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A large body of research suggests that people process the entities that they encounter by placing them into mental categories (Barsalou

1992). Although previous research examines how people access information in hierarchical category structures, it does not examine

how people construct individual new categories and, in particular, how the locus of these new categories may depend on the structure

of the entire hierarchy. We describe this latter process with a spreading activation model of hierarchical category structures that we

call the Category Activation Model (CAM). In an experiment and an empirical study, we show that the CAM reliably predicts the

probability that a person will construct a new category at a specific location within a category structure, and we provide evidence that

accessibility is the mechanism that underlies category construction.
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Extended Abstract
Considerable research has demonstrated that people create mental categories to process and access the information that they receive

(Barsalou 1992), and that these mental categories may be arranged in hierarchical structures (Collins and Loftus 1975). People add new
categories, or subcategories, to these structures when they encounter novel objects or experiences, such as new products, that do not fit
within existing categories (Sujan 1985; Sujan and Bettman 1989). An underlying assumption of previous studies is that the general
category within which people will locate a novel entity, and hence a new subcategory created for it, is known. However, some entities,
such as innovative new products, could be assigned to multiple categories (Keller, Sternthal, and Tybout 2002; Moreau, Markman, and
Lehmann 2001). It is here that managers and marketers could benefit from a deeper understanding of how mental categorization works.

In this paper, we develop a spreading activation model of the process by which individuals construct new mental categories. In an
experiment and an empirical study, we show that the Category Activation Model (CAM) reliably predicts where individuals will locate
a new subcategory within an existing category structure.

The ways in which consumers categorize products have important implications for firms. For example, previous research has shown
that the category to which consumers assign a new product can affect the inferences that they draw about it (Moreau, Markman, and
Lehmann 2001), their evaluation of and willingness to pay for it (Sujan 1985), and their likelihood of retrieving it in memory-based choice
(Nedungadi 1990; Nedungadi, Chattopadhyay, and Muthukrishnan 2001). Thus, being able to predict and influence how consumers
construct and locate subcategories for entire classes of products, especially radically innovative new products, could benefit firms
substantially. For example, when Motorola introduced the Envoy, the first personal digital assistant, consumers had to create a new mental
subcategory because, although the Envoy shared many features with existing portable computers, pagers, and organizers, it was distinctly
different from products in these categories (Keller, Sternthal, and Tybout 2002). Knowing where consumers were most likely to locate
the new personal digital assistant subcategory could have helped Motorola design and market the Envoy to better satisfy their expectations.

Whereas previous research has examined how people access information in hierarchical category structures and the general rules that
govern how these category structures grow and develop (Freyd 1983; Murphy and Medin 1985; Rosch 1978), the ways in which people
construct individual new categories have not yet been investigated. We develop the CAM to predict where people are most likely to locate
a new subcategory within an existing category structure.

We build on previous research that shows that priming a category increases its accessibility and subsequent use (Herr 1989; Higgins
and King 1981). Consistent with this research, we assume that when a category is accessed some of the resulting activation remains with
the category and the rest spreads through the entire network, or category tree. Further, we assume that when a category is more activated,
the probability that a new subcategory will be constructed under it is increased. Combining these two assumptions, it follows that by
accurately describing the process by which activation spreads through the network, we are able to predict the probability that a new
subcategory will be constructed at any given location within it. In the paper, we show that these probabilities depend on the network’s
link structure, which determines how activation spreads. Specifically, the CAM predicts that the locus of a new subcategory is strongly
influenced by the number of subcategories already connected to each category within the existing structure.

We tested the CAM’s predictive ability in an experiment involving an innovative new exercise product that shares attributes with
existing products in the health and entertainment categories. In the experiment, we first familiarized 91 participants with a category
structure for health and entertainment products. Then we presented them with a description of the new product, and gave them the
opportunity to create a new subcategory for it under either the health or entertainment category. We manipulated the number of
subcategories already existing under these categories, and also manipulated the priming of these categories using an unrelated proof-
reading task. The results support our hypothesis that the probability that a person will construct a new category as a subordinate of a
particular category i is proportional to the relative number of categories that are already subordinate to i. Furthermore, the results suggest
that people are more likely to locate new subcategories within categories that already contain many subordinates precisely because such
categories are more activated and accessible than those that contain fewer subordinates.
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In a second study, we further tested the CAM’s predictive ability by analyzing how computer users create new file folders within
their directory trees. In this study, we analyzed data on nearly 70,000 directories created by more than 1,600 users on internet servers at
two universities and a high school. We wrote a program to collect data from these servers and provide a snapshot of each user’s directory
tree, including the exact time at which each file folder within the tree was created. We then showed that the structure of these directory
trees and the process by which they developed are consistent with the CAM’s predictions. These results provide support for the CAM in
an externally valid context.

In addition to categorizing products, consumers also categorize their expenditures by placing them into mental accounts (Thaler
1999). Since consumers utilize these accounts to track their expenses, it follows that the category to which consumers assign an expenditure
may affect their willingness to incur additional expenditures that are either similar or different (Cheema and Soman 2006; Heath and Soll
1996). In two extension studies, we show that the CAM can be used to both predict and influence the location of new mental accounts.
Thus, the CAM has implications not only for how new products should be positioned, but also for how they should be priced. Influencing
category construction is an exciting area that additional research should examine.
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The Appeal of Others: How to Avoid the Self-Positivity Bias
Sutapa Aditya, York University, Canada
Kelley Main, York University, Canada

Nearly 50 years of research and numerous articles on fear appeals have attempted to illustrate the behavioral motivation such appeals
may generate (Witte and Allen 2000). The logical reasoning of using fear appeals in persuasion links back to the “drive-reduction model”
(Hovland, Jains and Kelley 1953). The model suggests that a message becomes successful in persuasion only when it is sufficiently intense
to create a drive and present recommendations capable of mitigating the fear (Keller 1999). Keller (1999) found that people engaging in
risky behavior were persuaded more by lower fear appeals than those who were already adhering to healthier lifestyle/avoiding those risky
behaviors. Such findings can be explained by the fact that people who practice risky behavior become more defensive in response to high
fear appeals as they find themselves more vulnerable when exposed to such fear inducing messages. This is consistent with defense
motivated processing, which is a fairly close-minded form, that leads to individuals’ desire to hold attitudes or beliefs congruent with
positive self-concept (Chen and Chaiken 1999). Perceptions of risk for certain health conditions are not congruent with this desire to
maintain a positive self-concept. This defensiveness leads to a lower capacity to process the recommendations presented in the message
and thereby a higher inclination to discount the message all together with no appreciable influence on risk perceptions (Kunda 1990, Keller
and Block 1997, Keller 1999).

This literature demonstrates the importance of understanding how health communications involving fear appeals may or may not
influence consumer perceptions. Ideally, health messages should arouse fear only to the extent that the audience perceives increased risk
for themselves leading them to adhere to the prescribed behavior. One critical concern of health communications relates to the “self-
positivity bias” of the target audience. This bias demonstrates that people have a general tendency to assume themselves as impervious
to the threat of being exposed to diseases (Raghubir and Menon 1998) and they do not feel the need or urgency to adhere to the preventative
behaviors presented. This self-positivity bias leads people to discount heath related messages in order to maintain their self-esteem (Taylor
and Brown 1988). This bias does not occur when people are asked to estimate the risk of unpleasant things happening to another person
(Perloff and Fetzer 1986, Raghubir and Menon 1998). This opens a new frontier of research studying how self vs. other related appeals
can impact on subsequent persuasion.

Recent work on the self-positivity bias has explored how the compatibility between self vs. other-related emotions of the audience
and the referent in the message influences perceptions of risk (Agarwal, Menon and Aaker 2006). However, it is yet to be explored how
the referent (self vs. other) in a fear appeal message would influence perceptions of risk and behavioral intentions. The current research
attempts to fill this gap by manipulating the referent (self vs. other) in the message using a fear appeal and exploring how the perceptions
of risk and intention to adopt the recommended behavior changes accordingly. In this case, we anticipate that when a message is self-
referent, it will generate more defensive processing and result in self-positivity bias (i.e. lower perceptions of risk). On the contrary, when
the referent is someone else, it is not expected to generate the same defensiveness, and the result will be higher perceptions of risk for
themselves.

A one-way ANOVA was designed to manipulate the message referent (self vs. other) and measure subsequent influence on risk
perceptions and behavioral intentions. A print advertisement for skin cancer was developed for the study. All groups were exposed to the
same advertisement that listed the factors leading to skin cancer and preventative steps that could be taken. The only difference in the ads
was the first line, which prompted respondents to think of either themselves or someone else while they read the ad. In total, 57
undergraduate business students at a large eastern university participated in exchange for partial course credit. Post exposure measures
on risk perceptions and behavioral intentions were collected. Risk perceptions were measured with a single item asking participants if they
felt they were at risk for skin cancer and behavioral intentions were measured with 2 items that were mentioned in the advertisements as
ways to avoid getting skin cancer (e.g. how likely are you to wear sunscreen and how likely are you to have a doctor check your skin for
damage, r=.50, p<.001).

Results of the one-way ANOVA showed a significant influence on perceptions of risk (F (1,55)=5.99, p<.01). A comparison of the
means indicated that the other-referent message generated higher perceptions of risk among the respondents (M=4.43) as opposed to the


