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This paper proposes a cognitive mechanism that explains why it is difficult to make accurate predictions of our social partners’

preferences. From a social cognitive view of interpersonal relationship, I propose that a meditating role played social relation is that it

affects the cognitive structures that people use to process social information. Specifically, as I contend, the complexity level of

cognitive structures that individuals employ to process and store their partners’ information, such as product preferences, is a function

of the social distances between them and their partners: people are more likely to use a complex, detailed category structure, as

manifested as of greater number and/or narrower breadth of categories, to process close partners’ information; whereas they are more

likely to use a simple, abstract category structure, as manifested as of fewer number and/or wider breath of categories, to process

distant partners’ information. I further argue that the cognitive structure complexity in close relation not only enables the accumulation

of non-diagnostic information, it also consequently affects how individuals search, categorize, and remember that information and

how they make subsequent decisions or judgments. Results from two experimental studies confirmed the structural complexity in

close relation and also showed that, when processing information on behalf of a close friend (vs. stranger),  subjects spent

disproportionate efforts on and assigned disproportionate weights to evaluatively secondary (vs. primary) information, which lead

them to make inaccurate preference predictions at a later time.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumers frequently purchase products or services that are

intended to be consumed by their social partners. Decisions like
buying birthday gifts or Christmas presents often involve predic-
tions of other people’s preferences, a task that most consumers are
not very good at, as suggested by academic researchers (e.g., Davis,
Hoch, and Ragsdale 1986; Lerouge and Warlop 2006). What makes
it so difficult for us to correctly predict our partners’ preferences?
Past research has identified important antecedents (e.g., Kenny and
Acitelli 2001; Swann and Gill 1997) but paid little attention to the
cognitive mechanisms that could explain the effects of social
relation on judgment and decision-making.

The present paper intends to close this empirical gap: borrow-
ing the social cognitive view of the seminal Construal Level Theory
(CLT, Trope and Liberman 2003), I propose that a mediating role
played social relations is that it affects the cognitive structures that
people use to process social information. Specifically, as I contend,
the complexity level of cognitive structures that individuals employ
to process and store their partners’ information, such as product
preferences, is a function of the social distances between them and
their partners: people are more likely to use an complex, detailed
category structure, as manifested as of greater number and/or
narrower breadth of categories, to process information that pertains
to their close social partners (e.g., spouses or best friends); whereas
people are more likely to use a simple, abstract category structure,
as manifested as of fewer number and/or wider breath of categories,
to process information that pertains to distant social partners (e.g.,
co-workers or casual acquaintances). Furthermore, a diluting effect
of this structure complexity in close relation is that it might lead
people to spend unnecessary efforts on and assign unnecessary
weights to evaluatively non-diagnostic, secondary (vs. primary)
information, which could affect people’s memory and subsequent
judgments of their partners.

Two experiments were conducted to test these propositions.
Study 1 examined the category structures used to process informa-
tion related to other people. Participants were first primed with a
target person of different social relationship (best friend vs. stranger)
and then acted on behalf of that person to sort objects into groups
(i.e., categories). As predicted, greater number of groups and
smaller group size were used to categorize objects that were
allegedly to be used by their best friends (vs. strangers). Study 2
examined how category structure affects information processing
and its evaluative consequences. After the relationship priming
used in Study 1, participants were given the opportunity to request
job information that might assist them to better predict the target
person’s job preference. Both evaluatively diagnostic (i.e., primary
attributes) and non-diagnostic (i.e., secondary attributes) job infor-
mation were available to be requested. As expected, participants
requested more non-diagnostic job information for best friends than
for strangers, whereas no difference was found in the amount of
diagnostic information requested. Two days later, the same partici-
pants reviewed a similar job position that contained positive sec-
ondary attributes but ambiguous primary attributes. They were
instructed either to predict the target person’s preference for the job
or express their own attitudes toward the job. Results showed that
while participants’ own judgment of the job did not differ between
the two experimental groups, those in the best friend group gave

significantly higher preference ratings to the job when judging on
behalf of the target person than for their own. This result not only
provided direct evidence of the effect of categorization on the
delayed prediction accuracy of other people’s preference, it also
interestingly revealed individuals’ strategic, selective use of cat-
egory knowledge in forming preferences for the self and for others.

To conclude, this paper examined the effect of social relation
on people’s processing of information pertaining to their partners
and the subsequent memory-based judgment about their partners.
Past research has already shown that non-diagnostic, secondary
information could impair prediction accuracy in close relations
(e.g., Kenny and Acitelli 2001). The current study demonstrated the
potential cause of the accumulation of secondary information:
individuals tend to use more complex cognitive structures to
process their partners’ information as the relationship becomes
closer and the expanded category structure not only enables the
accumulation of less-important information, it also consequently
affects how individuals search, categorize, and remember that
information, and how they use the information to make subsequent
decisions or judgments about their partners.

From a managerial perspective and for future research, notice
that this paper mainly focuses on the negative effects of category
structure on judgments and evaluations in close relationship. How-
ever, perhaps a more important role of the expanded category
structures is to assist individuals to accommodate complex social
information generated from long, intimate interactions with their
close relationship partners. The resultant greater number of, and
narrower breadth of categories used by people to classify partner-
related information might affect the formation of a consideration set
when making a surrogate purchase and it might also give marketers
a chance to fine-tune their segmentation strategies when there is a
product offering targeted at consumers’ gift-buying needs. A great
deal of research is needed in this area.
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