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Abstract

This study aims to\explore the effects of online bookers' subjective
experiences when/encountering idealized representations of
accommodation and tourism centers, addressing the key question of
what the ontology of users' experience is when confronted with these
edited promotional images and videos, and which existential themes
emerge from effects of this interaction. The present research is
qualitative, based on an interpretive paradigm, employing a descriptive-
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analytical method, and is applied in orientation. Data collection was
conducted through semi-structured interviews. The technique of using
photos/videos to stimulate the mind during semi-structured interviews
was employed. For data analysis, after coding the interviews,
interpretive phenomenological analysis was carried out based on main
and sub-themes. By examining the experiences of 27 participants, and
through deep engagement with the data and categorization of initial
codes, 5 main themes and 11 sub-themes were extracted. These themes
include idealism (inflation of expectations and§standards, change in
aesthetic taste), identity meaning-making (social¢omparison, ideal
self-construction, alignment of pers , perceptual
duality (doubt, trust/distrust), emoti gagement
(attention, emotional stimulation), an emotional-
psychological responses (psychological asant feelings).

an influential process in thg i i eption of the online
bookers' subjective e ealized promotional
representations of aoql rism centers. This study

profoundly shz@ and influencejthe®mental experiences of online
bookers, The fi S #e 'the necessity for transparency in

Keywords: 1de

Phenomeno ive Experience.

1.Introduction
The tourism indus day is deeply connected to the concept of image,
especially since tourism services and accommodations are intangible
and experience-based, with consumers only realizing their true nature
after the visit (Kirdl'ova & Pavli¢eka, 2015). Online booking platforms
have increased competition, leading to the widespread use of idealized
and digitally edited promotional images that often present an enhanced
reality (Chiguvi, 2022; Lacarcel, 2022). These edited visuals shape
tourists’ expectations and influence their travel decisions, causing a
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tension between visual ideals and actual experiences (Afren, 2024).
While aesthetic appeal increases purchase intent, unedited real images
serve as authenticity proof, especially for risk-averse consumers (Yoo
& Kim, 2022). This discrepancy creates a challenge for users in
balancing the visual ideal and probable reality (Gretzel, 2021;
Tussyadiah et al., 2021).

1.1. Research Question(s)

The fundamental problem of this research is th&impact of idealized
digital representations in advertising on the subjectigze experience of
online bookers. To address this, the s llowing key
questions:

e Primary Question: What is
zed advertising
nd what existential

themes can be eXgrac
e Secondary (*tion w do experienced bookers live and
interpret these im i irdaily digital interactions?

tal tensions arise between the allure of visual
ias" and the sense of realism in the minds of the

parti@ipants?

2.LiteratureReview

Previous studies confirm that digital images significantly impact travel
intentions by evoking emotional and cognitive responses (Deng, Liu &
Li, 2021). Eye-tracking research shows users fixate longer on
professionally edited images, correlating with higher destination
selection intent (Deng, Lin & Chen, 2021; Marder et al., 2019).
However, idealized images often inflate expectations, leading to
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cognitive dissonance and dissatisfaction when actual experiences differ
(Yap & Gaur, 2014; Yoo & Kim, 2022). Visual literacy helps users
critically interpret images, reducing unrealistic influence (Usakli &
Baloglu, 2011). The tourist gaze theory highlights how media shapes
tourist perception, blurring the lines between physical reality and
mediated representations (Urry & Larsen, 2011; Lee et al., 2023).
Nonetheless, most research has focused on quantitative behavioral
outcomes, with limited phenomenological insight into user experience
during image encounter (Cheng & Zhang, 2020).

3.Methodology
This qualitative study utilized Interpretiv 1 Analysis
(IPA) to explore the lived mental experience ienced online

selected based
ensuringydeep familiarity with
i rated the elicitation
eal unedited images and

bookers of tourism accommodations. Pa
on recurrent online booking behavi
edited images. Semi-struc
technique using both iwliz
videos to provoke r%‘tion. oding and thematic analysis were
conducted with MAX suring trustworthiness through

member check 1 liability (87% agreement) (Van
Manen, inued until theoretical saturation,
resulting i and eleven sub-themes describing the

1. Idealism: Participants experienced inflated expectations and shifts in
aesthetic taste, e sizing perfection, harmony, and luxury, which
often led to decision paralysis and dissatisfaction with normal
experiences (Stylidis, 2022; Mkono, 2018).

2. Identity Meaning-Making: Social comparison and construction of
an ideal self took place, with users aligning personal tastes to visual
trends and seeking prestige through idealized representations (Pop et
al., 2022; Merleau-Ponty, 2013).
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3. Perceptual Duality: A cognitive ambivalence between trust and
suspicion towards image authenticity was prominent, creating
instability in perception and reducing trust in promotional content
(Ameen et al., 2024; Feng et al., 2022).

4. Emotional-Cognitive Engagement: Deep immersion, imagination,
storytelling, and emotional stimulation occurred, with images evoking
feelings of security and longing, transcending mere visual stimuli
(Asyraff et al., 2023).

5. Negative Emotional-Psychological Reactio Discrepancies
between idealized images and real ated stress,
anxiety, emptiness, and jealousy, reflectin@ypsycholog essure to
meet unattainable standards (Kim et al., 2019; Huang

The mental experience follows a cyclica [ starting with
emotional engagement, idéalism and identity
construction, followed‘y ality“and concluding with

profoun mental experiences, influencing their
identities. The findings align with
expectancy  di on theory and self-idealism concepts,
ological toll of unrealistic visual standards
om et al., 2015; Folkman & Lazarus, 1986). The
he necessity of transparency in digital marketing
to reduce negative effécts by balancing idealized and authentic content
and fostering critical visual literacy (Yoo & Egger, 2021; Paiil, 2021).
Limitations include the qualitative focus on a specific user group,
suggesting future mixed-methods research with larger samples and
exploration of emerging visual media like virtual reality (Chu et al.,
2025).

emphasizing
(Stylidis, 2022;
research underscore
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