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Abstract 
 

Online photographs govern an individual’s choices 

across a variety of contexts. In sharing arrangements, 

facial appearance has been shown to affect the desire to 

collaborate, interest to explore a listing, and even 

willingness to pay for a stay. Because of the ubiquity of 

online images and their influence on social attitudes, it 

seems crucial to be able to control these aspects. The 

present study examines the effect of different 

photographic self-disclosures on the provider’s 

perceptions and willingness to accept a potential co-

sharer. The findings from our experiment in the 

accommodation-sharing context suggest social 

attraction mediates the effect of photographic self-

disclosures on willingness to host. Implications of the 

results for IS research and practitioners are discussed.  

 

 

1. Introduction  

 
People often encounter situations in which they only 

have very little information about the individuals they 

are going to interact with [71]. To handle such situations 

with a high level of uncertainty, interactants have been 

demonstrated to form first impressions swiftly [1-3]. 

Facial appearance is commonly the most prominent 

source of information in such moments and thus 

contributes substantially to spontaneous personality 

judgments (e.g. [4]). In the era of the ubiquitous Internet 

with online services gradually dislodging traditional 

offline transactions, a profile photo is often considered 

one’s representative in the digital world [5]. 

This could not be truer than for peer-to-peer sharing 

platforms where users can offer or request sharing a 

resource: for instance, a place to stay (Airbnb, 

HomeAway), a parking place (ParkatmyHouse) or a trip 

(BlaBlaCar, Flinc). Whether referred to as the “access 

economy,” “collaborative consumption,” or “sharing 

economy,” these kinds of platforms are anticipated to 

grow to more than $300 billion by 2025, from $14 

billion in 2014 [6]. In contrast to e-commerce which 

implies significant regulations for sellers and typically 

no personal interaction with the vendor for consumers, 

sharing economy transactions are often not subject to a 

strict procedure along with personal interaction and thus 

impose higher risks. As such, 52% of respondents cite 

personal safety as the most significant concern, and 58% 

of US and UK consumers believe risks of the sharing 

economy override its benefits [7]. Hence, as part of their 

uncertainty-reducing strategy, platforms like Airbnb or 

BlaBlaCar request users to disclose personal 

information to the system and other peers to register, 

identify themselves or to allow the system to work as 

designed [8]. This, in turn, offers peers some visual cues 

they can rely on when deciding on whether to accept a 

sharing offer or not. 

Providers’ and consumers’ photos on sharing 

economy platforms are assumed to satisfy the need for 

personal contact and social presence.   

Past studies proffered individuals are more willing to 

collaborate with and trust trustworthy-looking actors [9-

10]. At the same time, another stream of research reports 

different forms of discrimination taking place on sharing 

platforms, thus hinting at the backfiring effects of self-

disclosure [e.g., 50, 72]. So far, there exists evidence on 

how the host’s photos govern interest to explore a listing 

of prospective customers on Airbnb [53-54]. On the 

other hand, to start a sharing transaction, the resolution 

is made by a host by confirming or declining a request. 

In this paper, we, therefore, take a host’s perspective and 

report how consumer’s photographic self-disclosure is a 

critical determinant of the provider’s perception of 

social attractiveness and willingness to accept a 

potential co-sharer in the accommodation-sharing 

context (i.e., a guest). We define profile photographs as 

images on the peer-to-peer sharing platform used to 

represent one’s physical appearance. The primary 

research question addressed in the present study is: what 

impact do different presentation strategies have on the 

host’s decision to accept a request sent from a stranger? 

To answer this question, we build on the ecological 

theory of social perception which assumes that 

surrounding objects and environment offer affordances 

(e.g., danger, injury or pleasure) for a person or animal 

and therefore are needed to be perceived [11].  

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. 

In the following section, we summarize related work 

and derive hypotheses that link photographic self-
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disclosure strategies with the social attractiveness and 

the probability to be accepted as a guest. Next, the 

methodology and results of the empirical study are 

presented. Implications of our findings for IS research 

and practitioners are discussed in the concluding part. 

 

2. Related Work  

 
The ecological approach to social perception, rooted 

in Gibson’s theory of object perception [12], suggests 

that the physical appearance reveals structural invariants 

specific to a person such as ability and character. As 

such, people’s faces give adaptive information about the 

social interactions they afford. In most cases, the ‘cute’ 

baby appearance calls for approach and protective 

responses [13-14]; an angry expression evokes 

protective responses and aversion [15-16]. Recent 

studies evidenced the temptation to judge strangers by 

their faces is hard to resist across a variety of contexts 

and disciplines such as marketing [55-58], psychology 

[59-61], neuroscience [62-63] and information systems 

[53-54, 64-67]. Previous studies contend that 

participants are more willing to collaborate and trust 

actors with trustworthy-looking faces [9-10]. 

Surprisingly, sometimes a look overshadows reputation: 

in an experiment, people were willing to invest more 

money in a person with a better-looking photo 

regardless of their good or bad credit history [17].  

In sharing settings, with research mainly focused on 

the consumer‘s perspective, personal images appear to 

govern their choices considerably. For instance, 

potential guests are willing to pay more for listings 

posted by a trustworthy-looking host [53]. Hosts’ photos 

with positive or neutral facial expressions yield interest 

towards a web page and increase the likelihood to rent 

in a peer-to-peer marketplace [54]. A negative facial 

expression or an absence of a photo (default head 

silhouette) decreases the interest to explore an Airbnb 

web page and the booking probability. Multiple records 

of racial and other discrimination on sharing platforms 

also allude to the impact of appearance on judgments 

[50, 72]. Recognizing the priority of consumer’s interest 

and initiative in a deal, it is the host who makes the final 

decision by accepting or rejecting a request. 

Considering the peer-to-peer nature of sharing 

transaction, we assume the previous findings also apply 

when it comes to the host’s decisions regarding a 

potential guest. Taken together, we hypothesize:  

H1: the guest’s photographic self-disclosure strategy 

has an impact on the host’s willingness to accept a 

guest. 

The positive effect of the appearance is often 

attributed to attractiveness perceptions or in other 

words, a consequence of relying on “what is beautiful is 

good” heuristic when evaluating an unknown person. 

The so-called “beauty/attractiveness premium” suggests 

that good-looking individuals are assumed to own other 

unrelated positive features as a result of their 

attractiveness (e.g. [18]). For instance, deciding on a 

new employee, attractive job applicants were preferred 

over unattractive applicants [19-20].  Furthermore, 

attractive individuals have been scored as more 

persuasive communicators than unattractive 

counterparts [21], receive better offers for starting salary 

[22], better performance evaluations [23], better ratings 

for admission to academic programs [23], better offers 

when bargaining [25], and even more favorable 

judgments in trials [26].  

The examples above do not count on beauty similar 

to one of the advertising models but instead refer to 

social (interpersonal) attractiveness that can be defined 

as “a motivational state in which a person is predisposed 

to think, feel, and usually behave positively toward 

another person” [27]. Given its complex nature, social 

(interpersonal) attractiveness is theorized to have three 

components: 1) task attraction, reflecting willingness to 

work with someone to accomplish goals 2) social 

(relational) attraction, meaning the desire to “hang out” 

with someone 3) physical attraction, when we like how 

people look.  

In the sharing economy context, the social 

component is given particular importance. In contrast to 

e-commerce, here a provider and a consumer both 

cooperate to share a resource temporally. Therefore, 

compatibility and mutual attraction determine, to a large 

extent, how enjoyable their joint consumption will be. 

Prior research substantiates social motive to be one of 

the most important factors when deciding whether to use 

a sharing economy service or not [28-29, 68]. Given 

that, we assume:  

H2: the relationship between guest’s photographic self-

disclosure strategy and host’s willingness to accept is 

mediated by social attractiveness. 

 
Figure 1. The research model of the study 

 

In the literature, it is well cited that women better 

detect emotions in nonverbal communication [73-75]. 

Females report more accurate judgments, even when 

only subtle facial cues of emotion are present [75]. On 

sharing economy platforms, women demonstrated a 

stronger reaction to positive and negative facial stimuli 

[54]. From this discussion, we hypothesize:   

H3: the impact of photographic self-disclosure on 
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willingness to host is stronger for female hosts than for 

male hosts.  

 
3. Methodology  

 
3.1. Experiment design and flow 

 
To determine the impact of different guest’s 

photographic self-disclosure strategies on willingness to 

host, a 2 x 4 experiment was designed, where the 

applicant’s photo and the guest’s gender (male vs. 

female) were manipulated. The methodological 

approach was inspired by the PhotoFeeler study [5] 

where different characteristics of profile photos were 

examined. Hence, in our study pictures with dark 

editing, people wearing sunglasses and zoomed-in 

pictures showing only part of the face combined with a 

serious look were included. Finally, as a contrast 

condition, pictures with smiling (laughing) persons 

were tested.  

In order to understand the landscape of guests’ 

profiles, 50 guest profiles who sent a request for a real 

private room listing in Berlin via the Airbnb platform 

[34] were screened. Treatment conditions were 

formulated based on this exploration and were pre-

tested with two subjects. The photos were shot privately. 

Necessary adjustments to improve contrasts were made 

based on the elicited feedback (Table 1).  

After accessing the survey (step 1), participants were 

first asked to imagine that they have a spare room they 

would like to rent out at one of the peer-to-peer sharing 

platforms like Airbnb, 9flats or Wimdu. The exact 

accommodation platform was not specified on purpose 

to eliminate the effect of the reputation bias of the 

existing companies. Respondents were presented with 

the sample picture of a room to better plunge into a 

scenario. The photos of the apartment were shot 

privately and represent a real Airbnb listing1. According 

to the introduction scenario, the respondent’s host 

account was set up on the platform, and luckily, there 

were already a few requests from people who wanted to 

rent this free room.  

In step 2, participants were randomly assigned to one 

of 4 treatment conditions with male guests (smiling, 

serious with sunglasses, serious zoomed-in, and serious 

dark-edited). They were presented with the profile of a 

potential guest, including a picture and a description text 

similar to the way it is done on Airbnb.com or 

9flats.com. Guest’s attributes were chosen premised on 

our exploration of existing profiles.  The section “About 

me” was filled with the neutral text “Hi! I am 

Christian/Julie, a student from Hannover, Germany. 

                                                 
1  Pictures of a real Airbnb listing of one of the researchers. 

And I love to travel!”  Membership was set to “since 

January 2016”, occupation to “student.” Further, the 

icons “verified e-mail address” and “verified phone 

number” were presented in the profile since they were 

frequently present attributes (88% and 96% of cases, 

correspondingly) in our pre-study sample. Upon 

viewing the profile of the potential guest, respondents 

had to express their willingness to host this person by 

answering “Would you host this person?” on a 7-point 

Likert scale (1=strongly agree, 7= strongly disagree). 

Social attractiveness scale was based on [27] and 

included the following four items: 1) “How likely is it 

that this person could be a friend of yours?” 2) “Do you 

trust this person?” 3) “Do you think this person is 

likable?” 4) “Do you think this person is reliable?” (7-

point Likert scale (1=strongly agree, 7= strongly 

disagree). 

Table 1. Treatment conditions 
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In step 3, respondents were randomly assigned to 

one of 4 treatment conditions with a female guest and 

evaluated her profile with the same questions as in step 

2.  

In step 4, control variables such as age, respondent’s 

gender, income, experience as a guest, experience as a 

host, income from renting out on sharing platforms per 

year, the importance of particular guest’s characteristics 

and general propensity to trust based on [37] were 

measured. The latter was operationalized with the 

following items: 1) “In general people care about the 

well-being of others”; 2) “Most people are concerned 

about other people’s problems”; 3) “In general people 

are helpful and do not only care about their own needs”; 

4) “Most people keep their promises”; 5) “Many people 

try to support their words with actions”; 6) “Most people 

are honest” with answers on a 7-point Likert scale 

(1=strongly agree, 7= strongly disagree).  
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3.2. Sampling and sample characteristics 

 
Survey participants were recruited through the 

various social media channels like Facebook timeline 

posts, Facebook group posts, Airbnb host groups, 

Couchsurfing groups, LinkedIn and Xing posts. No 

remuneration was claimed. A total of 650 respondents 

accessed the online survey, out of which 270 have 

completed it.  

The survey was offered in English and German; 41% 

selected English, 59% German. 58% of all participants 

currently live in Germany, 6% in the US. Another 14% 

of all participants live in Europe (w/o Germany) and 

19% in other non-European countries (w/o US). 36.7% 

(n=99) of the respondents in the sample are male, 58.5% 

female (n=158), 1.1% (n=3) other, and 3.7% (n=10) did 

not specify. The average participant is 26 years old 

based on a median value (mean=26.5). Half of all 

participants are students, 30% hold a university entrance 

diploma (Abitur), 33% a bachelor’s degree and 24% a 

master’s degree. 

34% (n=91) of the participants have used a sharing 

accommodation platform as a guest, and 26% (n=69) 

hosted other people. According to the self-reported 

numbers, the median number of previous stays by an 

experienced guest is 3, and the mean value is 6. Among 

those who hosted strangers, the median number of visits 

equals 10, and the mean is 54, hinting at the regular 

renting-out practice on a sharing platform in our sample. 

For 25 hosts, the profit gained through a platform is a 

part of the regular income. If participants make money 

via a sharing (n=25) they earn on average €587 per 

month; 35% of them obtain less than €100, 46% bring 

in between €100 and €1000, 10% gain between €1000 

and €2000 and another 10% even more than €2000. 

Most of the participants (75%) have made no bad 

experiences with hosting guests on a sharing platform so 

far, 11% encountered unpleasant situations once, 13% a 

few times and 2% several times. 85% of respondents 

(n=230) are open to hosting both male and female 

travelers, while 14% (n=37) host only females and about 

1% (n=3) accept only male guests. 

The overwhelming majority of respondents express 

the importance of neatness (94.8%, n=255) when the 

guest leaves everything clean and tidy behind. 65% 

(n=173) pointed out the significance of interaction (e.g., 

conversations, activities). Having the same hobbies and 

interests is not a must: 36.6% of respondents expressed 

the importance of this factor, for 39.9% it is rather 

unimportant while 23.5% are indifferent to this factor.  

Regarding the guest’s profile characteristics, hosts in 

our sample believe the profile picture to be the most 

essential attribute (88% expressed as “very important”, 

“important” or “rather important”) followed by text 

description (88%), reviews from past trips (85.7%) and 

a verified e-mail address (82.8%). Link to SNS account 

and information about school/work seem not to 

influence hosts’ decision. These attributes count for 

44.9% and 41.4% respectively, while roughly the same 

share of respondents believe these are insignificant 

(35.2% and 38.7% respectively) or are indifferent 

(19.9% for both cases).  

Figure 2. The importance of guests’ 
characteristics  

Figure 3. The importance of guests’ 
informational cues  

To ensure the effectiveness of manipulation, we 

primarily relied on behavioral measures. First, the 

survey was designed as interesting and compact as 

possible. The pre-tested and declared length was 5 min, 

the actual mean duration comprised 8.1 min (SD=4 min 

24 sec). The main questions were asked at the beginning 

of the survey. Second, the image changes were 

performed either technically (e.g., dark editing -80%, 

zooming in from a bust to a face-only close-up) or 

maintain a high degree of objectivity (e.g., presence or 

absence of sunglasses). As advocated by [77], 

behavioral measures together with pilot testing are less 

problematic than a prototypical manipulation check that 

severely intervenes the procedure. 

 

4. Results 

 
Effects on willingness to host. A two-way ANOVA 

revealed a main effect of guest’s photographic 

disclosure on willingness to host for a female guest (F 

(3, 255) = 15.52, p < .001) and a male guest (F (3, 258) 

= 11.41, p < .001) sample. Our primary prediction (H1) 

was supported: People in the different self-disclosure 
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conditions reported various willingness to accept the 

potential guest.  The main effect of the respondent’s 

gender (female guest: F (1, 255) =0.196, p = 0.658; male 

guest: F (1, 258) = 0.30, p < 0.862) and the interaction 

effect (female guest: F (3, 255) =0.130, p = 0.942; male 

guest: F (3, 258) = 0.800, p = 0.495) were not 

significant. Thus, H3 cannot be confirmed.  

 

Table 2. Multiple comparisons of 
photographic self-disclosure with Tukey's test  

(DV- willingness to accept) 

 

Female guest 

sample (n=256) 

Male guest 

sample (n=259) 

(I) 

strategy 

(J) 

strategy 

Mean 

diff.   

(I-J) 

SE 

Mean 

diff.   

(I-J) 

SE 

dark 

smile -0.88* 0.27 -1.00* 0.29 

sunglasses 0.70* 0.27 0.13 0.28 

zoomed-in 0.56 0.28 0.61 0.28 

smile 

dark 0.88* 0.27 1.00* 0.29 

sunglasses 1.58* 0.25 1.13* 0.28 

zoomed-in 1.44* 0.27 1.61* 0.28 

sunglasses 

dark -0.70* 0.27 -0.13 0.28 

smile -1.58* 0.25 -1.13* 0.28 

zoomed-in -0.14 0.26 0.48 0.27 

zoomed-in 

dark -0.56 0.28 -0.61 0.28 

smile -1.44* 0.27 -1.61* 0.28 

sunglasses 0.14 0.26 -0.48 0.27 

Mean diff. – mean difference; SE- standard error.  

* - the mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level. 

 

Pairwise comparison with the Tukey's multiple 

comparison test elaborates on the effects of each 

strategy. As expected, a photo with a smiling person 

significantly outperforms any other strategy. When 

confronted with a female guest, a dark photo was 

preferred over one with sunglasses (Mdark -

Msunglasses=0.7, p=0.049), while for a male guest the 

difference was not statistically significant (Mdark -

Msunglasses=0.13, p=0.970). Regardless of the guest’s 

gender, contrasting a dark photo with a zoomed-in photo 

does not yield significant differences in the willingness 

to accept. The same is true when matching a zoomed-in 

image vs. a face covered with sunglasses.  

Social attractiveness. Next, we evaluated the impact 

of guest’s photographic self-disclosure on participants' 

perception of social attractiveness while they viewed the 

profile. Principal components analysis revealed that all 

items for the construct “Social attractiveness” loaded 

onto a single factor (Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.92); thus, we 

created an average score of the four items, and we refer 

to it simply as "social attractiveness" for the preliminary 

analysis. A two-way ANOVA with social attractiveness 

as the dependent variable revealed a main effect of 

photographic self-disclosure for a female guest (F (3, 

252) = 27.045, p < 0.001) and a male guest (F (3, 255) 

= 15.379, p < 0.001) sample. Participants perceived a 

smiling applicant  as more socially attractive (female 

guest: Msmile = 5.22, SD = 0.15; male guest: Msmile=4.96, 

SD=0.16) as compared to a dark face (female guest: 

Mdark = 4.11, SD = 0.17; male guest: Mdark=3.97, 

SD=0.16), a face covered with sunglasses (female guest: 

Msunglasses = 3.51, SD = 0.14; male guest: Msunglasses=3.69, 

SD=0.15) or a zoomed-in image (female guest: Mzoomed-

in = 3.75, SD = 0.16; male guest: Mzoomed-in=3.61, 

SD=0.15). The main effect of the respondent’s gender 

(female guest: F (1, 254) =0.652, p = 0.420; male guest: 

F (1, 257) = 0.381, p = 0.538) and the interaction effect 

(female guest: F (3, 252) =0.663, p = 0.576; male guest: 

F (3, 255) = 0.782, p = 0.505) were not significant. 

Although the lines in Figure 4 intersect, the p-values 

suggest a model with interaction is not required to 

describe the main patterns in the data. 

 

 
4. A. Female guest treatment 

 

4.B. Male guest treatment 

Figure 4. Perception of social attractiveness 
for different self-disclosures   

Mediation analysis. Next, we tested whether the 

perception of social attractiveness mediates the effects 

on willingness to host. At this stage, the partial least 

squares (PLS) approach was chosen as a method to 

analyze non-normally distributed data with the limited 

sample size [42]. According to the Shapiro-Wilk W test, 

the distribution of the dependent variable „Willingness 

to host” significantly deviates from a normal one for 
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both male guest sample (P>z=0.00072) and female 

guest sample (P>z=0.00015). Moreover, “Social 

attractiveness” and “Propensity to trust” were initially 

measured as constructs with multiple items.  SmartPLS 

3.2.8 software was used [39] for the evaluation of the 

research model.  

Table 3. Quality Criteria of Constructs 

 

Model 

 

Construct 

AVE 
Composite 

Reliability 
CA 

 
Dir. Med. Dir. Med. 

Willingness 

to host a 

male guest 

Social 

attractiveness 
n.e. 0.77 n.e. 0.93 0.90 

Propensity to 

trust 
0.58 0.89 0.86 

Willingness 

to host a 

female 

guest 

Social 

attractiveness 
n.e. 0.84 n.e. 0.95 0.94 

Propensity to 

trust 
0.58 0.89 0.86 

n.e. – not estimated in this model; Dir.-direct model; Med.-

model with a mediator 

 

The Measurement Model (MM) was evaluated by 

verifying the criteria for Convergent Validity (CV) and 

Discriminant Validity (DV). To ensure CV, parameters 

for Indicator Reliability (IR), Composite Reliability 

(CR) and Average Variance Extracted (AVE) were 

assessed. For IR, constructs should explain at least 50% 

of the variance of their respective indicators. Items with 

factor loadings below 0.4 should be removed from the 

model [40]. All items in both models satisfied the 

criteria stated above, with loadings exceeding the 

threshold of 0.7 [41]; IR was assured. CR values for all 

constructs were higher than the required level of 0.7, as 

shown in Table 3. The AVE values for all measured 

constructs also satisfy the necessary criteria (AVE>0.5) 

[42]. Finally, Cronbach’s alpha (CA), a measure of 

Internal Consistency of construct scales, was higher 

than the required threshold of 0.7 for all constructs [43]. 

Taken together, CV can be assumed. Next, DV was 

assessed by ensuring that the square root of AVE for 

each construct was higher than the correlation between 

this construct and any other construct in the model [41]. 

This requirement was fulfilled for all constructs in our 

model. Taken together, we assume our MM to be well-

specified. 

Structural Model (SM) was evaluated for both male 

and female guests. The endogenous variable in all 

models is the willingness to host a guest, whereas the 

exogenous ones are the self-disclosure strategies and, in 

the mediated models, the social attractiveness. The 

significance of the path coefficients was established 

based on a bootstrapping procedure. In general, we 

pursued the approach Baron and Kenny [76] advocate. 

First, the direct impact of self-disclosure strategies on 

willingness to host was tested. As shown in Figure 5 

(model 5a), path coefficients of the self-disclosure 

strategies (for male guests: bzoomed-in = -0.4**; bdark=-

0.23**; bsunglasses =-0.28**; for female guests: bzoomed-in = 

-0.4**; bdark=-0.23**; bsunglasses =-0.43**) were 

significant in predicting willingness to host (H1 is 

confirmed). The R² is about 20% for both cases, 

indicating an acceptable level of  explanatory power of 

the model [44]. Effect sizes (f²) for the impact of self-

disclosure strategy were small (for male guests: f2 zoomed-

in = 0.127; f2 dark=0.042; f2 sunglasses =0.061; for female 

guests: f2 zoomed-in = 0.138; f2 dark=0.046; f2 sunglasses 

=0.153).  

 
5.A. Direct effect 

 

5.B. Model with a mediator 

Figure 5. Mediation analysis for male guests  

(significance: ** at 1% or lower, * at 5%; † at 10%) 

 

Second, the mediation effect of social attractiveness 

was assessed. One can assume mediation in the 

relationship between self-disclosure strategies and 

willingness to host if the two links were significant: 1) 

between a self-disclosure strategy and a mediator; and 

2) between a mediator and willingness to host. The 

variance of willingness to host explained in the 

mediated model is now much higher (R² = 63.8% for 

male guests and R² = 62.4% for female guests). 

Furthermore, the direct links from disclosure strategies 

to willingness to host become insignificant (for male 
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guests: bzoomed-in = -0.07; bdark=-0.02; bsunglasses =0.03; for 

female guests: bzoomed-in = -0.02; bdark=0.05; bsunglasses 

=0.01) once social attractiveness is included. For the 

model with mediation, the effect sizes for the impact of 

self-disclosure on social attractiveness are medium (for 

male guests: f2 zoomed-in = 0.160; for female guests: f2 

zoomed-in = 0.204; f2 sunglasses =0.288) and small (for male 

guests: f2 dark=0.073; f2 sunglasses =0.139; for female guests: 

f2 dark=0.110). Effect sizes for the impact of social 

attractiveness on willingness to host are large (for male 

guests: f2=1.210; for female guests: f2=1.139). 

 

6.A. Direct  effect 

 

6.B. Model with a mediator 

Figure 6. Mediation analysis for female guests  

(significance: ** at 1% or lower, * at 5%; † at 10%) 

 

We followed [45-46], and because the direct effect 

(path “disclosure strategy – willingness to host,” Figure 

5,6, model 5a, 6a) was significant, we bootstrapped the 

sampling distribution of the indirect effect. The 

bootstrapping approach does not impose assumptions 

about the shape of the variable’s distribution and 

showed higher levels of statistical power compared to 

the Sobel test [47]. After each individual path turned out 

to be significant, their product was computed, which 

represents the indirect effect. The variance accounted 

for (VAF), which determines the size of the indirect 

effect compared to the total effect (i.e., direct effect + 

indirect effect) is presented in Table 6. The calculated 

VAF hints at the link between self-disclosure strategy 

and willingness to host being mediated by social 

attractiveness (H2 is supported). VAF larger than 20% 

and smaller than 80% characterizes partial mediation. 

Counter to our expectations, the respondent’s gender 

appears to be insignificant (H3 is rejected).  

Table 4. Size of the indirect effect in relation to 
the total effect (variance accounted for - VAF) 

Model 
Mediat

or 
Predictor 

t-value 

of the 

indir. 

effect 

VAF 

Type 

of 

med. 

Willingness 

to host a 

male guest 

Social 

attracti-

veness 

Zoomed-in 6.34 46% Partial  

Dark 4.51 50% Partial  

Sunglasses 6.28 54% Partial  

Willingness 

to host a 

female guest 

Social 

attracti-

veness 

Zoomed-in 7.58 48% Partial  

Dark 5.07 54% Partial  

Sunglasses 8.04 51% Partial  

 

We further assessed the statistical differences 

between parameter estimates in line with [70] and use 

bootstrap techniques to construct confidence intervals. 

For a female guest, a photo with sunglasses is perceived 

as significantly less socially attractive as compared to a 

dark photo (t=2.97, p=0.003). Differences in 

coefficients when contrasting a dark photo vs. a 

zoomed-in photo (t=1.79, p=0.074) or a photo with 

sunglasses with vs. a zoomed-in photo (t=1.36, 

p=0.174) were not statistically significant. For a male 

guest, a zoomed-in photo yielded significantly lower 

levels of social attractiveness than a dark photo (t=1.98, 

p= 0.047). Differences in coefficients when contrasting 

a dark photo vs. a photo with sunglasses (t=1.71, 

p=0.087) or a photo with sunglasses with vs. a zoomed-

in photo (t=-0.39, p=0.697) were not statistically 

significant.     

 

5. Discussion and concluding remarks  

 
The enticement to assess strangers by their facial 

expressions is hard to resist in both offline and ICT-

mediated communication, marked by the omnipresence 

of images. The ecological theory explains this fact by 

the need to perceive - a fundamental adaptive reaction. 

Faced with a stimulus, perceivers aim to study it and 

reveal structural invariants of an object like character or 

ability to further estimate its affordances. Following this 

logic, the current study examines whether users engage 

in sharing transactions in line with their online face-

based judgments. The ecological framework appears to 

be relevant. Accordingly, “it seems we are still willing 

to go with our own instincts about whether we think 

someone looks like we can trust them” [48]. Findings 
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from our experimental study surmise that in the 

accommodation-sharing context, a photographic self-

disclosure of a guest significantly influences his or her 

chances to be accepted or rejected by the host. 

Compared to a photo with a smiling face which is 

positively correlated with the probability to be hosted, a 

face covered with the sunglasses, a zoomed-in or a dark 

one, ceteris paribus, significantly decreases the 

applicant’s chances to be accepted. This link holds for 

both female and male guests and does not depend on the 

gender of a host, which contrasts the past research, 

which signified stronger effects for females [54]. 

Moreover, we demonstrate that social attractiveness 

judgments mediate the link between a guest’s self-

disclosure and the host's willingness to cooperate. In 

line with previous studies postulating social 

attractiveness as one of the most critical traits for social 

and economic interactions [19-26], this principle was 

confirmed for sharing platforms as well.  

These findings have implications for a variety of 

stakeholders, including platform providers, users, and 

scholars. For users, the results imply the importance of 

online presence through a photo on the sharing 

platforms. At the same time, not all self-disclosure is 

beneficial, and some choices (e.g., wearing sunglasses) 

can have an opposite effect. Assuming the validity of 

privacy calculus [49], one should carefully anticipate 

the possible effects of publishing a specific profile 

picture when looking for joint consumption. Given this, 

platform providers may guide their users towards 

uploading a “proper” profile picture, which contributes 

to the positive perception of other sharing economy 

users and thus increases the number of transactions.  

The current study comes with limitations that afford 

opportunities for future research. First, to avoid 

discussion of race in the sharing economy [50-51], only 

white faces were used in the experiment. Second, we did 

not test photos of different age groups like [52], which 

does not allow us to conclude the possible age credits. 

Third, neutral treatment may enrich the findings. Based 

on this, a complex model describing profile picture 

influence on willingness to be accepted for resource-

sharing can be tested in the future.   
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