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Making Tourism Destinations More Attractive Via Eye Gaze: The Importance of Gender 

Congruity 

Abstract 

The human element is powerful and ubiquitous in tourism promotions. Since the eyes are 

often considered the gateway to one's inner self, does the direction of the model's gaze in tourism 

photographs matter? In this research, we demonstrate that for natural destination promotions, 

only when the model is the same gender as the viewer, the model looking away from the viewer 

(i.e., averted eye gaze) is more effective than making direct eye contact with the viewer (i.e., 

direct eye gaze). Specifically, in the case of a female (male) model, a photograph of a natural 

destination featuring an averted (vs. direct) gaze enhances the empathetic response of female 

(male) viewers, thereby increasing their visit intentions. However, for urban destination 

promotions, gender congruity is not important. Moreover, featuring a direct eye gaze is more 

effective among male viewers when the model in the photograph is a female. 

Keywords: Destination marketing; Eye gaze direction; Gender congruity; Empathy; Destination 

type 

Introduction 

In tourism destination promotions, photographs typically feature humans such as tourists, 

celebrity endorsements, or local residents, aiming to capture people's attention, establish a 

specific ambiance, evoke emotions, and establish connections with potential consumers (Back et 

al., 2020; Glover, 2009; Park & Yim, 2020; Roy et al., 2012, 2019, 2021). Does where the human 

character’s eyes look matter (i.e., averted or direct gaze) (see real examples in the Appendix)? As 

a proverb says, “Eyes are the window to the soul.” Eyes allow people to read others’ beliefs, 

intentions, feelings, and thoughts as a source of information (Hall & Knapp, 2013). In addition, 

the direction of others’ eye gaze can modulate our social cognition. For example, when you see a 

person looking at something (i.e., averted gaze: look away from the observers), you are likely to 

follow that gaze and try to find what the person is looking at or try to figure out that person’s 

feelings, resulting in joint attention (Frischen et al., 2007). When a person looks directly at you 

(i.e., maintains a direct gaze), you may feel that you are the target, and you pay attention to that 

person (Hall & Knapp, 2013). However, little is known about the role of eye gaze in tourism 

destination promotions – a gap that the present research addresses.  

Most existing studies of the human element in tourism-related promotions mainly focus on 

the mere presence of humans (e.g., other customers vs. no customers in the hotel booking image; 

Back et al., 2020; Joe et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2025), the extent of human presence (e.g., low 

proportion of visitors vs. high proportion of visitors; Zhang et al., 2023), and identity (e.g., local 

celebrities vs. source celebrities; Li et al., 2022) while few focus on detailed human elements 

such as facial expressions (smiling people vs. non-smiling people in destination’s social media 

posts; Schoner-Schatz et al., 2021). In addition, an analysis of advertising databases shows that 

48% (vs. 32.6% with direct gaze) of print advertisements portrayed models with adverted eye 

gaze (To & Patrick, 2021). Is using averted eye gaze better than direct eye gaze in tourism 

promotions? Drawing on social cognitive theory and relational demography theories, we extend 

prior research on human elements in tourism and destination promotions by examining the joint 
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effect of eye gaze and gender congruity on tourists’ visit intention through empathy. This 

research provides important managerial implications for tourism destination promotions, such as 

when and how to use eye gaze to improve destination attractiveness and visit intention. 

Theoretical Background 

Human Elements in Tourism Promotional Advertisement 

The human element is widely used in tourism promotions. It refers to the whole or part of a 

human image used in photographs, such as the mere presence of humans and human hands 

(Zhang et al., 2023). Using human elements, destination promotions can create a specific 

atmosphere to enhance effectiveness (Back et al., 2020; Glover, 2009; Park & Yim, 2020; Roy et 

al., 2012, 2019, 2021). For example, Back et al.(2020) found that the presence of humans 

enhances the impact of small photographs, whereas large photographs have greater effectiveness 

when humans are not present. Zhang et al.(2023) further explored the influence of varying 

proportions of human elements (none, low, and high) on viewers' perceptions and intentions 

when observing nature/culture-based photographs. Specifically, they found that photographs with 

a low proportion of human elements (0~1%) resulted in more positive perceptions than those 

with no humans and a high proportion (2~4%) of human presence. However, more detailed 

human elements like facial expressions have gained limited research attention. Schoner-Schatz et 

al. (2021), however, show that smiling (vs. non-smiling) pictures positively influence tourists’ 

intention to visit. Similarly, our research considers the eye gaze as another detailed human 

element that may play a role in tourism promotions.  

Gaze Direction and Empathy 

Social cognitive theory indicates that individuals learn by observing others through social 

interactions, experiences, and media influences (Bandura, 1986). Eye gaze can be seen as a 

learning tool, shaping an individual’s beliefs, motivations, and behaviors (Shepherd, 2010; 

Verma & Jain, 2022). A direct gaze can make observers feel that they are the target of the 

person’s attention and thus pay attention to their facial expression, messages, and information 

they want to convey (Hall & Knapp, 2013). The learning process is about passively receiving 

information from others. In contrast, an averted gaze can shift observers' attention to where the 

person looks, eliciting joint attention (Frischen et al., 2007). Joint attention serves as a basis for 

developing advanced social cognitive abilities such as theory of mind and empathy (Slaughter, 

2015; Stephenson et al., 2021). Theory of mind refers to attributing mental states, such as 

emotions, to oneself and others (Baron-Cohen, 1991). It helps individuals understand and 

interpret others ' emotions, which is essential for eliciting empathy (Meltzoff, 2002). Empathy 

refers to the capacity of an individual to experience and understand the emotions of another 

person, indicating a deep involvement in another person’s feelings (Eisenberg & Strayer, 1987; 

Escalas & Stern, 2003). Previous research suggests that an averted eye gaze is more effective in 

eliciting empathy due to the elicitation of joint attention, such as for watching a movie, viewing 

an artwork, or a theatrical performance. Specifically, the human character’s averted gaze elicits 

empathy by enhancing engagement with the audience (i.e., observers/viewers) through joint 

attention, encouraging the audience to learn the feelings and emotions of the characters and the 

portrayed subject (Morgan, 2005; Simons, 1988). This learning process is about perspective-

taking, experiencing, and understanding the emotions and feelings of the characters behind the 



averted gaze. In contrast, the character's direct gaze is a signal from within the image, reminding 

the audience of their role as passive information receivers (Wallis & Shepherd, 1998).  

Numerous studies have also highlighted the positive impact of empathy on enhancing 

purchase intention (Arora et al., 2023; Fan et al., 2024; Li et al., 2023), prosocial behaviors 

(Bagozzi & Moore, 1994; Bartsch & Kloß, 2019; Bae, 2021; Fisher et al., 2008; Jung & Im, 

2021; Goenka & Osselaer, 2019), and brand evaluations (Lee, 2016). Empathy is also important 

in destination promotions. Akgün, Keskin, Ayar and Erdoğan (2015) show that empathy evoked 

by travel narratives positively influences readers' intention to visit the destination. Yi, Li, Zeng, 

Xie and Xu (2022) examine the role of empathy as a mediator in the internal mechanism of film-

induced tourism. Such positive influences of empathy can be explained by outcome expectations 

suggested in social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986; Schunk & Usher, 2012). Outcome 

expectations are generated through observational learning. Observing and internalizing the 

consequences of others’ actions shapes individuals’ beliefs about the potential outcomes of 

similar actions, making them more or less likely to engage in similar behaviors (Schunk & Usher, 

2012). As discussed above, in the context of tourism promotions, the averted gaze may encourage 

observers to take the model's perspective, experiencing and understanding the emotions and 

feelings behind the averted gaze. This empathetic experience then makes observers believe that 

they would have the same experience if engaged in similar behaviors, such as traveling to the 

same destination.   

However, previous research on human elements and eye gaze has ignored the role of gender. 

Some show male and female models simultaneously in the photographs, while others only 

display female or male models without considering the gender match between the audience (i.e., 

observer) and the model (Back et al., 2020; Schoner-Schatz et al., 2021). In addition, when 

examining the effect of eye gaze, To & Patrick (2021) control the gender congruity by matching 

the model's gender in the advertisements to the participant’s gender, indicating the potential 

influence of gender congruity. Therefore, in this research, we aim to provide empirical evidence 

on the importance of gender congruity between the observers and the model and understand the 

impact of eye gaze in tourism promotions.  

  

Importance of Gender Congruity 

  As the social cognitive theory indicates, similarity is crucial for evaluating behavioral 

appropriateness, shaping outcome expectations, and gauging one's self-efficacy (Schunk, 1987). 

According to the relational demography theory, it is human nature to evaluate similarity with 

others by employing demographic characteristics like gender (Sacco et al., 2003). Previous 

research further indicates that individuals focus on gender when assessing similarity (Brickson, 

2000; Turban et al., 2002). Previous research in social psychology and interpersonal relationships 

suggests that gender congruity is critical in enhancing motivation, learning, and empathy 

(Schunk, 1987; Schunk & Usher, 2012). Gender congruity refers to the gender consistency 

between the two parties (i.e., gender similarity). For example, female consumers prefer gender 

congruity with the Airbnb host, making them more inclined to book an Airbnb property hosted by 

a female (Su & Mattila, 2020). The social cognitive theory further posits that individuals are 

inclined to mimic observed behaviors. Accordingly, Petersen (2018) found that girls tend to 

mimic other girls’ behaviors, whereas boys mimic other boys’ behaviors. Perceived similarity, 

especially perceived gender similarity (i.e., gender congruity), elicits empathy, as individuals 

often show more empathy when judging people of the same gender (Davis, 1994; Olesker & 

Balter, 1972; Feshbach & Roe, 1968; Stotland, 1969). The initial findings by Feshbach and Roe 



(1968) demonstrate that children exhibit greater empathy towards a child of the same (vs. 

opposite) gender, and these findings also extend to adults (Olesker & Balter, 1972). The gender 

congruity effect on empathy is also observed in the context of sexual harassment. Bongiorno, 

Langbroek, Bain, Ting and Ryan (2020) indicate that women (vs. men) are more likely to blame 

the male perpetrator due to their greater empathy for the victim but lesser empathy for the male 

perpetrator. In this paper, we argue that an averted gaze induces empathy, especially when there 

is an alignment between the observer's gender and the model in the photograph, increasing the 

effectiveness of destination promotion.  

Therefore, we propose that: 

H1: When the model in the photograph is the same gender as the viewer, an averted (vs. 

direct) eye gaze will elicit more empathy among viewers.  

H1a: A photograph featuring a male model with an averted (vs. direct) gaze will 

elicit more empathy among male viewers. Such a superior effect of an averted gaze is 

attenuated among female viewers. 

H1b: A photograph featuring a female model with an averted (vs. direct) gaze will 

elicit more empathy among female viewers. Such a superior effect of an averted gaze is 

attenuated among male viewers. 

H2: When the model in the photograph is the same gender as the viewer, an averted (vs. 

direct) eye gaze will result in higher destination visit intention.  

H2a: A photograph featuring a male model with an averted (vs. direct) gaze will 

result in higher destination visit intention among male viewers. Such a superior effect of 

an averted gaze is attenuated among female viewers. 

H2b: A photograph featuring a female model with an averted (vs. direct) gaze will 

result in higher destination visit intention among female viewers. Such a superior effect of 

an averted gaze is attenuated among male viewers. 

H3: When the model in the photograph is the same gender as the viewer, empathy mediates 

the influence of gaze direction on destination visit intention. 

 

Destination Type 

The tourism literature typically categorizes designations into natural and urban types (Byun 

& Jang, 2015; Wang & Spark, 2016). Urban destinations are generally more familiar to visitors 

than natural destinations (Li et al., 2024). This is because urban destinations are man-made, 

human-centered design structures that are closely related to the daily lives of human beings, 

whereas nature destinations usually emphasize their pristine, undeveloped landscapes, which are 

generally far away from people’s daily lives (Araújo et al., 2019; Luo & Deng, 2008). Previous 

research suggests that familiarity makes it easier for individuals to shape outcome expectations, 

thus reducing the reliance on learning from others (Li & Wan, 2025; Yim et al., 2021). 

Familiarity refers to a person’s knowledge of something, typically shaped by prior interactions 

and experiences (Gefen, 2000). With high levels of familiarity, individuals can generate a greater 

sense of self-efficacy in making relevant decisions themselves (Oyinseye et al., 2022; Yoon & 

Rolland, 2012). For example, when people are unfamiliar with natural landscapes, they may 

struggle to imagine their interactions with such environments or form expectations based on their 

daily experiences. As a result, they rely on certain hints and cues (e.g., human presence) to 

construct and anticipate potential scenarios and behavioral intentions. In contrast, people’s 

familiarity with urban settings allows them to more easily anticipate and simulate potential 

behaviors and activities (Li & Wan, 2025). Similarly, in our case, people may not need the 

empathetic experience of observing others to infer that they would have the same experience if 



they traveled to the same urban destination. Specifically, for familiar urban destinations, the 

interaction effect of eye gaze direction and gender congruity shall be attenuated: 

H4: The proposed effects in H1-H3 will be attenuated for the promotion of urban (vs. 

natural) destinations.  

Fig 1. Conceptual Model 

Study 1: Natural Destination Promotion 

Study Design and Participants 

This study was designed to demonstrate the moderating effect of gender congruity on the 

influence of gaze on the effectiveness of natural destination promotion. A 2 (eye gaze direction: 

direct vs. averted) by 2 (gender congruity: incongruent vs. congruent) between-subjects quasi-

experimental design was employed. Gender congruity was coded based on the gender of 

participants (0=incongruent (female participant), 1=congruent (male participant)). From Prolific, 

we recruited 200 U.S. participants. Those who failed attention checks (n=3) or failed to share 

their gender information (n=3) were excluded, resulting in 194 participants. The majority 

(78.4%) of the participants fell within the age range of 18 to 49 years. Among the participants, 

49% were female, 43.8% possessed a college degree, and 74.7% had an annual household income 

exceeding $40,000. 

Stimuli and Procedures 

Two photographs were created, one featuring a male model (a fake senior blogger) looking 

directly at the viewers and the other with the male model looking away (see appendix). 

Participants were asked to imagine that they were planning to travel during the upcoming 

vacation, and they were searching for information online. They were shown the promotions for 

Dal lake, Kashmir, and one of the two photograph versions was randomly shown. In addition, 

they read about the travel experiences shared by the model. Then, participants indicated visit 

intention on three 7-point scales (e.g., “I will consider visiting this destination in the future.” 

1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly agree; α=.90; Han et al., 2010) and how much they could 

vicariously merge with the model’s feelings (i.e., empathy) on five 7-point scales (e.g., “While 

watching the ad, I felt as though the situation in the ad was happening to me.” 1=strongly 

disagree, 7=strongly agree; α=.97; Escalas & Stern, 2003). To access the manipulation of eye 

gaze direction, participants were asked to indicate the direction of the model’s gaze (“Is the 



model featured looking at you or away from you? 1=looking at me, 2=looking away from me; To 

& Patrick, 2021). 

Results 

Manipulation check. Through crosstab analysis, it was observed that 87 out of 97 

participants in the direct gaze condition and 91 out of 97 participants in the averted gaze 

condition accurately identified the direction of the gaze. 

Empathy. A two-way ANOVA on empathy revealed a significant interaction between eye 

gaze direction and gender congruity (F (1, 190)=3.95, p<.05). As visualized in Fig. 2, the 

photograph featuring a male model with averted (vs. direct) gaze is more effective in eliciting 

male participants’ empathy (i.e., congruent condition) (Maverted=3.64, Mdirected=2.87; F(1, 

190)=5.06, p<.05). However, no significant differences were identified in empathy across the two 

gaze conditions among female participants (i.e., incongruent condition) (Mavert=3.16 vs. 

Mdirect=3.37, F(1,190) =.33, p>.05). Therefore, H1a was supported.  

Fig 2. Empathy as a function of eye gaze direction and gender of viewers 

Visit intention. A two-way ANOVA on visit intention revealed a significant main effect of 

eye gaze direction (F (1,190)=5.35, p<.05), qualified by a significant interaction with the gender 

congruity (F(1, 190)=4.83, p<.05). As visualized in Fig. 3, significantly higher visit intention was 

observed when the male model’s gaze was averted (vs. direct) among male participants (i.e., 

congruent condition) (Maverted=4.75, Mdirected=3.82; F(1, 190)=10.38, p<.05). However, no 

significant differences were identified in visit intention across the two gaze conditions among 

female participants (i.e., incongruent condition) (Mavert=4.41 vs. Mdirect=4.39, F(1,190) =.006, 

p>.05). Therefore, H2a was supported.  



 

Fig 3. Visit Intention as a function of eye gaze direction and gender of viewers 

Moderated mediation analysis. A moderated mediation analysis using bootstrapping was 

performed (PROCESS model 8, Hayes, 2017). In this analysis, the independent variable was eye 

gaze direction, the moderator was gender congruity, the mediator was empathy, and the 

dependent variable was visit intention. A significant index of moderated mediation was identified 

(B=.57, SE=.29, 95%CI=[.0076, 1.1265]). Specifically, male participants were more likely to 

vicariously merge with the male model’s feelings (i.e., stronger empathy in gender congruent 

condition) when the model looked away (i.e., averted gaze), and thus were more likely to visit the 

destination (B=.45, SE=.22, 95%CI=[.0186, .8781]). However, empathy didn’t mediate the 

impact of eye gaze direction on visit intention (B=-.12, SE=.18 95%CI=[-.4697, .2528]) among 

female participants (i.e., gender incongruent condition). These results supported H3.  

Study 2: Natural Destination Promotion – Replication Using Female Model 

Study Design and Participants 

The objective of this study is to replicate Study 1 using a female model. The design was the 

same as in Study 1. Gender congruity was coded based on the gender of participants 

(0=incongruent (male participant), 1=congruent (female participant)). A total of 198 participants 

were recruited from Prolific. Those who failed attention checks (n=2) or failed to share their 

gender information (n=2) were excluded, resulting in 194 participants. The majority (79.4%) of 

the participants fell within the age range of 18 to 49 years. Among the participants, 64.4% were 

female, 46.9% possessed a college degree, and 67.5% had an annual household income exceeding 

$40,000. 

Stimuli and Procedures 

Two versions of photographs were created, as in Study 1, with one featuring the female 

model looking directly at the viewers and the other with the female model looking away. Except 

for the model’s gender, other stimuli (e.g., guidelines and the promoted tourism destination) and 



procedures were the same as in Study 1. In addition, visit intention (α=.90), empathy (α=.97), and 

manipulation check were measured as in Study 1. 

Results 

Manipulation check.  Upon conducting a crosstab analysis for the gaze manipulation check, 

all 99 participants in the averted gaze condition accurately recognized that the model was gazing 

away from them, while 88 out of 95 participants in the direct gaze condition correctly perceived 

that the model was looking at them. 

Empathy. A two-way ANOVA on empathy was conducted. The results showed that the 

main effect of eye gaze direction was significant (F (1,190)=4.23, p<.05), qualified by a 

significant interaction with gender congruity (F (1, 190)=4.12, p<.05). As visualized in Fig. 4, the 

photograph featuring a female model with averted (vs. direct) gaze is more effective in eliciting 

female participants’ empathy (i.e., congruent condition) (Maverted=3.59, Mdirected=2.60; F(1, 

190)=11.87, p<.001). However, no significant differences were identified in empathy across the 

two gaze conditions among male participants (i.e., incongruent condition) (Maverted=2.80 vs. 

Mdirected=2.79, F(1,190) <1, p>.05). Therefore, H1b was supported.  

 

Fig 4. Empathy as a function of eye gaze direction and gender of viewers (female model) 

Visit intention. A two-way ANOVA on visit intention revealed a significant interaction 

between eye gaze direction and gender congruity (F(1, 190)=8.12, p<.05). As visualized in Fig. 5, 

significantly higher visit intention was observed when the female model’s gaze was averted (vs. 

direct) among female participants (i.e., congruent condition) (Maverted=4.17, Mdirected=3.62; F(1, 

190)=4.23, p<.05). Conversely, visit intention was significantly higher when the female model’s 



gaze was direct (vs. averted) among male participants (i.e., incongruent condition) (Maverted=3.79, 

Mdirected=4.52; F(1, 190)=4.09, p<.05), supporting H2b.  

 

Fig 5. Visit Intention as a function of eye gaze direction and gender of viewers (female 

model) 

Moderated mediation analysis. A moderated mediation analysis using bootstrapping was 

performed (PROCESS model 8, Hayes, 2017). In this analysis, the independent variable was eye 

gaze direction, the moderator was gender congruity, the mediator was empathy, and the 

dependent variable was visit intention. The index of moderated mediation was significant (B=.60, 

SE=.30, 95%CI=[.0197, 1.2244]). Specifically, female participants were more likely to 

vicariously merge with the female model’s feelings (i.e., stronger empathy in gender congruent 

condition) when the model looked away (i.e., averted gaze), and thus were more likely to visit the 

promoted tourism destination (B=.61, SE=.19, 95%CI=[.2500, .9981]). However, empathy didn’t 

mediate the impact of eye gaze direction on visit intention (B=.004, SE=.25, 

95%CI=[-.4831, .4765]) among male participants (i.e., gender incongruent condition). These 

results supported H3.  

Unexpected results. Surprisingly, the visit intention among male observers was higher when 

the female model’s gaze was direct (vs. averted). However, there were no differences in visit 

intention among female observers across the gaze conditions with a male model (in Study 1). In 

other words, a direct eye gaze can potentially increase the effectiveness of natural destination 

promotions when there is gender incongruence (i.e., when the model does not share the same 

gender as the viewer), but only among male viewers. In the case of gender incongruence, no 

significant differences were observed in empathy across the two gaze conditions, regardless of 

the observer’s gender. These findings imply that another potential underlying mechanism may be 

driving the influence of direct eye gaze. Mason et al. (2005) show that when viewing female 

faces, male participants perceived the female models as more attractive when they looked directly 

at them (vs. looking away from them). However, the influence of eye gaze on attractiveness was 

not observed among female participants. In addition, previous research on gender differences 



shows that males are more likely to be influenced by the attractiveness of the opposite gender 

than females (Dahl et al., 2009; Karremans et al., 2009; Lin et al., 2018). Taken together, 

perceived attractiveness may explain why a direct eye gaze enhances destination promotions in 

the situation of gender incongruence, but only among male viewers. We test this explanation in 

Study 3. 

Study 3: Urban Destination Promotion 

Study Design and Participants 

To explain the unexpected results in Study 2 and test H4, an urban destination promotion 

featuring a female model was adopted. The design was the same as in Study 1. Gender congruity 

was coded based on the gender of participants (0=incongruent (male participant), 1=congruent 

(female participant)). A total of 200 participants were recruited from Prolific. Those who failed 

attention checks (n=2) or failed to share their gender information (n=1) were excluded, resulting 

in 197 participants. The majority (72.1%) of the participants fell within the age range of 18 to 49 

years. Among the participants, 49.2% were female, 43.1% possessed a college degree, and 82.2% 

had an annual household income exceeding $40,000. 

Stimuli and Procedures 

Two versions of photographs were created, one featuring a female model looking directly at 

the viewers and the other with the female model looking away (see appendix). Participants were 

asked to imagine that they were planning to travel during the upcoming vacation and they were 

searching for information online. They were shown the promotions for Paris, France, and one of 

the two photograph versions was randomly shown. In addition, they read about the travel 

experiences shared by the model. Then, visit intention (α=.94), empathy (α=.98), and 

manipulation check were measured as in Study 1. The perceived attractiveness of the model was 

also measured, followed by demographic questions.   

Results 

Manipulation check.  Based on crosstab analysis for the gaze manipulation check, 99 out of 

101 participants in the averted gaze condition accurately recognized that the model was gazing 

away from them, while 92 out of 96 participants in the direct gaze condition correctly perceived 

that the model was looking at them. 

Empathy. A two-way ANOVA on empathy was conducted. The results showed that neither 

the main effects of gaze direction (F (1, 193)=1.93, p>.05) and gender congruity (F (1, 

193)=3.15, p>.05) nor the interaction (F (1, 193)=3.35, p>.05) was significant.  

Visit intention. A two-way ANOVA on visit intention revealed a significant interaction 

between eye gaze direction and gender congruity (F(1, 193)=6.46, p<.05). As visualized in Fig. 6, 

significantly higher visit intention was observed when the female model’s gaze was direct (vs. 

averted) among male participants (i.e., incongruent condition) (Maverted=4.97, Mdirected=5.71; F(1, 

193)=8.43, p<.05). However, no significant difference was identified across the two gaze 

conditions among female participants (i.e., congruent condition) (Maverted=5.77 vs. Mdirected=5.58, 

F(1,193) <1, p>.05).  

 



Fig 6. Visit Intention as a function of eye gaze direction and gender of viewers (female 

model in urban destination promotion) 

Moderated mediation analysis. A moderated mediation analysis using bootstrapping was 

performed (PROCESS model 8, Hayes, 2017). In this analysis, the independent variable was eye 

gaze direction, the moderator was gender congruity, the mediator was empathy, and the 

dependent variable was visit intention. The index of moderated mediation was not significant 

(B=.47, SE=.27, 95%CI=[-.0190, 1.0189]).  

Taken together, H4 was supported.  

The perceived attractiveness of the model. A two-way ANOVA on perceived attractiveness 

revealed a significant main effect of gaze direction (F(1, 193)=5.78, p<.05). In addition, as 

visualized in Fig 7, significantly higher perceived attractiveness was identified when the female 

model’s gaze was direct (vs. averted) among male participants (i.e., incongruent condition) 

(Maverted=5.25, Mdirected=5.82; F(1, 193)=5.53, p<.05). But no significant difference was observed 

in congruent condition (Maverted=5.68 vs. Mdirected=5.94, F(1,193) =1.12, p>.05). Besides, a 

mediation analysis using PROCESS model 4 showed that in the incongruent condition, the 

influence of eye gaze direction on visit intention was mediated by perceived attractiveness of the 

model (B=-.29, SE=.15, 95%CI=[-.6437, -.0461]). Specifically, male participants perceived the 

female model to be more attractive when the female model’s gaze was direct (vs. averted), which, 

in turn, enhanced visit intention to the same urban destination.  

 

 

 



Fig 7. Perceived attractiveness of the model 

 

Conclusion and Discussion 

This research demonstrates how eye gaze, together with gender congruity, enhances the 

effectiveness of destination promotions via empathy. Drawing on the social cognitive theory, 

prior research suggests that eye gaze is a learning tool (Shepherd, 2010; Verma & Jain, 2022). 

Compared to a direct eye gaze, an averted eye gaze in the photograph encourages observers to 

actively learn and understand the emotions, feelings, and reasons behind the averted eye gaze via 

joint attention, eliciting empathy (Frischen et al., 2007; Morgan, 2005; Slaughter, 2015; 

Stephenson et al., 2021). Positive emotional feedback and empathy induce outcome expectations 

that shape the observers’ beliefs about visiting the same destination (Schunk & Usher, 2012). 

However, the effectiveness of the averted eye gaze is contingent on gender congruity between the 

model and the observer. We show that when the model's gender in the photograph aligns with the 

viewer's gender, an averted gaze enhances empathy, enhancing visit intention of natural 

destinations. Specifically, a photograph featuring a male model with an averted gaze (vs. direct 

gaze) heightens the empathetic reaction of male viewers, thereby augmenting the effectiveness of 

destination promotion. Similarly, a female model with an averted gaze (vs. direct gaze) 

intensifies the empathetic response of female viewers, resulting in a greater destination visit 

intention. These findings align with the tenets of social cognitive theory. The social cognitive 

theory suggests that similarity (e.g., gender similarity) is crucial for evaluating behavioral 

appropriateness, eliciting empathy, and shaping outcome expectations, leading individuals to 

engage in similar behaviors (Schunk, 1987; Schunk & Usher, 2012).   

However, when promoting urban destinations that are closely related to the daily lives of 

human beings, the importance of gender congruity is attenuated. People are quite familiar with 

the urban style and life, so no extra cues are necessary to shape their outcome expectations. In 

addition, the findings from Study 2 and Study 3 consistently show that the female model's direct 

eye gaze is more effective in attracting a male audience to visit the same destinations. Though we 

argue that the perceived attractiveness of the model drives the influence of direct eye gaze, more 

empirical evidence is needed.  



Theoretical Implications 

This research contributes to theory in several ways. First, it provides new theoretical insights 

into destination marketing research by identifying eye gaze as a human element to increase the 

effectiveness of destination promotions and showing empathy as the underlying mechanism. 

Most previous research on human elements in tourism-related promotions mainly focuses on the 

human presence, such as the mere presence of visitors, the proportion of visitors, and the identity 

of the destination endorser (Back et al., 2020; Joe et al., 2021; Li et al., 2022; Zhang et al., 2023). 

However, the human element also covers parts of the human image, such as facial expressions, 

hands, and eyes (Zhang et al., 2023). How do such detailed human elements influence consumer 

perceptions of tourism destination promotions? To address this gap, this research empirically 

investigates the impact of eye gaze on the effectiveness of a destination promotion.  

While previous research has examined perceived narrative transportation and perceived 

similarity as separate underlying mechanisms that explain the influence of human elements in 

tourism-related promotions (Back et al., 2020; Li et al., 2022; Pachucki et al., 2022), we 

introduce empathy to integrate the two concepts. Empathy can influence an individual’s 

transportation experience, and it is more likely to happen when individuals perceive others as 

similar to themselves (Davis, 1994; Green & Brock, 2000). Narrative transportation and empathy 

both entail a profound sense of engagement and involvement. In the case of narrative 

transportation, individuals immerse themselves in a story, whereas with empathy, individuals 

emotionally connect with others’ experiences (Escalas & Stern, 2003; Green & Brock, 2000). 

Previous research has focused on eye gaze as a visual cue for conveying information and its 

influence on narrative transportation in non-personal communications (To & Patrick, 2021). We 

argue that the eye gaze can also serve as a social cue that elicits empathy, emphasizing 

individuals' connection and emotional responses.  

Second, this research enriches the literature on sensory marketing by thoroughly exploring 

how gender congruity, a crucial but often disregarded human factor, can influence the impact of 

eye gaze on destination promotions. While previous research has demonstrated the impact of 

averted eye gaze, the current study highlights the importance of gender congruity. By uncovering 

the gender-specific effects of averted eye gaze on empathy and destination promotions, this 

research provides a deeper understanding of how an eye gaze can be strategically employed to 

resonate with diverse consumer segments. Moreover, this research contributes to the research on 

gender congruity. The influence of gender congruity has been extensively investigated across 

different contexts, such as nursing, service encounters, leader-subordinate relationships, and 

mentoring, utilizing the similarity-attraction paradigm (Berkovich, 2018; Turban et al., 2002; 

Martin, 2012; Su & Mattila, 2020). Individuals are more likely to respond favorably to those of 

the same gender because gender similarity can enhance interpersonal attraction, trust, 

compatibility, and rapport (Sacco et al., 2003; Su & Mattila, 2020). However, in tourism 

promotions depicting human images, many other human factors, such as facial expression, eye 

gaze, manner of dressing, and gestures, can influence consumers’ perceptions and reactions. Our 

findings indicate that gender congruity is important when promoting natural destinations with the 

model’s averted eye gaze. However, when promoting familiar urban destinations, the direct eye 

gaze of the female model is more appealing among male viewers (i.e., gender incongruity).  

Therefore, this research highlights the intricate interplay between gender congruity and eye gaze 

when promoting different types of tourism destinations.  

Third, this research adds to research on empathy. Previous studies have examined the 

favorable outcomes of empathy, such as increasing service quality perceptions (Barlow & Maul, 



2000) and visitors' altruistic motivation (Miles, 2002; Stone, 2006). Further, recent tourism 

research has investigated factors evoking empathy, such as storytelling (Modlinm et al.,2011; 

Akgün et al., 2015), audience identity (Yi et al., 2022), and unfair reviews (Allard et al., 2020). 

Our research contributes to this body of knowledge by identifying gaze direction, in conjunction 

with gender congruity, as a means to enhance empathy and by highlighting destination type as a 

key factor that influences empathetic responses. By uncovering how these specific factors 

influence empathetic responses to destination promotions, our study offers a fresh perspective on 

the psychological processes underlying empathy elicitation in promotional campaigns. 

Practical Implications 

The findings of this study have several practical implications for destination marketing 

organizations (DMOs) and tourism industries. The nuanced understanding of how potential 

tourists respond to various destination marketing elements can enhance the effectiveness of 

advertising campaigns and, ultimately, influence visit intentions. Our findings suggest that 

destination marketing featuring humans should take into account not only the gender of the 

model and the model’s gaze direction but also the gender of the audience and the types of 

destinations being promoted. We show that when the model in the photograph is the same gender 

as the viewer, an averted (vs. direct) eye gaze is more effective in promoting a natural 

destination. However, when promoting an urban destination, a direct (vs. averted) eye gaze of a 

female model in the photograph is more effective in attracting male viewers. Therefore, 

considering the potential for significant disparities in responses between genders to the model in 

destination promotions, this study provides nuanced suggestions for destination marketers 

targeting either male or female tourists.  

Firstly, a rising phenomenon is the increasing popularity of “all-female travel.” It pertains to 

female travelers engaging in leisure activities with other women, such as friends, family 

members, colleagues, sports team members, and fellow members from organizations they belong 

to (Gibson et al., 2012; Junek et al., 2006; Khoo-Lattimore & Prayag, 2015). For such “all-female 

travel” markets, marketers should feature female models looking away when promoting natural 

destinations and nature-based activities. In addition, the same strategy could also be effective for 

family tourism. As females (or mothers ) often organize travel plans and make the final decision 

for their family (Koc, 2004; Barlés-Arizón et al., 2013; Wang & Li, 2021), increasing females’ 

visit intention is conducive to driving a larger market. Conversely, for campaigns aimed at male 

tourists, photographs should either feature male models looking away or female models making 

direct eye contact, when promoting natural destinations or nature-based activities, such as 

adventure tourism (Cater, 2013) and hunting (Oltean & Gabor, 2021). However, when promoting 

urban destinations or urban-based activities such as city tours, marketers may consider using 

female models with direct eye contact in promotional photographs.  

Secondly, given the vast array of marketing channels available in today's business landscape, 

our findings prompt tourism marketers to tailor promotions to different genders. This strategic 

segmentation ensures that the right message reaches the right audience through the right channel. 

For instance, a promotional photograph of a natural destination featuring a female model with a 

direct eye gaze or a male model with an averted eye gaze could be strategically placed in media 

outlets that predominantly cater to male audiences, such as specific genres of magazines or during 

sports live streaming events. This tailored approach not only enhances the appeal of the destination 

but also contributes to a more efficient allocation of marketing resources, ensuring that each 

advertisement reaches its full potential in terms of audience engagement and communication. 



However, not every tourism authority or company may clearly understand their target 

market’s demographic profile. In such cases, tourism marketers can use photographs featuring an 

averted-gaze male model when promoting natural destinations. This recommendation is based on 

our findings that a male model’s averted (vs. direct) gaze enhances destination visit intention 

among the male audience while having no significant negative impact on female observers. On 

the other hand, when promoting urban destinations, tourism marketers can use photographs 

featuring a direct-gaze female model, as both males and females respond favorably, according to 

our results. The above strategies minimize the potential backlash of specific eye gaze preferences 

among females while being more effective in increasing visit intention among males.  

Limitations and Future Research 

Several limitations point to future research. First, many visual cues, such as facial 

expressions, manner of dressing, and gestures, can influence consumers’ perceptions and 

reactions. However, we only focus on eye gaze in the current research. In addition, in Study 2, 

the sample was not balanced across participants’ gender, thus leading to potential biases. 

Therefore, a replication study is needed, and it would be interesting for future research to 

examine other human element-related cues. Second, we examine the influence of eye gaze and 

gender congruity on destination visit intention.  A field study or secondary data examining 

consumers’ travel behaviors would add value. Future research can collaborate with a travel 

agency or a Tourism Bureau to track consumers' actual booking behaviors and number of visits 

while manipulating the model’s eye gaze direction and gender. Third, our findings show that the 

proposed interaction effect of gender congruity and eye gaze direction is attenuated with urban 

destinations. In addition, direct eye contact of a female model is more effective among males. 

Although we attribute this to opposite-gender attraction, more empirical evidence is needed to 

demonstrate the underlying mechanism of perceived attractiveness when featuring direct eye 

contact. Lastly, we collected data in the U.S., so that the results and findings may vary across 

different cultures. Wang et al. (2018) show that Chinese (vs. US) consumers process information 

more deeply when a model displays an averted gaze, indicating cultural differences in the eye 

gaze effect. Thus, future research should examine the moderating role of culture to enrich our 

research findings.  
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