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Show Me Your Hands: Hand Visibility 
and Promotional Video Effectiveness

Dasha Kolesnyk and Timo van Dorland

1	� Introduction

Much advertising today occurs via short videos (reels, stories, short video posts, 
videos embedded in emails, etc.) where a speaker presents or recommends a 
company or a product. We know that in video advertising contextual cues mat-
ter. For instance, the direction of motion of an object in the video affects brand 
trust (Monahan & Romero, 2020), presence of music in a user-generated video 
ad increases product sales (Ge et al., 2021). We also know that nonverbal cues, 
such as social touch, are important in persuasive communication (Gueguen, 
2002; Hornik, 1992; Joule & Gueguen, 2007). One of such cues relevant to video 
advertising is hand visibility, and consequently, the visibility of hand gestures. 
Evidence from laboratory experiments suggests that the presence of any hand 
gestures overall positively affected message persuasiveness in a video discussing 
university policy changes shown to a student sample (Maricciolo et al., 2020). In 
addition, Beattie and Shovelton (2005) have shown that augmenting the speech in 
a video advertisement with a specific type of gestures, called iconic gestures, can 
increase advertisement effectiveness. It is, however, unclear, whether these effects 
established in the lab on student samples would hold in the field. Furthermore, it 
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is unclear whether and to what extent the mere presence of natural spontaneous 
hand gestures would be enough to increase ad effectiveness. Thus, we conducted 
a field experiment to answer our main research question:

How would hand visibility with natural spontaneous hand gestures influence the 
effectiveness of advertising in the field?

2	� Theoretical Background

The role of contextual cues in mediated communication has been emphasized in 
the media richness theory (MRT; Daft & Lengel, 1986). Contextual cues include 
everything beyond the actual content of the communication, such as tone, body 
language, facial expression, proximity, etc. According to MRT, the more contex-
tual cues are available, the richer the context of communication, and the more 
likely the communication is to achieve its goals.

MRT primarily focuses on the differences between various communication 
media, and how the characteristics of a specific medium pre-determine the range 
of contextual cues that are conveyed. For instance, a medium such as a text mes-
sage is less rich in terms of contextual cues compared to a voice call, because 
in the text one can only use additional symbols, font size, and spaces to convey 
contextual information, but in a voice call many more cues are present, such as 
intonation, pitch, loudness, sounds, and so on. Currently, the “hallmark” of com-
munication richness is face-to-face communication and any mediated communi-
cation is considered less rich in terms of contextual cues. It is possible, that the 
media of the future (for instance, augmented and virtual reality) would allow to 
create context that is richer in some respects compared to face-to-face commu-
nication (Ebner, 2017b). However, currently video is the richest of the broadly 
available one-way communication media.

Thus, following the reasoning of MRT, video advertising has the highest 
potential to achieve its goal, compared to other available media. The idea that 
more contextual cues lead to more effective (persuasive) communication has been 
primarily tested by comparing different media types, such as emails and videos. 
Yet, for each specific medium separately, there is no clear guidance on which 
cues are most relevant and how the contextual cues must be prioritized. Differ-
ent cues would likely be preferable depending on the communication goal. In this 
study, we focus on persuasive video content.

Indeed, video advertising offers an opportunity to include a wide variety of 
contextual cues. However, including all available cues is technically impossible 
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and advertisers must make choices. Not all contextual cues are likely to affect 
advertising effectiveness, and the task ahead of researchers is to develop an over-
arching theory that could guide the selection of these cues based on their relative 
importance for the goal. In this study, we make a step towards that and focus on 
the effectiveness of one non-verbal cue in video advertising—the visibility of the 
speaker’s hands, and thus the visibility of the spontaneous hand gestures.

Hand gestures are an important part of effective (public) speaking. People 
who barely use hand gestures are typically seen as stiff and inexpressive. Keep-
ing hands visible and allowing for natural authentic hand gestures is beneficial in 
establishing a positive interaction with the communication partner in a negotia-
tion (Thompson et al., 2017).

Therefore, we predicted that keeping hands with natural hand gestures visible 
in a video ad would increase the click-through rate compared to a video where 
hands are not visible.

3	� Method

To test our prediction, an online 2 × 1 between-subject field experiment was con-
ducted with hand visibility as the manipulated factor (hands visible vs. not vis-
ible).

The data were collected through a young Dutch company operating in the 
organic food and cosmetic business, specializing primarily in natural oils. The 
company sent out a promotional email to the company’s mailing list of cold leads, 
that is, potential customers, who have previously shown little or no interest in the 
company and its products. The email included a short text about the company’s 
social responsibility commitment and a promotional video. In both conditions the 
video featured a young gentleman, the founder and CEO of the company, giving 
a short speech about the company’s commitment to socially responsible practices. 
In the treatment condition, the speaker’s hands were visible above the surface 
of the table, so that the viewer could see his natural spontaneous hand gestures. 
In the control condition, the speaker’s hands were hidden under a table, so the 
viewer could not see them. The screenshots from the video of the two conditions 
are presented in Fig. 1. At the end of the video, the speaker invited the listener to 
learn more and click through to the company website for more information using 
a button provided under the video.

We operationalized the dependent variable—advertising effectiveness—as 
whether the receiver proceeded with the requested action, in our study—whether 
they clicked on the link under the video to proceed to the company website. 
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Fig. 1   The manipulation of hand visibility in a promotional video: treatment condition 
with hands visible (above) and the control condition with hands hidden from the viewer 
behind the table (below)

Therefore, the dependent variable was clicking through. Google Analytics soft-
ware gathered data on whether the receiver opened the email, the click-through 
rates and the country where the receiver was located.

The total amount of delivered emails was 635. Out of these, 257 were opened 
(response rate of 40,5%). The final sample included only the emails that were 
opened, with 123 falling into the control group, and 134 in the treatment group. 
Among the respondents who opened the email 68 were located in Germany, 46 
were in the Netherlands, and the other respondents were located in other Euro-
pean countries with only a few respondents in each group. It is unfortunately 
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Table 1   Logistic regressions, predicting the click-through rate from the hand visibility 
and location dummies

Note. The dependent variable is whether the receiver clicked on the link in the email. The 
sample size was 257

Binomial logistic regression model

Odds SE Wald p Odds ratio

Constant −1.56 0.26 34.4 <0.001 0.21

Hand visibility (1 = visible) 0.51 0.3 2.94 0.086 1.66

Receiver located in the Netherlands 1.14 0.36 9.87 0.002 3.12

Receiver located in Germany 0.07 0.35 0.03 0.855 1.07

impossible to say more about the demographics of the receivers due to the nature 
of the study.

We can be sure that opening an email was independent of the manipulation, 
as no difference was visible in the content of the emails before opening. The 
only difference was in the embedded link for the promotional video which only 
became visible after the email was opened.

4	� Results

Among the 257 respondents who opened the email, 68 clicked through the link 
(26.5%). We used the logistic regression to regress the click-through on hand vis-
ibility and controlled for location using dummies for the Netherlands and Ger-
many, the two largest locations registered, encompassing together half of the 
sample. Controlling for the location of the potential customer is important since 
for multiple reasons buying from local suppliers can be preferred by potential 
customers, especially in the context of promoting corporate social responsibility.

The results are presented in Table 1. The logistic regression model was signifi-
cant, X2 (3, 257) = 12.84, p = 0.005, explained 7% of the variance, and correctly 
74.3% of the cases.

The effect of hand visibility emerged as significant at 0.1 level. The OR of 
1.66 (p = 0.086) suggests that when controlling for the location of the customer, 
customers in the hand visibility condition were 1.5 times (66%) more likely to 
click through the link compared to customers in the control condition. The effect 
should be interpreted with caution given the marginal significance of the findings. 
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Yet, the size of the effect is notable, given that this is a field experiment, and it is 
based on a sample of cold leads.

Not surprisingly, customers located in the Netherlands, which was the home 
country of the retailer, were over 3 times more likely to click through the link in 
the promotional video (OR = 3.12, p = 0.001).

Implications of these results are discussed in the next section.

5	� Discussion

This chapter reports on a field experiment testing whether a speaker’s hand vis-
ibility in a promotional video leads to a higher click-through rate. The effect was 
significant at a 0.1 level and was in the predicted direction. Potential customers 
who saw the advertising video where the hands were visible, were 66% more 
likely to click on the link and proceed to the website, compared to the potential 
customers who saw the video without the hands being visible. The result should 
be interpreted with caution, yet, considering the magnitude of the effect, it is 
informative for both theory and advertising practice.

5.1	� Theoretical Implications

The direction of the effect is in line with the evidence from laboratory experi-
ments: visibility of the speaker’s hands and the presence of natural hand gestures 
could improve communication effectiveness (Beattie & Shovelton, 2005; Maric-
ciolo et al., 2020). Therefore, the first contribution of the study is that it provides 
initial evidence that the positive effect of hand visibility can be observed outside 
the laboratory, even for spontaneous and natural hand gestures.

The second contribution lies in providing initial evidence that Media Richness 
Theory predictions might be applicable to a context broader than only compar-
ing types of media. According to MRT the richness of a medium increases the 
effectiveness of the communication due to the availability of additional contex-
tual cues (Ebner, 2017a, b). We further build on MRT, proposing that not only the 
mere availability but also the deliberate choice of how many and which cues are 
included, can increase persuasiveness of mediated communication for the same 
medium. While an advertising video can include many non-verbal cues, such 
as hand gestures, it does not include them by default. This choice remains to be 
made by the advertiser, and the complexity of these choices increases for richer 
media types. Therefore, our findings also bring along practical implications.
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5.2	� Practical Implications

Understanding how adding or restricting the availability of non-verbal cues in 
mediated communication affects persuasion is of relevance to both advertisers 
and policymakers. Persuasive non-verbal cues in mediated communication can 
be leveraged to deliver relevant information to consumers, and at the same time 
should not be overused, and might need to be restricted, in communication related 
to potentially harmful consumption or decision-making. The effect size that we 
observed—a 66% increase in the chances to follow the call for action—resulted 
from the mere inclusion of hands in the frame. If such a minor detail as mere 
visibility of hands can have such an effect on persuasion, then knowing this is 
critical to advertisers who want to allocate advertising funds wisely, and to poli-
cymakers who make sure that advertising remains safe for consumers’ decision- 
making.

5.3	� Limitations and Future Research

It is likely (although needs to be verified empirically) that most viewers are aware 
of the hand visibility in a video ad, and therefore, the effect could be subject to 
boundary conditions similar to those of the priming effect. The priming effect in 
advertising only holds when it is goal-relevant and people are motivated to pur-
sue the goal (Karremans et al., 2006). In a field experiment, we could not know 
to what extent the receivers of the promotional videos were interested in buying 
oils at that point in time. Running a field experiment inherently means that we 
have limited insights into additional conditions that might be relevant to the study. 
Therefore, the results of the current study serve as initial evidence and inspire us 
to further look into the boundary conditions of the effect of hand visibility and 
other additional non-verbal cues availability in controlled laboratory settings.

Furthermore, this study simply manipulated whether the hands were visible or 
not. Future research could explore how the effect would vary depending on the 
types of gestures used by the speaker.

Additionally, a combination of hand gestures with other non-verbal cues is 
also important to explore, as non-verbal cues could moderate each other’s effect. 
It would be particularly interesting to explore whether hand visibility accom-
panied by restrained gesticulation would enhance, or on the contrary, impede 
advertising effectiveness. It is possible that restricting gesticulation would lead to 
an incongruent impression, and result in relatively lower ad effectiveness. This 
remains to be tested in our future work.
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Finally, our study is a call for further exploration of which cues, besides hand 
gestures, are the most relevant and effective in the advertising context, and which 
can be left out, to avoid information overload and facilitate the processing of the 
main message. For instance, VR allows incorporating proxemics (how close to 
each other the communication partners are in space), or haptics (the possibility of 
touching each other and objects in space), but whether these parameters are effec-
tive in an advertising context remains an open question. To answer this question, 
advertising scholars could source evidence from other behavioral sciences, such 
as cognitive sciences, social psychology, anthropology, and behavioral econom-
ics, to find guidance for selecting contextual cues that could be most relevant to 
advertising. Our study is a step in this direction.
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