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Abstract

Digital visual marketing increasingly relies on aesthetically modified social media content
to attract consumers, yet such practices may also create authenticity risks when online
representations are compared with actual experiences. This study examines how four
visual modification cues in destination photos—light-shadow atmosphere, tone enhance-
ment, framing angle, and focus prominence—shape post-visit destination trust, value
co-destruction, and revisit intention, and whether persuasion knowledge moderates these
effects. Survey data from 572 tourists who viewed Chongging-related social media photos
before visiting the city were analyzed using structural equation modeling, bootstrap medi-
ation analysis, and hierarchical regression. Tone enhancement, framing angle, and focus
prominence increased destination trust, whereas light-shadow atmosphere did not. Light-
shadow atmosphere, tone enhancement, and framing angle increased value co-destruction,
whereas focus prominence did not. Destination trust positively affected revisit intention,
while value co-destruction had a negative effect. The two mediators operated as largely
independent evaluative paths, with the trust pathway exerting the stronger effect. Persua-
sion knowledge weakened trust gains and amplified value co-destruction. These findings
show that digital visual marketing produces asymmetric post-experience outcomes and
highlight the need to balance aesthetic optimization with authentic representation when
designing social media marketing content.

Keywords: digital visual marketing; visual modification; social media marketing; consumer
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Therefore, how to balance aesthetic appeal and authenticity has become a key issue in the
use of destination photos on social media.

When tourists develop travel aspirations because of destination photos but later
discover a clear gap between the on-site experience and the visual representation after
actually visiting the destination, feelings of disappointment, or even of being misled
by marketing, may emerge. In this case, the marketing benefits generated by photo
beautification may be reversed into negative consequences [6]. Thus, visual modification
may serve as a source of attraction and trust, but it may also induce expectation gaps and
value co-destruction. However, existing research still provides an insufficient explanation
of this mechanism.

First, the independent variable has often been conceptualized too broadly. Existing
studies have mostly treated digital modification or photo beautification as a holistic stim-
ulus and examined its effects on destination image, authenticity judgments, and travel
intention [4,7] while paying insufficient attention to the specific visual cues through which
visually optimized representations are produced and perceived. In this study, visual
modification is used in a broad representational sense rather than as a synonym for post-
production editing alone. It encompasses selective and aesthetic transformation across the
image-production process, including capture-stage choices, compositional organization, at-
tentional emphasis, and post-production rendering. Accordingly, light-shadow atmosphere
and tone enhancement primarily represent aesthetic rendering; framing angle represents
selective spatial composition; and focus prominence represents attentional emphasis that
may arise during image capture or post-processing. This broader conceptualization makes
it possible to examine how heterogeneous visual strategies jointly shape tourists” percep-
tions of destination photographs. Because the present study uses a retrospective survey
rather than experimentally manipulated images, these dimensions are empirically treated
as perceived visual modification cues rather than objectively quantified modification levels.

Second, the existing literature has largely focused on destination attitudes, men-
tal imagery, and visit intention formed before travel on the basis of online images [3,8]
while giving limited attention to how tourists re-evaluate the relationship between social
media photos and on-site experiences after an actual visit. This study argues that des-
tination trust and value co-destruction are not merely pre-visit judgments; rather, they
are post hoc evaluations formed after tourists have completed an actual visit, based on
the consistency or discrepancy between “photo representation” and “on-site experience”.
Meanwhile, research on value co-destruction in tourism and hospitality still suffers from
uneven contextual coverage, an overreliance on qualitative approaches, and insufficient
quantitative testing [9]. “Image-reality incongruence” represents a typical context of value
co-destruction. Introducing value co-destruction into research on visual modification can
therefore extend its explanatory power in destination visual marketing.

Third, the marketing consequences of visual modification depend not only on the pho-
tos themselves, but also on whether tourists can recognize the persuasive intent embedded
in them. For tourists with lower persuasion knowledge, filters, color grading, framing,
and subject prominence may be interpreted as professional aesthetic presentation. For
tourists with higher persuasion knowledge, however, the same visual treatments may be
recognized as marketing packaging or deliberate beautification, thereby weakening trust
gain and amplifying the risk of value co-destruction. Therefore, persuasion knowledge
may constitute an important boundary condition for explaining differences in the effects of
visual modification.

Based on this, the present study takes Chongqing as the research context. It operational-
izes visual modification through four perceived visual modification cues and examines how
these cues influence destination trust and value co-destruction formed after tourists” actual
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visits, and how they further affect revisit intention. Specifically, this study seeks to answer
three research questions: (1) What specific perceived cues can visual modification of social
media destination photos be decomposed into, and how do different cues respectively
affect post-visit destination trust and value co-destruction? (2) Are the strengths of the
effects transmitted by destination trust and value co-destruction symmetrical? (3) How
does tourists” persuasion knowledge alter the strength of the effects of visual modification
on destination trust and value co-destruction? Methodologically, based on survey data
from 572 tourists who had visited Chonggqing, this study employs structural equation
modeling to test the net effects, mediating mechanisms, and moderating mechanisms of
each perceived visual modification cue.

The contributions of this study are threefold. First, it refines photo modification from
a holistic stimulus into four identifiable perceived visual modification cues: light-shadow
atmosphere, tone enhancement, framing angle, and focus prominence. In doing so, it
conceptualizes visual modification beyond post-production editing to include selective
composition, capture-related presentation, aesthetic rendering, and attentional emphasis,
thereby revealing the differentiated consequences of different visual strategies in generat-
ing trust-gain and value co-destruction effects. Second, it advances the outcome variable
from visit intention to revisit intention and conceptualizes destination trust and value co-
destruction as post-visit judgments formed through “image-reality comparison”, thereby
capturing the delayed marketing consequences of photo modification after offline expe-
riences have been completed. Third, by integrating theories of destination trust, value
co-destruction, and persuasion knowledge, this study constructs and tests a double-edged
mechanism of “trust gain—value co-destruction” through which visual modification influ-
ences revisit intention, explaining how persuasion knowledge weakens trust gain while
amplifying the risk of co-destruction.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Visual Modification of Destination Photos

Social media destination photos are important visual media for shaping destination
imagination, stimulating travel motivation, and influencing tourist evaluations. The pro-
liferation of digital devices and platforms has amplified the role of travel photography in
shaping destinations [10]. Existing research has mainly developed along two lines: one
focuses on how photographs present landscapes, culture, and spatial characteristics and
participate in the formation of destination image [1,11,12]; the other examines how photo
source, professionalism, aesthetic appeal, and subject matter influence tourist attitudes
and travel decision-making [8,13,14]. With the widespread use of filters and image-editing
tools, the editing and idealization of travel photos have become common practices in the
social media era [15]. However, existing studies have mostly treated modification as a
holistic stimulus while paying limited attention to the specific visual cues through which
such modification is achieved.

Conceptually, visual modification in this study refers to the selective transformation
and optimization of destination reality into a visually organized social media representation.
It is therefore broader than post-production manipulation alone. The process may occur
when a photograph is captured (e.g., viewpoint and framing), when visual attention is
organized (e.g., prominence of focal elements), or when aesthetic qualities are rendered or
enhanced (e.g., light-shadow and tone). These operations share a common representational
function: they selectively reorganize, emphasize, or aesthetically optimize visual informa-
tion relative to ordinary on-site perception. Accordingly, the four dimensions examined
below are treated as heterogeneous manifestations of a broader visual modification process
rather than as four identical forms of digital post-processing.
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The refinement of visual modification cues in this study follows the deductive logic
of “literature review—element extraction—contextual induction”. Specifically, this study
systematically reviewed literature on photo modification, photographic aesthetics, and
destination visual marketing, and then integrated the visual elements identified in previous
studies (see Figure 1), resulting in four groups of manipulable elements. First, elements such
as brightness, subject clarity, light-shadow beautification, and professional presentation
point to the orchestration of light, which is often regarded as an important aesthetic
signal for distinguishing professional from non-professional photographs [16,17]. Second,
color combination, color contrast, saturation, and filter style reflect the processing of
color [6,18]. Third, scene selection, shooting perspective, and spatial presentation reflect
the organization of composition [1,19,20]. Fourth, subject presentation and visual attention
reflect the control of image focus [14,21]. Accordingly, this study conceptualizes the visual
modification of social media destination photos as four types of modification cues: light—
shadow atmosphere, tone enhancement, framing angle, and focus prominence. These cues
serve as visual bases through which tourists identify the degree of modification, assess
credibility, and form value judgments.
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Figure 1. Dimensional refinement path of visual modification cues.
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Light-shadow atmosphere refers to the treatment of brightness, light-dark layering,
and lighting direction in a photograph. Appropriate lighting can highlight the subject,
enhance depth-of-field layers, and improve the professional quality of the image. Previous
studies have shown that lighting quality, brightness, and professional presentation in
photographs influence viewers’ judgments of visual appeal, photo quality, and consumer
engagement [16].

Tone enhancement refers to the treatment of saturation, warm-cool tonal tendency,
and filter style. Color not only affects tourists” evaluations of image aesthetics but also
shapes their perceptions of a destination’s character, seasonal imagery, and spatial mood.
Research on color psychology has shown that differences in saturation can evoke different
emotions and alter viewers’ aesthetic responses [22]. In tourism contexts, low saturation
can enhance tourists’ perceived naturalness of a destination and promote purchase inten-
tion [23]. Different color combinations may also generate differentiated interaction effects
across tourism scenarios. For example, blue tones help increase engagement with photos
of natural scenery, high-end restaurants, and religious architecture, whereas red /orange
warm tones strengthen the attractiveness of photos featuring local food and atmospheric
scenes [18].

Framing angle refers to the way in which a photograph reconstructs the viewing
relationship between the viewer and the destination object through shooting perspective,
distance, and spatial cropping. Camera angle can influence viewers’ judgments of the
perceived power and importance of objects in an image [19,24,25]. Low-angle shots tend
to enhance the perceived power and agency of the photographed object; eye-level shots
are more likely to establish an equal relationship between the viewer and the object; and
high-angle shots may weaken the perceived power of the photographed object, making
it appear relatively vulnerable or passive. Therefore, angle is not merely a compositional
technique, but also a rhetorical means of orchestrating spatial experience.

Focus prominence refers to the control of subject presentation, visual center, and
the recognizability of core information. A sharp focus can guide the allocation of visual
attention, making landmarks, transport nodes, street scenes, or human activities the center
of the image. Through focus prominence, photographs can direct tourists” attention and
improve the efficiency with which they identify core information [26].

To help respondents understand the visual characteristics associated with each con-
struct, illustrative destination images were provided in the questionnaire as visual refer-
ences. Respondents were instructed to evaluate the visual modification cues based on their
overall experience of viewing Chongqing-related social media photos before their visit,
rather than to rate the reference images themselves.

Accordingly, the four constructs in this study represent tourists” perceptions of visual
modification cues in destination-related social media imagery.

2.2. Destination Trust

Trust is a psychological judgment formed under conditions of incomplete information
and uncertain outcomes. It refers to a psychological state in which one party is willing
to accept corresponding risks based on positive expectations regarding another party’s
competence and reliability [27]. Tourism products are characterized by spatial distance,
intangibility, and post-experience evaluation. Before travelling, tourists can only form initial
expectations based on indirect information such as official promotion, tourist reviews, and
social media content [28]. Existing studies have shown that positive destination image
presentation can significantly enhance tourists” destination trust and brand trust [29,30].
However, prior research has mainly focused on how pre-visit images establish trust while
paying limited attention to how tourists verify such trust after an actual visit. In this study,
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destination trust does not refer to anticipatory trust formed by tourists before travel based
on images; rather, it refers to a post hoc judgment formed after tourists have completed
an actual visit, based on the consistency or discrepancy between social media photos and
on-site experience.

2.3. Value Co-Destruction

In contrast to value co-creation, value co-destruction refers to a process in which failed
resource integration or resource misuse in service interactions leads to a decline in the
well-being of at least one participating actor. P1é and Chumpitaz Céceres define it as the
destruction of value within service—system interactions, which typically occurs when actors
intentionally or unintentionally misuse their own or others’ resources in an inappropriate
or unexpected manner, thereby reducing well-being [31]. Since then, the concept of value
co-destruction has been introduced into fields such as the sharing economy, smart services,
brand management, and electronic word-of-mouth, gradually developing into an important
theoretical lens for examining the negative consequences of service interactions [32-34].

In tourism and social media contexts, tourists” opinions expressed on social media con-
stitute an interactive construction of value, the outcomes of which may evolve either toward
value co-creation or toward value co-destruction [35]. Meanwhile, value co-destruction
may occur when actors involved in a service encounter fail to share consistent cognitive
scripts—that is, when misalignments arise in their understandings of service processes, role
responsibilities, behavioral expectations, and anticipated outcomes [36]. Unlike previous
studies that have primarily focused on interactional failures within immediate service
encounters, value co-destruction triggered by social media destination photos is charac-
terized by a more evident temporal dislocation. As a form of prior resource use, visual
modification takes place before tourists actually visit the destination; however, the decline
in well-being is usually confirmed only after tourists perceive “image-reality incongruence”
during or after the visit. Therefore, in the context of photo modification, this study con-
ceptualizes value co-destruction as a delayed co-destruction mechanism of “prior visual
promise—post-visit experiential gap”.

2.4. Persuasion Knowledge

Persuasion knowledge refers to consumers’ cognitive ability to recognize and cope
with marketing intentions and persuasion strategies; that is, their ability to detect the
commercial purposes and persuasive intent underlying communication content and adjust
their information processing and judgment accordingly [37]. When persuasion knowledge
is activated, individuals reinterpret communication content from neutral information into
a persuasive attempt with marketing intent, and therefore evaluate information sources,
content authenticity, and credibility in a more cautious manner [38].

In marketing contexts, sponsorship disclosure, commercial cues, and influencer mar-
keting content can trigger consumer resistance, skepticism, or expectancy violation, thereby
weakening source credibility, interaction intention, purchase intention, or recommendation
effectiveness [39-41]. Therefore, persuasion knowledge represents an important boundary
variable for explaining the heterogeneous effects of marketing content.

2.5. Revisit Intention

Revisit intention refers to tourists” behavioral tendency to visit the same destination
again after completing an actual visit; it is a subsequent behavioral intention formed on the
basis of prior experience [42,43]. Existing studies on tourism photos have mostly adopted
visit intention, booking intention, or destination choice as outcome variables [2,8,17] while
paying limited attention to the delayed consequences of photo modification after tourists
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have completed their offline experiences. This study selects revisit intention as the outcome
variable for two main reasons.

First, revisit intention is an important manifestation of destination loyalty and a key
indicator for maintaining a stable tourist base and long-term competitiveness. Recent stud-
ies have shown that repeat visitation is closely associated with tourists” familiarity, sense
of belonging, and well-being experiences. Destination visual and textual information can
also influence potential repeat tourists’ positive recall emotions and revisit intention [44,45].
Second, revisit intention lies at the intersection of online image-based expectations and
offline actual experiences. It not only carries forward the initial expectations established
by photos but also incorporates the confirmation or disconfirmation of these expectations
through on-site experience. Therefore, it can more accurately reflect how visual modifica-
tion influences destination trust, value co-destruction, and subsequent behavioral intention
after tourists have visited the destination.

3. Theoretical Model and Research Hypotheses

Based on the above theoretical review and research propositions, this study constructs
a theoretical model of how the visual modification of social media destination photos
influences revisit intention (see Figure 2). Light-shadow atmosphere, tone enhancement,
framing angle, and focus prominence are the four types of visual modification cues per-
ceived by tourists before visiting the destination. Destination trust and value co-destruction,
in contrast, are two evaluative judgments formed after tourists have actually visited the
destination and conducted an “image-reality comparison”. They respectively constitute
the “trust-gain” path and the “value co-destruction” path through which revisit intention
is influenced. As a moderating variable, persuasion knowledge changes the strength of the
effects of visual modification cues on destination trust and value co-destruction.

(1) Direct Effect \ (2) Mediating Effect
,____-_/\,___\:\_ ___________ N
: ./ / Evaluation E
Light - Shadow e : Response E
Atmosphere Lhan ' '
E : ! :.' T~ : N
; e PiH N Destination ' Y
: 5 Enhancement Trust '
: Perceived S — A Revisit
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! sb / Knowledge
(3) Moderating Effect
7 %

Figure 2. Conceptual model.

3.1. Visual Modification Cues and Destination Trust

Visual modification cues provide tourists with extrinsic cues regarding destination
landscape quality, spatial order, and informational completeness before their visit. Extrinsic
cues can help individuals form preliminary judgments under conditions of incomplete
information [46,47]. After the experience is completed, individuals confirm or revise their
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prior expectations based on their actual perceptions [48,49]. Therefore, when the visual
presentation in social media photos is generally consistent with tourists” on-site experiences
after visiting the destination, visual modification is more likely to be understood as a
professional and reasonable presentation of the destination, thereby enhancing tourists’
judgments of the authenticity of destination information and the reliability of the destina-
tion image [50]. Based on this expectation—confirmation logic, light-shadow atmosphere,
tone enhancement, framing angle, and focus prominence may all positively influence
tourists’ post-visit destination trust. Accordingly, the following hypotheses are proposed:

H1la. Light—shadow atmosphere positively affects post-visit destination trust.
H1b. Tone enhancement positively affects post-visit destination trust.
H1lc. Framing angle positively affects post-visit destination trust.

H1d. Focus prominence positively affects post-visit destination trust.

3.2. Visual Modification Cues and Value Co-Destruction

While visual modification cues enhance the attractiveness of photos, they may also
raise tourists” expectations regarding destination landscapes, atmosphere, and experiential
quality. Misleading photos can trigger negative emotions such as regret, distrust, and anger
among consumers, and may further induce negative word-of-mouth behavior [51]. The
perceived authenticity and consistency of destination visual content also influence tourist
trust and subsequent behavioral intentions, indicating that whether visual representations
are authentic and credible constitutes an important basis for tourists” evaluation of destina-
tion experiences [52]. In addition, photo-editing practices can significantly affect tourists’
judgments of destination experience products, and excessive editing may elevate tourists’
expectations, thereby creating a gap between actual experience and prior expectations [53].
Therefore, this study argues that when tourists discover a clear discrepancy between on-site
experience and photographic representation after actually visiting the destination, visual
modification that was originally used to attract attention and shape expectations may
be reinterpreted as selective presentation or excessive beautification. This may further
generate feelings of being misled, disappointment, and perceived damage to experiential
value. Accordingly, the following hypotheses are proposed:

H2a. Light—shadow atmosphere positively affects post-visit value co-destruction.
H2b. Tone enhancement positively affects post-visit value co-destruction.
H2c. Framing angle positively affects post-visit value co-destruction.

H2d. Focus prominence positively affects post-visit value co-destruction.

3.3. Destination Trust, Value Co-Destruction, and Revisit Intention

Post-visit destination trust is an important psychological foundation for tourists’
formation of revisit intention. Trust indicates that tourists perceive their on-site experience
as having generally confirmed the expectations established by social media photos, thereby
reducing their uncertainty and perceived risk regarding a future visit and fostering a
more positive destination attitude and revisit tendency. In contrast, value co-destruction
implies that tourists experience impaired information judgment, expectation gaps, and
marketing aversion during the process of “image-reality comparison”, which may weaken
their positive attitudes toward the destination and inhibit revisit intention. It should be
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noted that although both constructs are post-visit judgments, they correspond to two
relatively independent evaluative processes: the “confirmation” and “disconfirmation” of
expectations through experience. Therefore, they do not necessarily constitute two ends of
the same continuum. Accordingly, the following hypotheses are proposed:

H3. Post-visit destination trust positively affects revisit intention.

H4. Post-visit value co-destruction negatively affects revisit intention.

3.4. The Moderating Role of Persuasion Knowledge

Persuasion knowledge influences how tourists interpret visual modification in social
media destination photos. According to the persuasion knowledge model, when individu-
als recognize the persuasive intent embedded in communication content, they reinterpret
it as a persuasive attempt with marketing purposes and adjust their information process-
ing and judgment accordingly [37,39,41]. For tourists with lower persuasion knowledge,
modification cues such as light and shadow, color, framing, and focus are more likely to
be regarded as professional and credible visual presentations, thereby maintaining their
positive effect on destination trust. In contrast, higher persuasion knowledge makes tourists
more sensitive to selective presentation, excessive beautification, and marketing manipu-
lation. When the on-site experience after an actual visit fails to confirm the photographic
representation, tourists with higher persuasion knowledge are more likely to interpret
the “image-reality gap” as evidence of being misled or strategically packaged, thereby
strengthening the effect of visual modification on value co-destruction. Accordingly, the
following hypotheses are proposed:

Hb5a. The higher tourists’ persuasion knowledge, the weaker the positive effect of visual modification
on post-visit destination trust.

H5b. The higher tourists” persuasion knowledge, the stronger the positive effect of visual modifica-
tion on post-visit value co-destruction.

4. Research Design
4.1. Research Context and Methodological Design

This study takes Chongging as the research context. Chongqing exhibits typical char-
acteristics of visual communication on social media. Its city labels, such as “mountain city”,
“bridge capital”, “8D magical city”, and “cyberpunk nightscape”, are highly dependent on
visual presentation. Scenes such as Hongya Cave, the Liziba light rail passing through a
building, the Yangtze River Cableway, Jiefangbei—Raffles City, Shibati, the Mountain City
Trail, Qiansimen Bridge, and the night views of the two rivers provide rich contexts for
visual modification cues such as light-shadow atmosphere, tone enhancement, framing
angle, and focus prominence. Restricting the research context to Chongqing helps control
for differences in visual styles across cities while retaining diverse variations in visual
scenes within the city.

To ensure a clear alignment among the research questions, variable measurement,
and model testing, this study adopts a staged research procedure consisting of “theoreti-
cal construction—scale development and pilot study—formal survey—-measurement model
validation-structural model and hypothesis testing” (see Figure 3). First, based on relevant
literature, this study extracts four types of visual modification cues in social media desti-
nation photos and constructs a double-edged mechanism model of “trust gain—value co-
destruction”. Second, mature scales are semantically adapted to the context of Chongging
destination photos, and a pilot study is conducted to examine the reliability and structural
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rationality of the scales. Third, in the formal survey, screening questions are used to ensure
that respondents conform to the basic temporal sequence of “browsing social media photos
before the visit-actually visiting Chongqing—conducting image-reality comparison after
the visit”. Finally, structural equation modeling, bootstrap mediation testing, and moder-
ation analysis are employed to examine the dual-path mechanism through which visual
modification influences revisit intention.

Structural Model and
Theoretical Construction Scale Development and fionmaisunvey g e e Hypothesis Testin
Pre-survey Temporal Sequential Design) Model Validation yp 9
(Dual Path Framework)
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Figure 3. Research procedure and methodological design.

4.2. Sample and Data Collection

The target population consisted of non-local tourists who had developed an interest
in Chongqing through destination photos encountered on social media and subsequently
completed an actual visit to the city between April and June 2026. Participants were re-
cruited online through a Wenjuanxing questionnaire link using a purposive non-probability
sampling approach with eligibility screening.

To ensure that respondents matched the temporal sequence of “viewing destination
photos before visiting the destination”, three screening questions were included at the
beginning of the questionnaire. Specifically, S1 asked whether respondents had actually
visited Chongqing within the previous two months; 52 examined whether respondents
had viewed Chonggqing-related tourism photos on social media platforms, including Xiao-
hongshu, Douyin, Weibo, or Instagram, before their visit; and S3 assessed whether these
social media photos had stimulated their interest in Chongqing or influenced their travel
decisions. Only respondents who answered “yes” to all three screening questions were
permitted to proceed to the formal questionnaire.

The recruitment process targeted tourists who had visited Chongqing rather than
local residents. Residential province or region was not collected as a separate demographic
variable because geographic origin was not the focus of this study. To minimize duplicate
participation, Wenjuanxing was configured to allow only one submission per account.

A total of 586 questionnaires were initially collected. After data-quality screening,
14 responses were excluded due to abnormally short completion times or low-quality re-
sponse patterns characterized by insufficient response variation. The final sample consisted
of 572 valid responses, resulting in a valid response rate of 97.61%.
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Among the final respondents, 38 participants were aged between 16 and 17 years.
These participants voluntarily agreed to participate after receiving detailed information
about the study, and written informed consent was additionally obtained from their parents
or legal guardians.

4.3. Measurement and Questionnaire Procedure

All constructs were adapted from established scales and semantically adjusted to
fit the context of Chongqing destination photos on social media. A seven-point Likert
scale was used for measurement. To remain consistent with the temporal logic of the
theoretical model, the questionnaire instructions explicitly distinguished two judgment
points. The four visual modification cues and persuasion knowledge were evaluated based
on the Chonggqing social media photos that respondents had browsed “before the visit”.
In contrast, destination trust, value co-destruction, and revisit intention were measured
based on the respondents’” overall experience after their actual visit; that is, respondents
were required to make judgments after completing the “image-reality comparison”. Sam-
ple items and sources for each construct are presented in Table 1. Because the study
adopts a retrospective survey design rather than an experimental manipulation design,
the four visual modification dimensions measure the respondents’ perceived visual modi-
fication cues in previously viewed destination photos rather than objectively quantified
image manipulations.

Table 1. Questionnaire design.

Variables

Items Source

Light-Shadow Atmosphere

These photos create a distinctive atmospheric quality through the
manipulation of light intensity and direction.

These photos use light and shadow to differentiate foreground and

background layers, naturally guiding my attention to the core landscape. [54]

The lighting arrangement and light-shadow effects in these photos appear
to have been professionally shot or enhanced through post-processing.

Tone Enhancement

These photos have been noticeably processed in terms of color saturation,
warm-—cool tones, or filter style.

The color combinations in these photos enhance the aesthetic appeal and

attractiveness of the images. [18]

These photos use color to shape Chongqing’s distinctive atmosphere,
seasonal impression, or emotional tone.

Framing Angle

These photos present Chongging through specific shooting positions,
elevation angles, or shooting distances.

The shooting angles of these photos change my perception and imagination
of Chongqing’s spatial character. [19]

These photos use low-angle or high-angle shots to create a sense of
three-dimensionality or visual grandeur associated with Chongqing as a
mountain city.

Focus Prominence

These photos control the visual center of the image through a clear subject
and depth-of-field blur.

The focus treatment in these photos makes landmarks or core landscapes
the center of my attention.

[54]

The clear focus allows me to quickly and accurately identify Chongqing’s
key landscapes in the photos.
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Table 1. Cont.

Variables

Items Source

Persuasion Knowledge

I can recognize the possible marketing intentions embedded in social media
tourism photos.

I am aware that destination photos may be strategically packaged
and beautified.

[41]
When I see highly edited tourism photos, I realize that they are intended to

attract me to visit the destination.

I can judge the extent to which a tourism photo has been produced for
marketing purposes.

Destination Trust

After actually visiting Chonggqing, I still believe that the information
conveyed by Chongqing’s social media photos is generally credible.

I believe that Chongqing is a trustworthy tourism destination.

[55]
My actual experience in Chonggqing is generally consistent with its social
media image.

Overall, I trust the destination image presented by Chongging.

Value Co-destruction

After actually visiting Chongqing, I think that some social media photos of
Chonggqing created overly high expectations.

These photos misled my judgment of Chongging to some extent.

The gap between my actual experience and the photos made me (6]
feel disappointed.

I feel that some photos of Chongqing are over-packaged and do not live up
to what they present.

Revisit Intention

I am willing to revisit Chongqing in the future.

I am willing to recommend others to experience Chongqing again. [42]

I will include Chongging in my future travel plans.

4.4. Pilot Study

Statistical analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS Statistics 26.0 and AMOS 24.0.
SPSS 26.0 was used for data screening, descriptive statistics, reliability analysis, exploratory
factor analysis, correlation analysis, and hierarchical regression, whereas AMOS 24.0 was
used for confirmatory factor analysis, structural equation modeling, and the estimation of
standardized path coefficients.

A pilot study was conducted before the formal survey to examine the reliability and
structural validity of the scales and was used solely for scale refinement. In terms of relia-
bility, the Cronbach’s « coefficients of all scales ranged from 0.843 to 0.893. The corrected
item-total correlation (CITC) of all items was greater than 0.6, and deleting any item did
not substantially increase the Cronbach’s « coefficient of its corresponding scale, indicating
good internal consistency (see Table 2). In terms of validity, the KMO value was 0.832,
exceeding the minimum level commonly considered acceptable for factorability [56], and
Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant (approximate x? = 2566.623, df = 351, p < 0.001),
indicating that the data were suitable for factor analysis (see Table 3). Principal component
analysis with varimax rotation extracted eight factors with eigenvalues greater than 1, cor-
responding one-to-one with the theoretical constructs. The cumulative variance explained
was 77.768%, and all items loaded above 0.7 on their respective factors without obvious
cross-loadings [57] (see Table 4). The pilot results are reported only to document scale
refinement; all substantive reliability, validity, and hypothesis-testing conclusions in this

https://doi.org/10.3390/jtaer21090302


https://doi.org/10.3390/jtaer21090302

J. Theor. Appl. Electron. Commer. Res. 2026, 21, 302

13 of 27

Table 2. Reliability analysis results of the pilot study.

properties reported in Section 5.3 and Tables 6-8.

study are based on the final sample of 572 respondents, with the final-study measurement

Scale

Item Code

CITC

Cronbach’s « If

Cronbach’s «

Item Deleted
. LA1 0.663 0.823
kﬂi‘fﬁfgw LA2 0.704 0.784 0.843
P LA3 0.76 0.729
T TE1 0.767 0.791
Eor}‘le TE2 0.743 0.813 0.866
nhancement TE3 0.724 0.83
FA1 0.718 0.812
Framing Angle FA2 0.734 0.794 0.855
FA3 0.742 0.782
FP1 0.746 0.799
Focus Prominence FP2 0.684 0.855 0.862
FP3 0.786 0.76
PK1 0.785 0.854
Persuasion PK2 0.767 0.861 0.893
Knowledge PK3 0.725 0.876 ‘
PK4 0.777 0.857
DT1 0.639 0.871
L. DT2 0.77 0.82
Destination Trust DT3 0.851 0.784 0.873
DT4 0.667 0.861
VCD1 0.742 0.844
Value VCD2 0.82 0.811 0.879
Co-destruction VCD3 0.662 0.875 :
VCD4 0.741 0.845
RI1 0.774 0.83
Revisit Intention RI2 0.764 0.841 0.882
RI3 0.777 0.827
Table 3. KMO and Bartlett’s test of sphericity.
KMO Value 0.832
Approximate chi-square 2566.623
Bartlett’s test of sphericity ~ Degrees of freedom 351
Significance 0.000

Table 4. Exploratory factor analysis results of the pilot study (scale-refinement stage only).

Factor Loading

Measurement Item

PK VCD DT RI FA TE FP LA
LA1 —0.169 0.001 0.138 0.228 0.059 0.161 0.077 0.764
LA2 —0.068 —0.001 0.087 0.08 0.108 0.142 0.222 0.812
LA3 —0.137 0.064 0.155 0.068 0.121 0.22 0.058 0.847
TE1 —0.125 0.057 0.051 0.181 0.07 0.847 0.187 0.11
TE2 —0.076 0.076 0.118 0.048 0.034 0.841 0.179 0.172
TE3 —-0.171 0.122 0.145 0.029 0.006 0.803 0.092 0.242

https://doi.org/10.3390/jtaer21090302


https://doi.org/10.3390/jtaer21090302

J. Theor. Appl. Electron. Commer. Res. 2026, 21, 302 14 of 27
Table 4. Cont.
Factor Loading
Measurement Item
PK vVCD DT RI FA TE FP LA
FA1 —0.122 0.014 0.174 0.111 0.823 0.01 0.071 0.087
FA2 —-0.079 0.017 0.137 0.074 0.846 0.056 0.164 0.08
FA3 —-0.133 0.037 0.127 0.043 0.86 0.037 0.116 0.094
FP1 —0.036 —0.072 0.224 0.166 0.056 0.174 0.835 0.056
FP2 —0.255 0.031 0.092 0.097 0.234 0.119 0.763 0.165
FP3 —0.052 0.023 0.12 0.132 0.143 0.193 0.844 0.164
PK1 0.816 0.168 —0.206 —0.122 —0.104 —0.065 —0.052 —0.167
PK2 0.842 0.12 —0.036 —0.049 —0.02 —0.18 —0.068 —-0.15
PK3 0.794 0.12 —0.103 —0.078 —0.198 —0.026 —0.108 —0.08
PK4 0.846 0.163 —0.147 0.011 —0.076 -0.117 —0.079 —0.005
DT1 —0.166 —0.114 0.700 0.108 0.257 0.036 0.145 0.007
DT2 —0.093 —0.129 0.782 0.243 0.174 0.16 0.093 0.102
DT3 —0.144 —-0.171 0.846 0.224 0.107 0.15 0.095 0.115
DT4 —0.114 —0.098 0.765 0.125 0.048 0.037 0.14 0.216
VCD1 0.131 0.818 —-0.221 —0.1 —0.006 0.01 0.014 0.124
VCD2 0.112 0.89 —0.146 0.03 0.053 0.081 —0.031 0.024
VCD3 0.098 0.795 —0.081 —0.047 —0.062 0.08 0.091 —0.035
VCD4 0.184 0.838 0.004 —0.093 0.085 0.059 —-0.11 —0.041
RI1 —0.016 —-0.11 0.173 0.832 0.098 0.098 0.17 0.125
RI2 —0.099 —0.027 0.22 0.856 0.06 0.015 0.062 0.145
RI3 —0.088 —-0.071 0.19 0.849 0.09 0.139 0.141 0.081
Eigenvalue after rotation 3.091 3.004 2.895 2.502 2.448 2.399 2.33 2.329
Percentage of variance 1145 11124 10721  9.266 9.068 8.884 8.628 8.627
after rotation (%)
Cumulative percentage of 1 45 5574 33005 42561 51629 60513 69141  77.768

variance after rotation (%)

Note: Bold values indicate the primary factor loading of each measurement item on its corresponding

factor.

5. Empirical Results

5.1. Sample Characteristics

A total of 572 valid responses were retained for the final study. The sample ex-

hibited diversity across demographic characteristics, including gender, age, educational

background, occupation, and income categories, covering tourists with varied personal

backgrounds. The most frequently used social media platforms among respondents were
Douyin (89.34%), Xiaohongshu (75.87%), and Weibo (61.01%), which correspond to the
major channels through which Chongqing destination photos are disseminated and en-

countered (see Table 5).

Table 5. Basic information of respondents.

Variable Category Frequency Percentage (%)
Gend Male 272 47 .55
ender Female 300 52.45
Under 18 38 6.64
18-25 94 16.43
Ace 26-35 162 28.32
& 35-45 143 25
46-55 110 19.23
56 and above 25 4.37

https://doi.org/10.3390/jtaer21090302


https://doi.org/10.3390/jtaer21090302

J. Theor. Appl. Electron. Commer. Res. 2026, 21, 302 15 of 27

Table 5. Cont.

Variable Category Frequency Percentage (%)
Junior high school or below 57 9.97
High school/technical
101 17.66
Highest education ~ secondary school
level Junior college 165 28.85
Bachelor’s degree 192 33.57
Master’s degree or above 57 9.97
Student 109 19.06
Gove.rr.lme'nt agencies and 76 13.29
public institutions
Enterprise employees 201 35.14
Occupation Self-employed/freelancers 39 6.82
Profgssmnal, technical, and 7 13.46
service personnel
Retired 17 297
Others 53 9.27
Below 3000 132 23.08
3000-5999 128 22.38
Monthly income 6000-8999 154 26.92
9000-11,999 102 17.83
12,000 and above 56 9.79
Xiaohongshu 434 75.87
Douyin 511 89.34
Prequently used  Weipo 349 61.01
latforms Instagram 216 37.76
P WeChat Channels 185 3234
Others 242 42.31
Total 572 100

5.2. Common Method Bias Test

Because all variables were measured through self-reported data from the same re-
spondents, this study assessed common method bias using Harman'’s single-factor test in
addition to procedural controls [58]. The results of the unrotated exploratory factor analysis
showed that the first factor explained 28.336% of the total variance. Because no single
factor accounted for the majority of the covariance, the result did not indicate a dominant
common-method factor; nevertheless, Harman’s test was interpreted as diagnostic rather
than definitive evidence that all common method variance had been eliminated [58].

5.3. Reliability and Validity Tests

The results of the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) based on the final sample (1 = 572)
indicated that the eight-factor measurement model demonstrated a good fit to the data:
X% =364.464, df = 296, x> /df = 1.231, SRMR = 0.032, GFI = 0.955, AGFI = 0.942, CFI = 0.992,
and RMSEA = 0.020. Model fit was evaluated based on multiple indices, following the
recommended criteria proposed by Hu and Bentler [59]. Specifically, CFI values above 0.90
and RMSEA and SRMR values below 0.08 indicate acceptable model fit, while values below
0.05 represent a more stringent standard (see Table 6).

Regarding convergent validity, the standardized factor loadings of all measurement
items ranged from 0.746 to 0.875, exceeding the recommended threshold of 0.70 and reach-
ing statistical significance. The composite reliability (CR) values of all constructs ranged
from 0.833 to 0.908, exceeding the recommended criterion of 0.70. The average variance
extracted (AVE) values ranged from 0.624 to 0.712, all above the minimum acceptable
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level of 0.50. These results demonstrate satisfactory construct reliability and convergent
validity [57,60]. In addition, Cronbach’s « coefficients for all constructs ranged from 0.832
to 0.908, exceeding the recommended threshold of 0.70 and further confirming the good

internal consistency of the measurement scales (see Table 7).

Table 6. Goodness-of-fit indices for the confirmatory factor model.

Goodness-of-Fit Index x2 df x2/df SRMR GFI AGFI CFI RMSEA
Recommended criterion - - <3 <0.08 >0.9 >0.9 >0.9 <0.05
Actual value 364.464 296 1.231 0.032 0.955 0.942 0.992 0.02
Table 7. Convergent validity.
Latent Variable Measurement Fact.o r CR AVE Cronbach’s «
Item Loading
. LA1 0.826
Light-Shad
Algn o haer:W LA2 0.808 0.859  0.670 0.858
p LA3 0.822
TE1 0.793
Tone Enhancement TE2 0.777 0.833 0.624 0.832
TE3 0.799
FA1 0.824
Framing Angle FA2 0.771 0.839 0.635 0.838
FA3 0.795
FP1 0.833
Focus Prominence FP2 0.746 0.849 0.652 0.843
FP3 0.840
PK1 0.803
Persuasion PK2 0.796
Knowledge PK3 0.772 0872 0630 0.872
PK4 0.804
DT1 0.799
L DT2 0.813
Destination Trust DT3 0.825 0.879 0.646 0.879
DT4 0.777
VCD1 0.836
Value vVCD2 0.875
Co-destruction VCD3 0.843 0.908 0.712 0.908
VCD4 0.820
RI1 0.831
Revisit Intention RI2 0.825 0.862 0.675 0.861
RI3 0.808

Regarding discriminant validity, the square root of the AVE for each construct was

greater than its correlations with other constructs (see Table 8), satisfying the Fornell-

Larcker criterion [60] and indicating adequate discriminant validity among the constructs.

Notably, the correlation coefficient between destination trust and value co-destruction was

only —0.014 and was not statistically significant. This finding suggests that these two

constructs are not opposite ends of a single evaluative continuum, but rather represent

two relatively independent post-visit evaluations formed by tourists. This result provides

preliminary support for the proposed dual-path model.
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Table 8. Discriminant validity.

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. Light-Shadow Atmosphere  0.819

2. Tone Enhancement 0.571 0.790

3. Framing Angle 0.423 0.457 0.797

4. Focus Prominence 0.477 0.546 0.462 0.808

5. Persuasion Knowledge -0224 0189 —-0.180 —0.172 0.794

6. Destination Trust 0.405 0.495 0.560 0.450 —0.256 0.804

7. Value Co-destruction 0.443 0.505 0.467 0.420 0.157 —0.014 0.844

8. Revisit Intention 0.150 0.196 0.169 0.238 —0.257 0.548 —0.308 0.821

Note: The diagonal values represent the square roots of AVE.

5.4. Preliminary Analysis of Variable Relationships

The means, standard deviations, and correlation coefficients of all variables are shown
in Table 9. The mean values of the four visual modification cues ranged from 4.73 to 5.32,
indicating that respondents generally perceived noticeable modification in Chongging
social media photos. The correlation analysis showed that visual modification and its
four dimensions were significantly and positively correlated with post-visit destination
trust (r = 0.353-0.547, p < 0.01), and also significantly and positively correlated with post-
visit value co-destruction (r = 0.378-0.536, p < 0.01), preliminarily indicating a double-
edged pattern. Destination trust was significantly and positively correlated with revisit
intention (r = 0.476, p < 0.01), whereas value co-destruction was significantly and negatively
correlated with revisit intention (r = —0.274, p < 0.01). The correlation between destination
trust and value co-destruction was not significant (r = —0.013), further confirming that the
two constructs represent mutually independent post-visit judgments.

Table 9. Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis.

Variable M SD 1 1.1 1.2 1.3 14 2 3 4 5
1. Visual Modification 501 1.12 1

1.1.Light-Shadow 530 155 0761 * 1

Atmosphere

1.2. Tone Enhancement 473 151 0.782* 0.483 ** 1

1.3. Framing Angle 514 138 0.701* 0.359 ** 0.384 ** 1

1.4. Focus Prominence 486 148 0.766 ** 0.420 ** 0.474 ** 0.414 ** 1

2. Persuasion Knowledge 4.44 1.56 _(1*2 21 _0**1 %2 _(1,} 61 _0*3 52 _(1*1 60 1

3. Destination Trust 455 158 0547  0353%  0422* 0480  0do2v 0226 1

4. Value Co-destruction 408 177 0.536* 0.390 ** 0.439 ** 0.409 ** 0.378 ** 0.139 ** —0.013 1

5. Revisit Intention 476 1.64 0.213* 0.128 ** 0.166 ** 0.140 ** 0.207 ** _0*'*223 0.476 ** _0*'*274 1

Note: ** indicates statistical significance at p < 0.01.

5.5. Hypothesis Testing
5.5.1. Structural Model and Direct Effect Testing

The structural model was estimated in AMOS 24.0. The overall fit results were as
follows: x? = 438.918, df = 214, x2/df = 2.051, SRMR = 0.074, GFI = 0.940, AGFI = 0.923,
CFI = 0.970, and RMSEA = 0.043. Considered jointly, these indices indicated an acceptable-
to-good fit, consistent with established SEM fit-index recommendations, particularly for
CFI, RMSEA, and SRMR [59] (see Table 10). To visually present the effect paths among the
latent variables and the standardized path coefficients estimated in AMOS 24.0, this study
further plotted the structural model results (see Figure 4).

https://doi.org/10.3390/jtaer21090302


https://doi.org/10.3390/jtaer21090302

J. Theor. Appl. Electron. Commer. Res. 2026, 21, 302 18 of 27

Table 10. Goodness-of-fit test results of the structural equation model.

Goodness-of-Fit Index x2 df x2 SRMR GFI AGFI CFI RMSEA
Recommended criterion - - <3 <0.08 >0.9 >0.9 >0.9 <0.05
Actual value 438.918 214 2.051 0.074 0.940 0.923 0.970 0.043
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Figure 4. Standardized path coefficients of the structural model.

The path coefficient test results are shown in Table 11. For the trust path, tone enhance-
ment ($ = 0.200, p < 0.001), framing angle (3 = 0.354, p < 0.001), and focus prominence
(B =0.150, p < 0.01) all had significant positive effects on post-visit destination trust; thus,
H1b, Hlc, and H1d were supported. The effect of light-shadow atmosphere on destination
trust was not significant (3 = 0.064, p = 0.238), and H1a was not supported.

Table 11. Path coefficient test results of the structural model.

Hypothesis Path B S.E. C.R. p Test Result
Hla  Lisht-Shadow Atmosphere = 0064 0058 1181 0238 ot
Destination Trust significant
Hi1b Tone Enhancement — Destination Trust 0.2 *** 0.065 3.326 0.000  Significant
Hilc Framing Angle — Destination Trust 0.354 *** 0.062 6.736 0.000  Significant
H1d Focus Prominence — Destination Trust 0.15 ** 0.059 2.751 0.006  Significant

Light-Shadow Atmosphere — Value

% L
H2a Cordestruction 0.163 0.066 2.94 0.003  Significant
H2b Tone Enhancement = Value 0239** 0073 391 0.000  Significant
Co-destruction
H2c Framing Angle — Value Co-destruction ~ 0.212 *** 0.068 4114 0.000  Significant
H2d ~ Focus Prominence = Value 0097 0066 1757 0079 SOt
Co-destruction significant
H3 Destination Trust — Revisit Intention 0.596 *** 0.052 11.462 0.000  Significant
H4 Value Co-destruction — Revisit Intention =~ —0.347 *** 0.043 —7.406 0.000  Significant

Note: ** indicates p < 0.01, and *** indicates p < 0.001.
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For the co-destruction path, light-shadow atmosphere (3 = 0.163, p < 0.01), tone
enhancement (3 = 0.239, p < 0.001), and framing angle (3 = 0.212, p < 0.001) all had
significant positive effects on post-visit value co-destruction; thus, H2a, H2b, and H2c were
supported. The effect of focus prominence on value co-destruction was not significant
(B =0.097, p = 0.079), and H2d was not supported.

For the outcome paths, post-visit destination trust significantly and positively affected
revisit intention (3 = 0.596, p < 0.001), whereas post-visit value co-destruction significantly
and negatively affected revisit intention (3 = —0.347, p < 0.001). Therefore, both H3 and H4
were supported.

5.5.2. Mediation Effect Testing

The mediation effects of destination trust and value co-destruction were tested using
the bootstrap method with 5000 repeated samples and bias-corrected 95% confidence inter-
vals (Table 12). For the trust path, tone enhancement (indirect effect = 0.119), framing angle
(indirect effect = 0.211), and focus prominence (indirect effect = 0.089) all had significant
positive indirect effects on revisit intention through post-visit destination trust, as their
confidence intervals did not include zero. The indirect effect of light-shadow atmosphere
through destination trust was not significant.

Table 12. Mediation effect test results.

Mediating Path

95% Confidence Interval

Effect Val SE P
ect Value Lower Bound  Upper Bound

Light-Shadow Atmosphere —

Destination Trust — Revisit Intention
Tone Enhancement — Destination

Trust — Revisit Intention
Framing Angle — Destination Trust
— Revisit Intention

Focus Prominence — Destination

Trust — Revisit Intention
Light-Shadow Atmosphere — Value

Co-destruction — Revisit Intention
Tone Enhancement — Value
Co-destruction — Revisit Intention

Framing Angle — Value

Co-destruction — Revisit Intention

Focus Prominence — Value

0.038 0.042 —0.04 0.125 0.312
0.119 0.045 0.034 0.212 0.006
0.211 0.037 0.139 0.287 0.000
0.089 0.04 0.013 0.17 0.019
—0.057 0.025 —0.108 —0.013 0.016
—0.083 0.028 —0.141 —0.033 0.002
—0.074 0.022 —0.122 —0.035 0.000
—0.034 0.024 —0.082 0.014 0.149

Co-destruction — Revisit Intention

For the co-destruction path, light-shadow atmosphere (indirect effect = —0.057), tone
enhancement (indirect effect = —0.083), and framing angle (indirect effect = —0.074) all
had significant negative indirect effects on revisit intention through post-visit value co-
destruction. The indirect effect of focus prominence through value co-destruction was
not significant.

Overall, tone enhancement and framing angle generated opposite indirect effects
through the two paths, constituting a typical double-edged transmission mechanism. Light—
shadow atmosphere produced negative consequences only through the co-destruction path,
whereas focus prominence produced positive consequences only through the trust path.

5.5.3. Moderating Effect Test of Persuasion Knowledge

Hierarchical regression was used to test the moderating role of persuasion knowledge.
Gender, age, highest education level, occupation, and monthly income were included as
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control variables. Visual modification and persuasion knowledge were mean-centered
before constructing the interaction term (see Tables 13 and 14). For the trust path, the
interaction term between visual modification and persuasion knowledge had a significant
negative effect on post-visit destination trust (3 = —0.257, p < 0.001, AR? = 0.063), indicating
that the higher the level of persuasion knowledge, the weaker the positive effect of visual
modification on destination trust. Thus, H5a was supported. For the co-destruction path,
the interaction term had a significant positive effect on post-visit value co-destruction
(B =0.181, p < 0.001, AR? =0.031), indicating that the higher the level of persuasion knowl-
edge, the stronger the positive effect of visual modification on value co-destruction. Thus,
H5b was supported.

Table 13. Moderating effect test of persuasion knowledge on the relationship between visual modifi-
cation and destination trust.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Variable
B SE t B SE t B SE t
Gender 0.031 0.111 0.885 0.036 0.11 1.035 0.021 0.105 0.62
Age —0.014 0.057 —0.311 —0.015 0.057 —0.333 —0.025 0.054 —0.578
Eige}lle“ education 0.02 0.051 0.54 0.015 0.05 0.42 0.011 0.048 0.306
Occupation —0.065 0.039 —1.505 —0.058 0.038 —1.337 —0.042 0.037 —1.014
Monthly income 0.08 * 0.047 2.09 0.076 * 0.047 2.013 0.043 0.045 1.191
Visual modification 0.544 *** 0.05 15.508 0.527 *** 0.051 14.583 0.564 *** 0.049 16.327
Persuasion knowledge —0.106 ** 0.036 —-2951  —0.109 ** 0.035 -3.192
Visual modlﬁcatlon X 0057 0.029 _7557
Persuasion knowledge
R? 0.31 0.32 0.383
Adjusted R? 0.303 0.312 0.374
F 42.307 *** 38.002 *** 43.699 ***
Note: * indicates p < 0.05, ** indicates p < 0.01, and *** indicates p < 0.001.
Table 14. Moderating effect test of persuasion knowledge on the relationship between visual modifi-
cation and value co-destruction.
. Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Variable
B SE t B SE t B SE t
Gender 0.001 0.124 0.016 —0.012 0.119 —0.361 —0.001 0.116 —0.038
Age —0.025 0.064 —0.533 —0.022 0.061 —0.51 —0.015 0.059 —0.358
i‘l,ge}fe“ education —0054 0057 —1475  —0.043 0054  -1226  —0039 005  —116
Occupation 0.069 0.043 1.579 0.05 0.041 1.197 0.039 0.04 0.949
Monthly income —0.086 * 0.053 —-2.25 —0.078 * 0.051 —2.127 —0.054 0.05 —1.517
Visual modification 0.543 *** 0.056 15.376 0.601 *** 0.054 17.447 0.571 *** 0.054 16.744
Persuasion knowledge 0.266 *** 0.039 7.698 0.268 *** 0.038 7.959
Visual rr.lodlflcahon X 0.181 ** 0.032 5.409
Persuasion knowledge
R? 0.301 0.367 0.398
Adjusted R? 0.293 0.359 0.39
F 40.478 *** 46.74 *** 46.604 ***

Note: * indicates p < 0.05, *** indicates p < 0.001.

In addition, persuasion knowledge had a significant negative main effect on destina-
tion trust (3 = —0.109, p < 0.01) and a significant positive main effect on value co-destruction
(B =0.268, p < 0.001), further suggesting that persuasion knowledge itself constitutes a
“skeptical” judgment tendency. Overall, persuasion knowledge asymmetrically reshapes
the dual-path effects of visual modification: it weakens trust gain while amplifying the
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risk of co-destruction. The results of the simple slope analysis further confirmed the above
moderating directions (see Figures 5 and 6).

Destination Trust

7
6
5
4
3
2 Low Level Persuasion
Knowledge
High Level Persuasion
1 Knowledge
O g
Low Level Visual High Level Visual
Ornamentation Ornamentation

Figure 5. Moderating effect of persuasion knowledge on the relationship between visual modification
and destination trust.

value co-destruction

7
6
5
4
&
2 Low Level Persuasion
Knowledge
High Level Persuasion
1 Knowledge
0

Low Level Visual High Level Visual
Ornamentation Ornamentation

Figure 6. Moderating effect of persuasion knowledge on the relationship between visual modification
and value co-destruction.

6. Conclusions and Discussion
6.1. Research Conclusions

First, this study identifies and verifies a “parallel dual-judgment” structure in tourists’
post-visit evaluations: destination trust and value co-destruction are not positive and
negative ends of the same evaluative continuum, but two types of psychological judgments
independently formed after tourists experience an “image-reality comparison”. The data
show that destination trust significantly enhances revisit intention (3 = 0.596), whereas
value co-destruction significantly inhibits revisit intention (3 = —0.347). However, the
correlation between the two was close to zero (r = —0.013). This indicates that the “confir-
mation” and “disconfirmation” of photo-based expectations through on-site experience
represent two parallel and mutually non-offsetting evaluative processes. Tourists may
simultaneously develop a high level of destination trust and a strong perception of value
co-destruction; the two do not constitute a mutually exclusive relationship. In other words,
the value co-destruction caused by the “image-reality gap” does not necessarily erode
destination trust, while the persistence of trust cannot offset the negative consequences of
co-destruction. The double-edged effect is therefore not merely rhetorical, but a decompos-
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able dual-path structure that can be separately identified and intervened in. Accordingly,
the evaluation criteria for destination visual marketing should not be limited to whether
trust can be gained, but should be expanded to a comprehensive assessment of the joint
distribution of “trust gain” and “co-destruction risk”.

Second, the four types of visual modification cues exhibit asymmetric and differen-
tiated effects across the trust and co-destruction paths. They can be classified into three
categories: information-oriented cues, double-edged cues, and rendering-oriented cues.
Focus prominence generates positive consequences only through the trust path ( = 0.150)
without inducing value co-destruction. It can therefore be regarded as a relatively safe
information-oriented cue. Its function lies in clarifying the subject and reducing ambiguity,
without substantially distorting the actual scene. In contrast, light-shadow atmosphere
produces negative consequences only through the co-destruction path (f = 0.163), without
a significant trust-gain effect. It is therefore a high-risk rendering-oriented cue. Dramatic
lighting effects such as golden-hour illumination and brilliant nightscapes often depend
on specific timing and post-processing. Under ordinary visiting conditions, tourists can
hardly reproduce the same visual effect, making this cue most likely to generate an image—
reality gap.

Tone enhancement and framing angle are significant in both paths and thus constitute
typical double-edged cues. Their internal differentiation also follows the above logic.
The trust-gain effect of framing angle (3 = 0.354) is greater than its co-destruction effect
(B = 0.212) because the three-dimensional spatial structure of Chongqing as a mountain
city presented through camera position actually exists and can be directly verified by
tourists when they stand at the same location. In contrast, the co-destruction effect of
tone enhancement (§ = 0.239) exceeds its trust effect (3 = 0.200) because filter-based color
alteration modifies precisely those aspects that cannot be directly verified on site and
constitutes a major source of photos appearing more attractive than the actual scene. If
the four cues are ranked according to the extent to which their effects can be verified on
site, the order is focus prominence, framing angle, tone enhancement, and light-shadow
atmosphere. Correspondingly, the ratio of trust benefits to co-destruction risks decreases
along the same order.

Third, persuasion knowledge reshapes the dual-path effects of visual modification.
The higher the level of persuasion knowledge, the weaker the trust-gain effect of visual
modification (interaction term 3 = —0.257), and the stronger the co-destruction risk it
induces (interaction term (3 = 0.181). For tourists with lower persuasion knowledge, visual
modification represents a high-return, low-risk mode of presentation. For tourists with
higher persuasion knowledge, however, the same modification techniques tend to become
low-return and high-risk. The same photo may generate opposite consequences because
of differences in viewers’ interpretive ability, indicating that the marketing effect of visual
modification is not determined by the photo alone. Once tourists recognize persuasive
intent, “professional beauty” is reinterpreted as “packaged beauty”. As social media use
continues to deepen, users’ ability to recognize routines involving filters, camera positions,
and color grading is generally increasing, which means that authenticity will inevitably
carry greater strategic weight in destination visual communication.

6.2. Theoretical Contributions

First, this study refines photo modification from a holistic stimulus into four identifi-
able perceived visual modification cues and confirms that the direction and strength of their
effects differ systematically. Importantly, visual modification is conceptualized here be-
yond post-production editing: it includes tourists” perceived cues of selective composition,
capture-related presentation, aesthetic rendering, and attentional emphasis. This broader
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but explicitly bounded conceptualization provides a more fine-grained analytical unit for
research on visual persuasion in destination marketing while avoiding the assumption that
all visual modification is equivalent to digital post-processing.

Second, this study shifts the judgment point from the pre-visit stage to the post-
visit stage. It clarifies that both destination trust and value co-destruction are judgments
made after tourists have completed an actual visit and experienced an “image-reality
comparison”. By using revisit intention as the outcome variable, this study captures the
delayed marketing consequences of photo modification after tourists have completed their
offline experiences. This addresses the limitation of existing literature that often takes
imagined visit intention as the endpoint and therefore cannot adequately capture the stage
of authenticity verification.

Third, this study introduces value co-destruction theory into destination visual mar-
keting research and deepens this theory in two ways. On the one hand, it relaxes the
assumption in co-destruction research that “misuse and damage occur simultaneously”.
Existing studies have mostly situated co-destruction within on-site service encounters,
where resource misuse and well-being decline occur within the same interactional episode.
This study shows that photo modification constitutes an “unexpected and inappropriate
use” of visual resources, while the resulting well-being decline is realized later during the
post-visit “image-reality comparison”. In this process, misuse and damage are temporally
separated, and the acting and affected parties do not need to engage in direct contact. Co-
destruction is thus extended from a synchronous interactional failure to an intertemporal
process of “online cause formation and offline consequence realization”. This study also
provides relatively scarce quantitative evidence for this field based on on-site survey data.

On the other hand, this study offers direct support for the construct independence
of value co-destruction. Destination trust and value co-destruction were nearly orthog-
onal (r = —0.013), indicating that negative value consequences are not simply the oppo-
site of trust, but an independent evaluative dimension that cannot be captured by trust
alone. This finding extends the boundary conditions of value co-creation and value co-
destruction research.

6.3. Managerial Implications

First, destination marketers can classify and manage visual modification according to
three types of cues: “information-oriented”, “rendering-oriented”, and “double-edged”.
Information-oriented cues are relatively safe and effective. Focus prominence can therefore
be prioritized to enhance the recognizability of core landscapes. Rendering-oriented cues
involve risks that outweigh their benefits. Techniques related to light-shadow atmosphere
should be used cautiously, and extreme lighting effects should be avoided if they create
expectations that cannot be reproduced during ordinary visits. For double-edged cues,
verifiability should serve as the key criterion for use. Camera positions may be distinctive,
but the spatial structures presented through framing angle should genuinely exist. Color
may be optimized, but tone enhancement should not deviate markedly from the tones
visible on site.

Second, while retaining beautified materials to stimulate tourist interest, destinations
can simultaneously publish normal-condition images taken across multiple time periods,
weather conditions, and camera positions. They can also promote the labeling of shooting
conditions and the degree of post-processing, and publicly provide information on the best
shooting spots, waiting times, and actual visiting conditions at popular check-in sites. This
can help proactively calibrate tourists” expectations. In particular, when the projected image
of a destination is inconsistent with the image received by tourists after their visit, tourists
are more likely to form negative experience evaluations [50]. Therefore, destination visual
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communication should not focus solely on pre-visit attractiveness. Instead, it should reduce
the “image-reality gap” through information transparency and expectation calibration,
thereby enhancing destination trust, suppressing value co-destruction, and stabilizing
revisit intention as a low-cost, high-return loyalty asset.

Third, tourists’ persuasion knowledge should be incorporated as a strategic variable in
visual communication. The moderating effects indicate that there is no universally optimal
level of modification for all audiences. For communities of highly discerning and deeply
engaged users, modification should be restrained and authenticity should be used to build
trust. For mass-traffic contexts, moderate beautification can be retained, but it should
be accompanied by measures to manage expectation gaps. In the long run, as groups
with high persuasion knowledge continue to expand, the strategic space for excessive
beautification will systematically narrow. Destinations that take the lead in shifting toward
authenticity-oriented communication are likely to gain a first-mover advantage [61,62].

6.4. Limitations and Future Research

This study has several limitations that provide directions for future research. First,
the cross-sectional survey design limits the ability to capture the dynamic evolution of
tourists’ perceptions before and after destination visits. Although the respondents were
required to evaluate visual modification cues based on the photos they viewed before
visiting Chongqing and assess destination trust, value co-destruction, and revisit intention
after their actual visits, retrospective reporting may still be subject to memory bias and
cannot fully eliminate concerns regarding causal inference. Future research could adopt
longitudinal designs that track tourists across pre-visit and post-visit stages or employ
experimental approaches to further validate the proposed causal mechanisms.

Second, this study examined social media destination photos as an overall visual
communication environment without distinguishing content sources. Different sources,
including marketer-generated content, influencer-generated content, professional creator-
generated content, and user-generated content, may activate different levels of persuasion
knowledge because tourists may perceive variations in commercial intent, authenticity, and
persuasive motivation across sources. Future research could incorporate content source
type as a boundary condition to further explain when visual modification generates trust
gains or value co-destruction. In addition, future studies could employ geographically
stratified or benchmarked samples to examine whether the proposed mechanism varies
across different tourist-origin markets.

Third, the empirical context of this study was limited to Chongqging, which may
constrain the generalizability of the findings. Future research could extend the investigation
to diverse destination types, such as natural landscape destinations, historical-cultural
destinations, or rural tourism destinations, to examine whether the identified dual-path
mechanism remains applicable across different tourism contexts.

Finally, this study focused on the independent net effects of individual visual modifi-
cation cues and did not examine how multiple visual cues interact or combine to influence
tourist evaluations. Future studies could adopt configurational approaches, such as fuzzy-
set qualitative comparative analysis (fsQCA), to identify alternative combinations of visual
conditions that lead to high revisit intention and provide complementary evidence to the
SEM findings.
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