mr2 =
410, p = 0.18, representing the same attractive perception), thereby
excluding their impacts on experimental outcomes.

Pretest 2. Pretest 2 was conducted to test the effectiveness of the
reputation manipulation. Forty-four participants were recruited online
and randomly assigned either the high or low reputation condition. To
select the appropriate reputation scores for the main study, a second
pretest was conducted, under the foundation of Joo (2015). All possible
cases (1-5 stars) were shown to participants to ask for the trust rating on a
seven-point Likert scale. Results show that 69.8% of the participants
believe 4.5 stars or more is trustworthy, whereas 76.7% think 4.0 stars or
less is not trustworthy. To better distinguish between high and low
reputation, 3.0 stars and 5.0 stars were selected to manipulate reputation,
which is consistent with prior research (Bente et al., 2012).

Procedure

To make this research as realistic as possible, participants were shown
screenshots from the Mayi website (www.mayi.com), a popular short-term
rental website in China, to improve their understanding. Adobe
Photoshop software was used to prepare the survey stimuli. In the survey,
all the information in screenshots was the same, except the host photo and
reputation score. Firstly, participants were informed that this study
examined people’s attitude towards the short-term rental website. To
allow participants to integrate into the questionnaire situation, they were
guided to imagine that they were visiting an online short-term rental
website to choose an accommodation for holidays. Then, they read one of
four questionnaires (two host photos * two host reputation) and
completed the survey immediately.

Sample and Data Collection

Undergraduate and graduate students (including MBA) were chosen as
the target population for reasons which can be stated as: 1) China Shared
Accommodation Development Report 2018 mentioned that most users of
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this rental site are millennials, young adults aged 20-40 years and
generally highly educated (National Information Center, 2018); 2) The
young adult group is the main force in online accommodation booking
websites with abundant booking experience (Kucukusta et al., 2015); and
3) Student samples are justifiable, as they have few problems using new
technology and are potential market consumers of these P2P platforms
(Transparency Market Research, 2018).

Data was randomly collected from the web-based survey and
offline questionnaire in a comprehensive university in Changsha China
from September 2017 to October 2017. After removing 26 invalid
responses because of missing or completing the same answers, a total of
300 valid responses were collected for data analysis. Descriptive statistics
are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Demographic Profile of Participants (N = 300)

Frequency Frequency
Gender Education
Male 106 (35.3%) High school & diploma 14 (4.7%)
Female 194 (64.7%) Undergraduate student 173 (58%)
Income (Yuan) Master’s or doctorate 113 (37.3%)
<1500 49 (16.3%) Age
1500-3000 32 (10.7%) <24 87 (29.1%)
3001-5000 71 (23.7%) 25-29 127 (42.3%)
5001-8000 68 (22.7%) 30-34 55 (18.3%)
>8000 80 (26.6%) >35 31 (10.3%)

Measures

All measures are drawn from established works and adopt the back-
translation method to ensure questionnaire validity. Furthermore, two
experienced marketing researchers were invited to adjust and modify the
questionnaire in Chinese, according to some features of P2P website.

The questionnaire was divided into two parts. The first section
includes six variables, i.e., photo-based social impression perception, host
reputation, initial trust, consumer purchase probability, propensity to
trust, and online accommodation booking experience. The second section
of the survey included demographic questions.

The measured scale of social impression perception was generated
from the combination of the research of White et al. (2017) and Bente et al.
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(2012), based on unique features of the short-term rental context, including
two items such as perceived warmth and competence. The scale used to
measure host reputation was adapted from Johnson and Grayson (2005),
including two items. The three-item scale of initial trust was extracted
from McKnight et al. (2002). Consumer purchase probability was
measured with three items adopted from Parasuraman et al. (2005) and
Nowlis and Simonson (1997). Propensity to trust is conceptualized as the
general willingness to trust others (Cheung & To, 2017), and three items
were adapted from Zhao et al. (2015) and Gefen and Straub (2004). Lastly,
online accommodation booking experience was measured with two items
from Wu et al. (2017). All respondents were required to evaluate the
degree of agreement or disagreement via a seven-point Likert scale (1 =
strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).

Additionally, six control variables, including propensity to trust,
online accommodation booking experience, gender, age, education
background, and income level were also measured, respectively.

RESULTS
Manipulation Check

To verify the manipulation of host reputation, manipulation and confound
check were conducted. Independent sample t-tests showed that the ratings
of host reputation were higher when the host had 5.0 stars than 3.0 stars
(Mhigh = 4.15, Miow = 3.56, t = 3.06, p< 0.05).

Reliability and Validity

SPSS 20.0 software was used to conduct the exploratory factor analysis
and hypothesis testing. The KMO score of exploratory factor analysis
(EFA) is 0.843, moreover, Bartlett’s Sphere Test indicates that the sample is
suitable for factor analysis.

To evaluate reliability, Cronbach’s alpha coefficient value was used
as an indicator. If the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of each variable exceeds
the standard threshold value of 0.7, data is considered reliable (Nunnally
& Bernstein, 1994). As shown in Table 2, all Cronbach’s alpha coefficients
were above 0.789, fulfilling the data reliability requirements.
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Table 2. Measurement Statistics of Variables

Construct Indicator Composite Cronbach’s AVE
Loadings Reliability a Value

Photo-based social impression 0.730 0.835 0.575

perception

PSIP_1 0.744

PSIP 2 0.772

Host reputation 0.827 0.855 0.706

HR_1 0.788

HR_2 0.889

Initial trust 0.896 0.920 0.742

IT_1 0.828

IT_2 0.859

IT_3 0.896

Consumer purchase probability 0.755 0.714 0.513

CPP_1 0.824

CPP_2 0.737

CPP_3 0.562

Propensity to trust 0.879 0.838 0.710

PTR_1 0.721

PTR_2 0.888

PTR_3 0.906

Online accommodation booking 0.887 0.823 0.797

experience

OABE_1 0.890

OABE_2 0.895

To assess the construct validity, all variables’ average variance
extracted (AVE) is must be above 0.50 (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). To
establish convergent validity, each item loading needs to exceed the
recommended threshold of 0.50 (Marriott & Williams, 2018). Discriminant
validity was considered next. The square root of variable’s AVE value
should be higher than correlations among itself and other variables. Table
2 and Table 3 show each variable was satisfying the established cut-off.

Table 3. Mean, Standard Deviation, Correlation and Square Root of AVE

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6
1 Social impression perception .758

2 Host reputation .601 .840

3 Initial trust .656 496 .861

4 Consumer purchase probability 548 491 .507 716

5 Propensity to trust 311 262 291 .338 .843

6 Online accommodation booking experience 152 .233 .035 165 377 .893
Mean 4.20 412 3.96 4.76 5.15 4.85
Standard deviation 1.40 1.18 1.25 1.11 1.46 1.11
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The potential common method deviation test was considered in
three steps. At the beginning, the survey scope was expanded as much as
possible, combining both online and offline questionnaire distribution,
and the data source was controlled to a certain extent. Next, Harman’'s
single factor test was conducted, and the results of exploratory factor
analysis of all items showed that the first factor explained 36.83% of the
total variance, which needed to be less than 50% (Podsakoff et al., 2003).
Lastly, considering the disadvantages of Harman’s test, the double factor
model was used to test again, that was, adding a first-order method factor
with all of the measures as an indicator. If the method factor is added, the
model fit will be highly optimized (i.e. CFI and TLI increase by more than
0.1, RMSEA and SRMR decrease by more than 0.05), indicating there is a
serious common method deviation (Wen et al., 2018). It was found that
CFI and TLI increase by 0.038 and 0.053 separately, and RMSEA and
SRMR decrease by 0.031 and 0.012 separately. In conclusion, the statement
above underlines a lack of common method deviation in this research.

Hypothesis Testing

This study utilized multiple linear regression analysis to evaluate the
conceptual framework, and the specific parameter estimates per model
appear in Table 4. In each regression equation, variance inflation factor
(VIF) values were in the range of 1.02 to 1.72, which was below the
threshold of 3.0; therefore, there was no serious multicollinearity problem
(Hair et al., 2011).

Table 4. Results of Multiple Linear Regression Analysis

Consumer purchase probability Initial trust

M1 M2 M3 M4 M5 Me M7 M8 M9 M10 M11
Gender .011 -.011 .039 .027 .007 .039 -.041 -.069 .001 -.016 -.025
Age -.026 -.044 -.029 -.039 -.047 -.035 .035 .012 .030 .022 .010
Education -.026 -.005 -.019 .007 -.010 -.004 -.084 -.058 -.074 -.067 -.063
Income level .092 .103 .079 .080 .091 .076 .032 .046 .012 .020 .023
Online
accommodation 039 -017 017 127 023  -040 -077 -148  -110° -131"  -130°
booking
experience
Propensity to trust ~ .231" 170" 126° .069" 1197 103" 268" 1920 0111 .109° 1017
Social impression 01 292° 0.627° 526"  0.538'
perception
Host reputation 375" 248" 473" 737 0.185
Initial trust .389" 269" 206"
SIP x HR .092"
R2 126 .300 .340 .309 .368 371 107 311 457 476 0.484
AR2 126 174 214 292 .067 .031 107 204 351 .369 0.008
F 7.063" 17.916° 21.495° 18.653" 21.157° 21.481" 5.833" 18.830" 35.163° 33.007° 30.251"

Note: N = 300; Coefficients are standardized regression coefficients; **p < 0.01.
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In Table 4, the effects of six control variables on consumer purchase
probability were tested in M1. In M2 and M3, consumer purchase
probability was considered as a dependent variable, and host reputation
and social impression perception were considered as independent
variables, separately. The results showed host reputation (f = 0.375, p <
0.01) and social impression perception (f = 0.421, p < 0.01) had a positive
effect on consumer purchase probability. Therefore, the results supported
H2 and H4. In M4, using initial trust as an independent variable and
consumer purchase probability as a dependent variable, it was found that
initial trust (B = 0.389, p < 0.01) significantly influenced consumer purchase
probability. In M8 and M9, initial trust was considered as a dependent
variable, and host reputation and social impression perception were
considered as independent variables, separately. It was found that host
reputation (f = 0.473, p < 0.01) and social impression perception (f = 0.627,
p < 0.01) had a positive effect on initial trust. Hence, the results also
supported H1 and H3. In M5 and M6, based on Wen and Ye (2014) and
Baron and Kenny (1986) procedure, it was found that initial trust partially
mediated the relationship between host reputation and consumer
purchase probability, and social impression perception and consumer
purchase probability separately, so H5a and H5b were also supported.

Given the potential questioning of the stepwise regression method
to check mediation, the current research also adopted the non-parametric
percentile method of bootstrap (5000) bias correction (BC) recommended
by Hayes et al. (2008). The estimated specific indirect effect from social
impression perception to consumer purchase probability through initial
trust was 0.156 (95 per cent BC bootstrap = 0.0729, 0.2427), hence, H5a was
supported. Likewise, H5b was also supported because the estimated
specific indirect effect from host reputation to consumer purchase
probability through initial trust was 0.139 (95 per cent BC bootstrap =
0.0903, 0.2010). These results suggested significantly partially mediated
the impact of initial trust.

In Table 4, M7 was used to check the effects of six control variables
on initial trust. In M10, host reputation and social impression perception
were used as independent variables simultaneously and initial trust as
dependent variable. To test the interaction effect between social
impression perception and host reputation, negative and positive social
impression groups were made by adding and subtracting the standard
deviation, and then standardized all the variables in the regression
equation in M11, and a new interaction term was created. Results of social
impression perception x host reputation in Table 4 showed that the
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interaction had a significant effect on initial trust (f = 0.092, p < 0.01).
Comparing M11 with M10, the model fit significantly increased (R? =
0.484, p < 0.01) after introducing interaction.

Findings showed that whenever in high or low reputation
condition, positive photo-based social impression perceptions can lead to
more significant initial trust (Figure 2). In addition, when considering the
influence of positive social impression perception, high host reputation
and interaction effect, initial trust is the most significant. Results suggested
that positive photo-based social impression perception generates a
complementary and strengthening effect on initial trust (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Interaction effect

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

The study aimed at empirically investigating the impact of host photo and
host reputation on consumer purchase probability. Following our
arguments, photo-based social impression perceptions and reputation are
positively related to initial trust and consumer purchase probability,
which helps uncover the inherent mechanism. Simulated questionnaire
method was utilized to analyze how the specific cues presented in the site
interface (i.e. host’s personal photo and reputation) are transformed into
purchase probability. In particular, the findings highlight stronger
evidence for host photo than host reputation to improve consumer
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purchase probability. According to Fagerstrom et al. (2017), the influence
of host photo ranked second to the room price.

Initial trust is a key performance mediator between independent
variables (photo-based social impression perception and host reputation)
and dependent variable (consumer purchase probability). As expected,
after introducing the interaction item of host photo and reputation into the
theoretical model, the model fit was improved significantly, indicating the
existence of interaction effects. Authors infer the result is due to a different
type of trust. There are two ways to trigger trust (Lewis & Weigert, 1985).
One way focuses on the integrated emotional bond between consumer and
host, which results from sense and feeling rather than reasoning and
understanding (emotional trust — host photo). Another way refers to
consumers’ rational judgement of the hosts” competence and relevant
visual information (cognitional trust — host reputation). As a result, the
combined effect of host photo and reputation on initial trust is greater
than their separate individual utility.

Theoretical and Practical Implications
Theoretical contributions

Firstly, our study contributes to the Face Processing Theory by
investigating photo-based social impression perceptions in the realm of
P2P platform, therefore expanding the applied scope of this theory. Until
now, studies on the impact of host photos in the P2P market have lagged
far behind the practical development. Although several scholars have
emphasized the multi-faceted perception of photographs in the field of
interpersonal trust (Bente et al., 2012; Olivola et al., 2014), much remains
unknown in the tourism P2P rental platform context. In the current study,
perceived warmth and competence to measure photo-based social
impression perception were taken, whereas the previous work
documented how trustworthiness and attractiveness of photographs may
shape consumers’ purchase attitude and decision making (Ert et al., 2016;
Yang, 2014). In doing this, the complementary examination of host photo
sheds light on the blank of the multi-faceted perception in the P2P market
and enriches the existing research framework to some extent.

Secondly, this paper initially explores the role of initial trust in the
tourism field and enriches researches related to trust to a certain degree.
Although there are research outcomes afterwards, figuring out the impact

153



Wu et al.

of initial trust in interpersonal relationship and online purchasing fields,
only a few studies have paid attention to the online tourism field. Past
research has addressed how initial trust can predict future purchase
behavior (Lee et al., 2011; Lu et al., 2010); however, further relevant studies
are urgently needed to clarify the antecedents of initial trust. In fact, the
role of initial trust is revealed in this study as a mediator within the
context of tourism short-term rental sites. In a word, this study contributes
to the existing trust literature by confirming the importance of initial trust
in the travel industry.

Thirdly, this research is the first to break down the previous
independent factor research setting in the tourism field. Specifically,
analysis of the joint influence of host photos and reputation on consumer
trust behavior and purchasing intention was carried out. Results confirm
that not only review ratings but also the host’s personal information
contribute to consumers’ purchase decisions, which helps complete the
stream of past studies and suggests a new path for better understanding
consumers’ psychological and behavioral decision making.

Managerial implications

According to research results, the following suggestions are put forward
for P2P tourism platform managers and hosts.

Firstly, for hosts, the significant effect of hosts” individual photo on
consumer purchase probability was found, which indicates that a positive
or negative impression may be triggered by this type of content. Positive
photos can lead to consumers’ higher initial trust and purchase intention.
More specifically, social impression perception was a more influential
factor for consumer intention than reputation. Thus, the photo should be
carefully selected, especially when the host has a low reputation.
Nowadays, numerous hosts in the platform use anime and landscape
pictures as avatars on the website. These types of pictures, being different
from personal photos, cannot effectively convey sincere willingness to
cooperate, but easily lead to negative impression for buyers, hindering
further purchasing behaviors at the first stage of the transaction.
Therefore, encouraging consumers to provide positive personal photos is a
significant marketing strategy to convey cooperative and willful signals.

Secondly, our findings serve P2P online tourism operators. For
instance, when hosts register, platform managers should inform them to
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upload appropriate personal photos. What is more, a host with a high
review rating should be encouraged, whereas a host with a low rating
should be supervised and urged to improve their services, to achieve win-
win cooperation between platform companies and hosts.

Finally, this study’s results can not only be applied to tourism
short-term rental sites, but also to similar P2P online platforms with
personal avatars, such as Mafengwo, Douban, and Tujia. These platforms
might restrict users to use only personal photos to cultivate consumer
trust. In the information era, due to information overload and asymmetry,
searching costs seem high. Therefore, people can speed up their decision-
making process by resorting to simple cues, for instance, host photos and
reputation.

Limitations and Future Research

Like with other studies, there are certain limitations in the current
research. First, this study narrowly focuses on the integrated perception of
appearance cues inherent in photos. Other factors, such as shooting angle
and gaze direction are also worth studying in future research. To keep the
experimental stimulus as clean as possible, the main focus was on the
overall photograph. However, further research could test whether
findings of the current study could be replicated. Second, this research
investigates external cues, i.e. host reputation and photo, yet many more
cues influence consumers’ behavior in real life. Hence, future research to
approach this reality and explore whether there are other crucial factors
should be encouraged. In addition, this research controls the interference
of gender and age. It may be fruitful to examine the impacts of gender and
age group on consumer attitude or behavior.
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