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Effect of facial presence in user-generated photos on intention to 
purchase restaurant foods: an experimental study from vietnam

Tran Thi Tuyeta , Vu Thi Thu Huyena,b and Viet Thai Nguyena,b 
aFaculty of Hospitality and Tourism, Thuongmai University, Hanoi, Vietnam; bAdministration and business in services, Tourism 
and Hospitality Research Group, Thuongmai University, Hanoi, Vietnam

ABSTRACT
As online activities related to purchasing restaurant foods have become more common, 
user-generated photos (UGPs), including a customer’s face, have emerged as crucial 
sources of information because they offer a better visual cue and create a higher level 
of trust, subsequently increasing purchase intention. However, little research has 
examined the effect of facial presence in UGPs on customers’ purchase behavior in 
restaurants in Vietnam. This study aims to investigate the relationship between facial 
presence in UGPs and purchase intention while simultaneously testing the mediating 
role of trust. A two-group design was used, with one group featuring UGPs with facial 
presence and the other UGPs without facial presence. Results indicate that participants 
in the UGPs with facial presence condition exhibited a higher level of trust and, hence, 
a greater purchase intention than those in the UGPs without facial presence condition. 
These findings expand our understanding of UGPs and purchase intention and provide 
restaurant managers with valuable practical implications.

Introduction

Online user-generated photos (UGPs) have become essential sources of information that affect customers’ 
behavior and decision-making processes (An & Ozturk, 2022; Li et  al., 2021; Li et  al., 2022; Ma et  al., 
2018). For example, they are used for product evaluation before purchase (An & Ozturk, 2022; Jeong & 
Yeu, 2023; Konijn et  al., 2016; Li et  al., 2022; Vu et  al., 2015). In particular, in hospitality and tourism, due 
to the intangible nature of the products and services, UGPs play an essential role in building positive 
intention to visit tourist destinations or book hotels (An & Ozturk, 2022; He, 2023; Kim & Stepchenkova, 
2015; Zhang et  al., 2022). For instance, numerous travel review websites such as TripAdvisor and Yelp 
permit users to upload product photographs and reviews, which may significantly impact how consum-
ers perceive the products when purchasing (Lo et  al., 2011). Understanding how UGPs affect consumers 
can be of great importance for research and practice in the hotel and tourism industry.

UGPs typically refer to the static visual content that tourists create and share online (Mak, 2017), 
which can shape potential customers’ restaurant search (Oliveira & Casais, 2018), destination search, and 
purchase intention (Bigne et  al., 2020; Kim & Stepchenkova, 2015; Marder et  al., 2021). Oliveira and Casais 
(2018) found that potential customers search online for UGPs of restaurant foods. For example, Lin and 
Huang (2006) found that 45% of participants desired to visit Greece after viewing photos shared by 
other travelers. Thus, customers may consider UGPs a credible reference source to aid decision-making.
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In addition, since many customers know the disguised commercial intentions and biased messaging 
in promotional images (Kim & Stepchenkova, 2015; Li et  al., 2023), they search for more reliable cues, 
particularly for UGPs with a human face. Many studies found that reviews, including a human face, 
increase trust by making online communication more similar to face-to-face interaction (Cyr et  al., 2009; 
Guan et  al., 2023). As a result, prospective customers are more engaged and inspired to review other 
users’ detailed feedback. Moreover, photos with real customers in them enhance reviews’ credibility (Cyr 
et  al., 2009) and reduce the possibility of them being perceived as fake (Guan et  al., 2023).

Facial presence in UGPs leads to greater trust, significantly impacting customers’ responses (Cyr et  al., 
2009; Guan et  al., 2023; Li et  al., 2023; Yoo & Kim, 2012). Conversely, lacking trust reduces the willingness 
to purchase online (Wagner Mainardes et  al., 2019). Trust plays an increasingly significant role in the 
hospitality industry in purchase intention (Kim et  al., 2017; Li et  al., 2021; Park et  al., 2021). For example, 
Anaya-Sánchez et  al. (2019) pointed out that tourists tend to trust credible sources of online evaluations, 
and trust is an essential factor in gaining positive recognition from customers. As a result, it is critical to 
comprehend the role of trust in UGPs in online reviews on customer purchase intention.

However, most related studies focus on the importance of UGPs to review their usefulness. In contrast, 
a few studies pay attention to the effect of UGPs on other dependent variables, such as customer pur-
chase intention, especially in hospitality (Li et  al., 2022). So far, previous research has studied the differ-
ent content of photos in UGPs (with vs. without human faces) (An & Ozturk, 2022), disclosure of posters’ 
profile pictures (Kim et  al., 2020; Lee & Shin, 2014), random facial presence (Li et  al., 2022), and aesthetics 
(Marder et  al., 2021). However, little research has explored the effect of facial presence on purchase 
intention. Moreover, concerning the role of UGPs in the hospitality industry, most studies have been 
conducted in the USA (An & Ozturk, 2022; Shin et  al., 2020), Korea (Park et  al., 2021), China (Zhang et  al., 
2022), and Portugal (Oliveira & Casais, 2018), while little research has been carried out on UGPs in restau-
rants in Vietnam. To fill the above research gaps, the study aims to examine the impact of facial presence 
in UGPs on customers’ purchase intentions. Concurrently, it will explore the mediating role of trust in the 
relationship between facial presence in UGPs and purchase intentions within Vietnamese restaurant 
contexts.

This research makes several significant contributions to the existing literature on UGPs. Firstly, it adds to 
the theoretical understanding of consumer behavior in UGPs by exploring the role of facial presence as a 
determinant of purchase intention. By synthesizing theories of HSM and source credibility, we offer insights 
into the mechanisms underlying this relationship. Secondly, our findings reveal a significant positive effect 
of facial presence on purchase intention, highlighting the importance of visual cues in influencing con-
sumer behavior within UGPs. This contributes to practical implications for restaurant managers, who can 
leverage the inclusion of human faces in online reviews to enhance trust and drive purchase intention.

Theoretical foundation and hypothesis

Heuristic-systematic model

The heuristic-systematic model (HSM) is a well-known model developed by Chaiken (1989). It aims to 
explain how people perceive and take in persuasive communications. According to the model, people 
can process messages systematically or heuristically, using the two systems separately or simultaneously 
(Chaiken & Maheswaran, 1994; Zhang et  al., 2014). Systematic information processing involves careful, 
deliberate assessments of relevant cues and an increased investment of time, effort, and cognitive skills 
(Chaiken, 1989). On the other hand, the heuristic mode relies on only a few cues (or even only one cue) 
to assess related information and quickly evaluate the content of messages. Since the human brain has 
a limited capacity for processing information, the heuristic processing mode is activated so individuals 
can minimize their use of cognitive resources whenever possible (Chaiken & Maheswaran, 1994). According 
to HSM, these types of processing impact how much a person is persuaded and affected by attitude 
change (Chaiken, 1989).

Prior research indicates that the HSM plays a significant role in elucidating customers’ decision-making 
processes across various fields. For instance, in marketing, Zhang et  al. (2014) revealed that customers 
employ heuristic cues, such as the credibility of information sources and their perceptions of information 
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quality, to evaluate online reviews, thereby impacting their purchase intentions. Similarly, in the tourism 
sector, numerous studies (Akhtar et  al., 2020; Bigne et  al., 2020; Hlee et  al., 2018; Kim et  al., 2017; Luo 
et  al., 2021; Shi et  al., 2021) have utilized HSM as a conceptual framework to explicate tourists’ 
decision-making processes. Notably, several studies have highlighted consumers’ reliance on heuristic 
processing to evaluate online reviews and foster purchase intentions, examining factors such as positive 
and negative information (Ruiz-Mafe et  al., 2018), time constraints (Bigne et  al., 2020), hotel room rates 
(Luo et  al., 2021), social influence (Shi et  al., 2021), and price transparency (Bai et al., 2022).

The research highlighted above underscores the utility of the HSM as a valuable lens for understand-
ing consumer decision-making process. However, the influence of heuristic cues on customers’ purchase 
intentions has not received adequate attention from researchers, as Hlee et  al. (2018) noted. Notably, the 
significance of facial presence in UGPs as a heuristic cue in shaping consumers’ intention to purchase 
restaurant products merits further investigation. Hence, our study adopts HSM as its theoretical frame-
work to explore the impact of facial presence in UGPs (with vs. without a human face) on consumer 
decision-making regarding restaurant products in the online context.

Source credibility theory

The second critical theory for this study is the source credibility theory, developed by Hovland and Weiss 
(1951). It explains how persuasive communication is affected by the perceived credibility of the source 
of the communication. According to these authors, several dimensions contribute to source credibility, 
including dynamism, attractiveness, authority, character, trustworthiness, expertise, and others. While 
many of these dimensions have been debated, trustworthiness and expertise appear widely accepted 
(Baxter et  al., 2015; Tseng & Fogg, 1999; Pornpitakpan, 2004; Wu & Lin, 2017; Yoo & Gretzel, 2008). In the 
context of UGPs, we focus on trustworthiness, one of the significant elements that form credibility.

Trustworthiness refers to the degree of confidence in the source’s ‘intent to communicate the asser-
tions they consider the most valid and true’ (Hovland et  al., 1953). In the present study, the source refers 
to consumers who post food pictures, including a human face. Several studies in various contexts have 
proved the significant effects of source trustworthiness on purchase intentions (Ayeh, 2015; Kim & Kim, 
2014; Li, 2013). For instance, Kim and Kim (2014) have found that trustworthiness significantly impacts 
visits to green hotels. In UGPs, Guan et  al. (2023) found that a human face included in UGPs positively 
influenced product assessment. This is because UGPs originating from other travelers are considered 
credible/trustworthy sources, and potential customers might think there is no commercial interest in 
UGPs. Moreover, human faces in UGPs provide real customers’ faces, which may lessen the sense of 
phony reviews among other customers (Guan et  al., 2023), which makes them credible sources that may 
positively affect customers’ purchase intentions.

In this study, we combine the HSM theory and source credibility to explain how facial presence affects 
customers’ food purchase intention in restaurants. The HSM explains that customers rely on pictures with 
a human face as a heuristic cue to minimize metal sources, which might affect food purchases. In addi-
tion, source credibility explains that a picture with a human face creates more trust, which involves 
customers’ food purchase intentions.

User-generated photos and purchase intention

Today, with advanced technology and fast internet, sharing UGPs on websites or social media is com-
mon, which can affect other customers’ perceptions. The reason behind this is that UGPs offer a more 
significant number of visual cues of tourist destinations or service providers (Li et  al., 2021), enhance 
information’s trustworthiness (Ert et  al., 2016; Filieri, 2016; Khateb et  al., 2002), boost perceived review 
usefulness (Li et  al., 2021), perceive review enjoyment (Yang et  al., 2017) and form positive attitude 
(Najar & Hamid Rather, 2021). For instance, Aydınoğlu and Cian, (2014) found that using pictures in mar-
keting and advertising to depict products could increase potential customers’ willingness to purchase the 
products. Resti’s (2013) study in restaurants found that displaying food images on social media generated 
a favorable impression of the meal among potential customers. Nevertheless, much less is known about 
the impact of UGPs on purchase intention specifically (Guan et  al., 2023; Li et  al., 2023).
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Several studies have found that UGPs impact customers’ purchase intentions using the theory of HRM 
and source credibility (An & Ozturk, 2022; Ayeh, 2015; He, 2023; Kim & Stepchenkova, 2015b; Li et  al., 
2023; Marder et  al., 2021; Park et  al., 2021). For instance, a study by Ayeh (2015) found that source cred-
ibility posted by travelers significantly impacts other travelers’ intention to visit a tourist destination. In 
addition, a study by Zhang et  al. (2014) found that source credibility and perceived quantity of reviews 
(heuristic factors) directly impact customers’ purchase intention. Recent research by Chakraborty (2019) 
also concluded that source credible online reviews positively affect customers’ purchase intention. 
However, the findings on the impact of UGP content on consumers’ purchase intentions in the hospitality 
industry are inconsistent (An & Ozturk, 2022; Li et  al., 2023; Park et  al., 2021). Specifically, previous stud-
ies found that the content of UGPs, such as photos of hotel rooms or restaurants, facilitated the visual-
ization of hotel products and services, ultimately enhancing the booking decision-making process (An & 
Ozturk, 2022; Leung et  al., 2017; Liu et  al., 2022; Oliveira & Casais, 2018) or boosting the sales (Chen & 
Xie, 2008; Najar & Hamid Rather, 2021). In contrast, other research proved that irrelevant factors and 
specific characteristics of UGPs (e.g., random human faces that are unrelated to the core products, more 
than one face, etc.) prevented customers from acquiring and processing related information (Li et  al., 
2022; Yoo et  al., 2000; Yoo & Kim, 2012) and hence, distorted consumers’ decision-making process (Guan 
et  al., 2023). As a result, the impact of the content of UGPs on purchase intention needs to be further 
explored (Li et  al., 2023).

Facial presence and purchase intention

Facial presence in UGPs refers to consumers’ faces, including photos, which customers share online on 
multiple platforms such as blogs, social networks, communities, and instant messaging applications. In 
this study, we refer to facial presence as photos, including a human face with the core products of the 
service providers (namely restaurants) shared by consumers online on multiple platforms. Prior research 
has found that facial presence in UGPs influences customer’s purchase intention (Broeder, 2022; Srivastava 
& Kalro, 2019; Yoo & Kim, 2012). However, the results are inconsistent. For example, while Yoo and Kim 
(2012) found that a review photo including an attractive model’s face negatively impacts purchase inten-
tion, Li et  al. (2014) found that the appearance of humans in product photos positively affects online 
consumers’ purchase intent. In addition, existing literature has mainly focused on the effect of random-
ness, irrelevant to the core products or the profile picture (Broeder, 2022; Lee & Shin, 2014; Zhang et  al., 
2014) on customers’ purchase intention. There is a noticeable gap in research in the restaurant industry 
(An & Ozturk, 2022; Wang & Tsai, 2014) to extensively explore the relationship between facial presence 
(e.g., human faces that are related to core products) and purchase intention.

The effect of facial presence on purchase intention can be explained by the theory of HSM and source 
credibility. Specifically, the HSM suggests that content-related information might refer to heuristic cues 
in the processing of data (Chaiken, 1989). Facial presence is an observable content-related cue in the 
context of UGPs on social networks. Specific photos are contextually relevant, whereas others are simply 
self-portraits with limited information about the featured products or services. These photos can facilitate 
or hinder potential customers’ purchase intention (Guan et  al., 2023). Customers doing online reviews 
often make quick decisions with little cognitive effort by initially relying on content-related information, 
notably the face presence shown in images, as a heuristic cue. Later, they engage in systematic process-
ing to meticulously evaluate the photos, which ultimately shapes their behavior. After these evaluations, 
customers may find UGPs credible and noticeable (based on source credibility theory), positively affect-
ing purchase intention. Hence, the first hypothesis is proposed as follows:

Hypothesis 1. Participants exposed to the UGPs with facial presence are more likely to purchase restaurant 
foods than those without the UGPs without facial presence.

The roles of trust/trustworthiness between facial presence and purchase intention

Customers may always face some levels of risk due to the inherent nature of Internet shopping (Sutinen 
et  al., 2022; Wu et  al., 2020). They essentially bet on the uncertainty of the future and the free actions 
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of others (hackers, unknown new technologies, user-generated content, reviews, ratings, or UGPs, etc.). 
When consumers are forced to act in these uncertain circumstances, trust solves the unique issues with 
risk shopping (Sutinen et  al., 2022; Wu et  al., 2020). Hence, trust is one of the critical factors in affect-
ing positive purchase intention (Kim et  al., 2017; Li et  al., 2021; Park et  al., 2021). Additionally, trust is 
widely recognized as a mediating variable between online reviews and purchase intention. For instance, 
Chang (2014) found that perceived trust substantially impacted consumer’s purchase intentions in the 
hotel industry and acted as a mediating factor in the relationship between website quality and con-
sumers’ intentions. Online trust had a substantial impact on online booking intention, according to Li 
et  al. (2017), who looked at the possible theoretical relationship between the quality of Chinese bud-
get hotels’ websites, online trust, and online booking intention. The conclusion could be drawn from 
this was that reviews with UGPs, which contained visual information, could be considered more reliable 
by consumers than text-based reviews. This was likely because these photos provided more vivid illus-
trations of the products or services being evaluated before purchasing (Filieri, 2016; Thomas et al., 2019).

According to source credibility, facial presence in UGPs can help build customer trustworthiness (Filieri, 
2016). Customers can infer that UGPs with facial disclosure have been posted by experienced customers, 
not service providers. Moreover, reviewing UGPs with facial presence can create more trust and, thus, 
enhance purchase intention. Hence, the second and third hypotheses are as follows:

Hypothesis 2. Trust has a positive impact on purchase intention.

Hypothesis 3. Trust mediates the relationship between facial presence and purchase intention.

Thus, to summarize, hypothesis 1 considers the impact of facial presence on purchase intention, 
hypothesis 2 describes the influence of trust on purchase intention, and hypothesis 3 considers the 
mediating role of trust between facial presence and purchase intention. The model of this paper is 
shown in Figure 1.

Methods

Pilot tests

Two pilot tests were carried out before conducting the main experiment. First, 30 undergraduate stu-
dents (21 women and nine men; Age M = 20.35, SD = 1.28) participated in selecting the food that they 
were most familiar with. A total of 5 most popular foods were derived from this CNN website (https://
edition.cnn.com/travel/article/vietnam-food-dishes/index.html, the title: ‘Vietnamese food: 40 delicious 
dishes you’ll love’). These foods were famous in Vietnam and worldwide, namely Pho, Cha ca, Ga nuong, 
Com suon nuong, and Bun cha. Participants indicated, ‘How often do you eat this food in a typical 
week?’ on a scale of 1 to 7 (1 = 0-1 days/week; 7 = 6-7 days/week). These foods were rated in order as 
follows: Pho (M = 6.25, SD = 0.84), Bun cha (M = 6.01, SD = 0.97), Com suon nuong (M = 4.62, SD = 1.08), Ga 
nuong (M = 4.42, SD = 1.16), and Cha ca (M = 4.21, SD = 1.05). Therefore, Pho was chosen to be presented 
in the main experiment.

Second, six photos, including a human face (3 women, 3 men), were selected to select a human face. 
24 undergraduate students (15 women, 9 men; Age M = 21.08, SD = 1.02) participated in the study. As the 
primary aim of this study was to investigate the impact of facial presence in UGPs on purchase intention, 
it was crucial to diminish the effect of unique photo attributes. Thus, participants were instructed to 
evaluate each picture on three factors: attractiveness, friendliness, and likeability (1 = Describes very 
poorly; 7 = Describes very well; α = 0.89) (Lee & Shin, 2014). Among six photos, one photo (a woman’s 

Figure 1. T he research model.

https://edition.cnn.com/travel/article/vietnam-food-dishes/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/travel/article/vietnam-food-dishes/index.html
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face) was selected because it scored in the middle of the scale (4.00), ts < 1.36, ps > 0.5, which suggested 
that it was neither too attractive/friendly/likable nor too unattractive/unfriendly/unlikeable.

Main experiment

Ethical approval
The ethical conduct of our research was under scrutiny by the ethics committee of Thuongmai University, 
which ensured adherence to ethical standards throughout the research process. All participants were told 
the purpose of the study and the name of the researchers and introduced to finish informed consent 
before participating. The informed consent was collected in a written form attached to the question-
naire link.

Participants
Participants in this study were Vietnamese people and must have used online reviews to purchase foods 
at least once in the past 12 months - this requirement aimed to ensure that they were familiar with 
online reviews posted by other consumers. To ensure the data were obtained from the desired popula-
tion (Vietnamese who had utilized online reviews to select foods at a restaurant), the questions were 
designed in Vietnamese, and two screening questions were posed to participants (i.e., ‘Have you con-
sumed food at a restaurant in the last 12 months?’ and ‘Have you examined user-generated food reviews 
of a restaurant in the last 12 months?’).

Data
Responses to a questionnaire were collected online. First, we contacted the managers of the thirty busi-
ness partners affiliated with our faculty, specifically hotels and travel agents around Vietnam. Then we 
asked them for help acquiring customers’ contacts (email, Facebook, or Zalo account). Four hundred 
thirty-five customers voluntarily provided their contacts and participated in this study. However, 57 were 
excluded because they had not purchased any restaurant foods, leaving a total sample of 378 (116 men, 
226 women; Age M = 29.44, SD = 5.29) respondents for further analysis. More importantly, all customers 
were told to read the purpose of this study and finish an informed consent before answering survey 
questions, which were attached to the link to the questionnaire. They were informed about their ano-
nymity and could withdraw their participation any time they wanted, enabling them to engage confi-
dently and provide comments most comfortably and accurately.

Research tools and procedures
The data was collected through an online questionnaire from  March 30th to  April 30th, 2023. The 
questionnaire was delivered online for the following two reasons. First, conducting the survey online 
allowed the researchers to reach participants quickly and obtain real-time results for quick and easy 
analysis, and more importantly, at a low cost. Second, the participants could choose a suitable time to 
complete the questionnaire via a smartphone with a 3 G connection or computer.

Several steps were followed to collect the data. The first step involved creating two Google form sur-
veys, each corresponding to two questionnaire conditions. Namely, these two conditions were the UGPs 
without facial presence condition in which participants were exposed to photos including the neutral 
review valence and three-star rating, and the UGPs with facial presence condition in which participants 
were exposed to pictures including the customer-eating-Pho image with the neutral review valence and 
three-star rating. Participants were randomly assigned to either the UGPs without facial presence or the 
UGPs with facial presence condition following the two-group design. In each condition, participants were 
asked questions about (1) personal information (gender, age, marital status, times to buy food through 
online reviews) and (2) trust and purchase intention. After creating the two corresponding links, they 
were assigned to Q1 and Q2 using a random number.

Second, to obtain the participants’ contact list, we asked the managers of hotels and travel agents 
affiliated with our faculty to collect their customer’s email addresses or Facebook or Zalo accounts. The 
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next step involved randomly dividing the participants’ contact information list into two columns. This 
contact list was put in a column, and two links (Q1, Q2) were placed in a row in one Excel file. Then, 
the command ‘Rand()’ in Excel was used to sort respondents’ contacts and fill them into Q1 and Q2 
columns. The last step was to send the links to respondents’ accounts under the sorted lists.

Both rating and review valence were controlled to diminish unintended effects caused by other vari-
ables. More specifically, the number of words in the neutral review valence was controlled at eight words 
in Vietnamese ‘Một bữa ăn bình thường tại nhà hàng,’ and the format of the rating was taken from 
Tripadvisor.com.vn so that participants felt familiar with it. The ratings were controlled as three stars 
(neutral). In addition, for the facial presence variable, the content of the photos was obtained from 
TripAdvisor’s reviews. Participants were informed that other experienced consumers had taken and 
posted these photos.

Measures
Respondents were asked to answer four questions about trust, which were adopted from previous stud-
ies (Kim, 2018; Kim, 2017). Specifically, these four questions were (1) the information of review is reliable 
(TRUST1); (2) The review is written appropriately (TRUST2); (3) The decision based on the review is the 
proper choice (TRUST3); (4) I believe the online review about the restaurant (TRUST4). These four items 
formed a ‘perception of trust’ scale (α = .761). The Alpha coefficient for the four items was .761, suggest-
ing that the items were reliable. Moreover, everyone was asked to answer three questions relating to 
purchase intention, which were adapted from previous studies (Kim, 2018; Kim, 2017) because it mea-
sures precisely the intention to purchase in the online context. These items are changed to ensure the 
measurement of purchase intention. Specifically, these three items were: ‘1- I am willing to purchase the 
restaurant’s foods’ (PI1); ‘2- I will visit the restaurant’ (PI2); and ‘3- I will buy the restaurant’s foods’ (PI3). 
The participants answered all the questions on a 7-point Likert scale, with 1 = strongly disagree and 
7 = strongly agree. These three items formed a ‘purchase intention’ scale (α = .707). The Alpha coefficient 
for the three items was .707, suggesting that the items were reliable.

ANOVA and macro process analysis using SPSS 24 were used to validate the hypotheses in this study 
(Hayes, 2017). ANOVA has been used in the studies by An and Ozturk (2022) and Filieri et  al. (2021), and 
it is appropriate for comparing the two differences in each condition. Meanwhile, the macro process is 
suitable for analyzing the mediating variable (Hayes, 2017).

Results

Descriptive statistics

Table 1 presents the participants’ demographic information. 69.3% of the participants were female, 62.7% 
were between the ages of 26 and 35, and 60.1% were married. 41.5% of the participants had monthly 
incomes between 10 and 20 million VND. Less than half (44.4%) reported making more than two or 
three internet food purchases.

Manipulation check

To ensure that the manipulations elicited the expected results, this study controlled for the neutral 
review, the food familiarity, and the facial-presence image. Firstly, for the neutral rating, the participants 
were asked to answer two items (e.g., three stars indicated that this restaurant food is just fine). These 
two items formed a ‘neutral rating’ scale (α = .832). The Alpha coefficient for the two items was .832, 
suggesting that the items were reliable. Moreover, the average mean of the ‘neutral rating’ evaluation 
was 5.31 (SD = 1.21), which means the respondents strongly agreed that the review rating was neutral. 
These results suggest that the manipulation of the neutral rating was successful.

Moreover, to manipulate the neutral review valence, respondents were asked to answer two items 
(e.g., this review is written neutrally). These two items formed a ‘neutral valence’ scale (α = .716). The 
Alpha coefficient for the two items was .717, suggesting that the items were reliable. Moreover, the 
average mean of the ‘neutral valence’ evaluation was 5.16 (SD = 1.15), indicating that respondents strongly 
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agreed that the review valence was neutral. These results imply that the manipulation of the neutral 
review valence was successful.

In addition, for food familiarity, respondents were asked to answer two items for controlling food 
familiarity (e.g., I often eat Pho). These two items formed a ‘food familiarity’ scale (α = .916). The Alpha 
coefficient for the two items was .916, suggesting that the items were reliable. Moreover, the average 
mean of the ‘food familiarity’ evaluation was 5.43 (SD = 1.14), indicating that respondents strongly agreed 
that they were familiar with Pho. These findings show that the food familiarity variable was successfully 
manipulated.

Lastly, regarding manipulating the facial presence variable, respondents were asked to answer two 
items (e.g., I see customers are eating foods). These two items formed a ‘facial presence’ scale (α = .809). 
The Alpha coefficient for the two items was .809, suggesting that the items were reliable. Moreover, 
there was a statistically significant difference in facial presence between the two conditions (UGPs with 
facial presence vs. without facial presence) with F = 32.517, p <.001 (MUGPs with facial presence = 5.24, SDUGPs with 

facial presence = 1.19; MUGPs without facial presence= 4.51, SDUGPs without facial presence = 1.29). These results indicate a suc-
cessful manipulation of the facial presence variable.

Hypothesis testing

Table 2 presents the mean and standard deviation of purchase intention. The mean purchase intention 
in high and low trust was 4.61 (1.35) and 3.70 (0.98), respectively. The mean purchase intention in the 
UGPs with facial presence and UGPs without facial presence was 4.68 (1.23) and 3.65 (1.09), respectively.

Table 3 shows the findings of correlation analysis. The correlation coefficients were .193 ~ .437, indi-
cating that facial presence, trust, and purchase intention all have positive relationships.

To test hypothesis 1, a two-group design (review with facial presence vs. without facial presence) was 
implemented in this study. The results showed that there was a significant difference in purchase inten-
tion depending on the content of UGPs, with F(1, 376) = 73.116, p < .001, partial η2 = 0.163. More spe-
cifically, participants exposed to the UGPs with facial presence condition were more likely to purchase 

Table 1.  Profile of the respondents.
Variable Category N (%)

Gender Male 116 30.7
Female 262 69.3
Total 378 100

Age 18-25 100 26.5
26-35 237 62.7
36-45 37 9.8
46 or older 4 1.1
Total 378 100

Marital status Single 126 33.3
Married 227 60.1
Others 25 6.6
Total 378 100

Monthly income Below 10,000,000VND 90 23.8
10,000,001 - 20,000,000VND 157 41.5
20,000,001 - 30,000,000VND 99 26.2
30,000,001 or more 32 8.5
Total 378 100

Times to purchase restaurant foods 1 time 42 11.1
2 – 3 times 168 44.4
4 – 5 times 106 28.0
6 times or more 62 16.4
Total 378 100

Table 2.  Mean and standard deviation of purchase intention.
Facial presence Trust

UGPs with facial presence
(n = 201)

UGPs without facial 
presence
(n = 177)

High
(n = 206)

Low
(n = 172)

Purchase intention 4.68 (1.23) 3.65 (1.09) 4.61 (1.35) 3.70 (0.98)
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restaurant foods (M = 4.68, SD = 1.23) than those exposed to the UGPs without facial presence condition 
(M = 3.65, SD = 1.09), d = 0.165. Hypothesis 1 is thus supported (see Table 4).

To test hypothesis 2 and hypothesis 3, this study utilized the bootstrapping procedure by Hayes (2017) 
and its corresponding SPSS macro, with five thousand bootstrap resamples performed. Results are pre-
sented in Table 5 and Figure 2. The total effect of facial presence on purchase intention was statistically 
significant, β = 1.03, (SE = .12), t(377) = 8.55, p < .001. The effect of facial presence on trust was also 
statistically significant (a path), β= .49, (SE = .12), t(377) = 3.82, p = .0002. Furthermore, trust was affected 
by facial presence (review with facial presence vs. without facial presence), which in turn affected pur-
chase intention, β = .38, (SE = .04), t(377) = 8.44, p < .001. The direct influence of facial presence on 
purchase intention, after controlling for the mediating impact of trust, was significant (c’ path), β = .85, 
(SE = .11), t(377) = 7.51, p < .001. The indirect effect (the mediated effect) of facial presence on purchase 

Table 3.  Results of correlation analysis.
1 2 3

1. Purchase intention Pearson Correlation 1
Sig. (2-tailed)
N 378

2. Trust Pearson Correlation .437** 1
Sig. (2-tailed) .000
N 378 378

3. Facial presence Pearson Correlation .404** .193** 1
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000
N 378 378 378

**p < .001.

Table 4. ANO VA for purchase intention.
Source Sum of Squares df Mean square F-value

Between Groups 100.625 1 100.625 73.166***
Within Groups 517.111 376 1.375
Total 617.135 377

Note: *p = <0.05, **p = <0.01, ***p = <0.001.

Table 5.  Regression results for simple mediation.
Purchase intention

(DV)
Trust
(MV)

Purchase intention
(DV)

Coefficient SE t-value Coefficient SE t-value Coefficient SE t-value

Constant 2.61** .19 13.41 3.21** .21 15.49 1.41** .23 6.15
Facial presence 1.03** .12 8.55 .49** .12 3.82 .85** .11 7.51
Trust .38** .04 8.44
R2 .16 .04 .29
Indirect Effecta .18**
95% CIb [.09, .29]

Note. N = 378. Facial presence (1= UGPs without facial presence, 2 = UGPs with facial presence). DV = dependent variable. MV = mediator 
variable.
aSignificant using the normal distribution.
bBias-corrected confidence interval for the indirect effect estimate through 5,000 bootstrap samples.
*p < .05, **p < .001.

Figure 2.  Mediated model for the effect of facial presence on purchase intention via trust.
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intention via trust was .18 (SE = .09), and 95% confidence interval CI = .09, .29 did not include zero. 
Moreover, our findings showed that these partially standardized indirect effects were 0.14, SE = .04, with 
95% confidence interval CI = .07, .23. These suggest that trust mediated the impact of facial presence 
on purchase intention. Notably, a 5,000 resamples bootstrap indicated that the effect of facial presence 
on customers’ purchase intention was mediated by trust (95% bias-corrected, CI = .09, .29). Hence, 
hypotheses 2 and 3 are supported.

Discussion

General discussion

This study investigated how heuristic, systematic information and source credibility cues in UGPs affected 
potential customers’ decision-making process. Through an experimental approach and the use of ANOVA 
and macro process in data analysis, this study explored the impact of facial presence in UGPs on cus-
tomers’ purchase intention in restaurants in Vietnam and the mediating effect of trust. The study’s results 
reveal a statistically significant relationship between facial presence in UGPs and purchase intention. 
Furthermore, facial presence was one of the credible cues that affected consumers’ decision-making 
process.

First, similar to studies in restaurants (Park et  al., 2021), hotels (An & Ozturk, 2022; Kim et  al., 2020), 
and e-marketing (Lee & Shin, 2014), our findings reinforce the positive effect of facial presence on pur-
chase intention and trust mediates this relationship. We posit that this influence stems from both the 
heuristic and systematic processing of information by humans, alongside the perceived credibility of the 
sources. Essentially, including a human face in photos is interpreted as a sign of credibility, rendering 
them more trustworthy and affecting their intention to purchase. Several potential explanations support 
this finding. Firstly, visual cues significantly influence human perception (Oliveira & Casais, 2018; Yoo & 
Kim, 2012). For instance, a human face in UGPs enhances trust perception and amplifies their persuasive 
impact on potential customers (Filieri, 2016). Secondly, given the abundance of alternative reviews and 
UGPs available to consumers as reference sources, those containing human faces may instill greater trust 
and subsequently influence consumer behavior.

Second, unlike previous research that suggests the negative impact of facial presence in UGPs on 
review usefulness (Li et  al., 2022), potentially impeding customers’ decision-making processes, this study 
highlights the positive effect of facial presence on purchase intention. The differences in designing the 
experiment can explain these results. Specifically, previous studies selected random human faces (Li 
et  al., 2022) or included posters’ profile pictures (Kim et  al., 2020; Lee & Shin, 2014). In contrast, we con-
trolled for the human face (a woman is eating the food) related to the core restaurant products (foods); 
therefore, the UGPs with facial presence may enhance purchase intention. These findings imply that 
facial presence in UGPs may increase purchase intention when this face is related to core restaurant 
products (foods).

Theoretical implications

This paper contributes significantly to understanding consumer behavior in UGPs by investigating the 
influence of facial presence on purchase intention. Drawing on the HSM’s holistic approach and 
source theory’s credibility aspect, this research delves into the nuanced relationship between facial 
presence and purchase intention. Previous studies in this domain have often relied solely on individ-
ual theories (Li et  al., 2022), leading to inconsistent findings across different investigations. In con-
trast, our study combines these theories, offering a more comprehensive explanation for the positive 
impact of facial presence on purchase intention within UGPs. Notably, while prior research has pri-
marily focused on the content of UGPs (An & Ozturk, 2022; Kim et  al., 2020; Lee & Shin, 2014; Li 
et  al., 2022), our study distinguishes itself by explicitly examining the influence of facial presence. In 
doing so, we unveil a robust positive relationship between facial presence and purchase intention, 
advancing the scholarly discourse on the specific content elements within UGPs that drive consumer 
behavior.
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Practical implications

This study provides practical implications by providing evidence-based insights that can inform cus-
tomers’ decision-making processes in UGPs. Restaurant managers may use the findings to make more 
informed choices and develop effective marketing strategies. The research underscores the crucial role 
of facial presence in UGPs, particularly in increasing trust and shaping purchase intention within online 
restaurant reviews. As such, restaurant managers are encouraged to foster the inclusion of photo 
reviews featuring human faces, as this has been identified as a critical driver of future customers’ pur-
chase intentions. To incentivize customers to contribute such reviews, strategies such as offering digital 
cash or promotional codes redeemable for future purchases can be implemented. Moreover, practical 
measures can be taken within restaurant settings to facilitate the capture of high-quality photos, such 
as designating specific locations or tables for photography and equipping staff or professional photog-
raphers to capture compelling images of customers enjoying their meals. By leveraging these tactics, 
restaurant owners and managers can enhance the visibility and appeal of their establishments on 
social media platforms, thereby amplifying the purchase intentions of prospective customers.

Conclusion

The primary objective of this study was to investigate the impact of facial presence in UGPs on purchase 
intention. The results confirmed that facial presence had a statistically significant effect on customers’ pur-
chase intention. In particular, customers were more likely to purchase restaurant foods when exposed to 
UGPs with facial presence than UGPs without. One possible explanation for this is that participants exposed 
to UGPs with facial presence have a higher level of trust than those exposed to UGPs without facial presence.

The study has two main contributions. Firstly, this study is among the first to investigate the impact of facial 
presence on purchase intention. By drawing on the HRM and the source credibility theories, this study has 
found that facial presence in UGPs positively affects purchase intention, thus providing a more comprehensive 
understanding of the factors that impact customers’ purchase behavior. Secondly, the study reinforces trust’s 
important role in the online environment. The findings reveal that customers consider UGPs with facial pres-
ence as one trustworthy source of information when purchasing products and services online. As a result, it is 
recommended that restaurant managers encourage customers to take photos with their faces and post them 
on social media using reward points or online promotional codes.

Despite these significant findings, this study has several limitations. Firstly, since the study data were 
collected solely from Vietnamese restaurant customers, cultural differences may influence the generaliz-
ability of the study results. Therefore, future research should attempt to verify the findings in other cul-
tural contexts. Secondly, although we controlled for neutral reviews during the experiment, they may still 
impact purchase intention as customers might perceive neutral reviews as above-average service quality 
(An & Ozturk, 2022). Further research should consider this variable when investigating the relationship 
between facial presence and purchase intention. Thirdly, although we control for the text review (8 
words in Vietnamese) during the experiment as in the study of Park et  al. (2021), it is worth noting that 
such brevity might render the text less informative and valuable for participants. Consequently, partici-
pants may have relied more heavily on the photo stimuli, potentially increasing the significance of facial 
presence. To address this, future research should explore the impact of varying text lengths in reviews 
when examining the relationship between facial presence and purchase intention. Fourthly, in this study, 
we employed a stimulus featuring a woman enjoying ‘Pho’ in our method design, and our findings 
revealed a notable influence of facial presence in UGPs on purchase intention. However, it is essential to 
acknowledge a potential limitation regarding participant trust towards female reviewers, which could 
potentially inflate purchase intentions and thus constrain the generalizability of our results. Therefore, 
future research endeavors should explore including control measures for customers’ faces, specifically 
gender, to further elucidate the effects on purchase intention within UGPs. Fifthly, there was a significant 
number of females in the sample, which may restrict the generalizability of our findings. Although we 
demonstrate that gender does not affect purchasing intention, gender balance should be considered in 
future investigations. Finally, we only included one face in our design, which may restrict the generaliz-
ability of our findings; future studies should construct UGPs with more than one face.
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