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abstract, high-level terms, and real tasks in a more concrete, low-level terms (Armor and Sackett 2006; Trope, Liberman, and Wakslak 
2007). Consequently, we hypothesize that reporting behavioral intentions could have the same effect as making salient past behavior on 
people’s attitude assessment, and that the hypothetical bias should moderate the informational value of behavioral intentions:

H3: Behavioral intentions are used as more abstract information in a hypothetical context and as more concrete information in a 
real context in further assessments.

Study
These propositions were tested within the realm of environmental protection. Respondents (114 undergraduate students) pledged 

to perform behaviors from statements (Roberts 1996) that were formulated either in a hypothetical or a concrete way. Results from the 
study provided support for our hypotheses.

When asked to pledge to perform hypothetical behaviors (e.g., I pledge that I would buy), participants expressed greater behavioral 
intentions than when asked to pledge to perform actual behaviors (e.g., I pledge to buy; 4.26 vs. 3.31, p<0.001), which supports H1. 
Moreover, familiarity seems to moderate this effect, since there is no significant difference between the hypothetical and the concrete 
conditions (4.15 vs. 3.98, p>0.1) for what appears to be more familiar behaviors (i.e., behaviors that are performed inside the home–e.g., 
recycle, save energy and water), while there is a significant effect (4.03 vs. 3.54, p<0.05) on less familiar, and maybe less concrete 
behaviors (i.e., behaviors that are performed outside the home or related to social activities in support of the cause–e.g., buying fair-trade 
or organic products, convincing friends to be more eco-friendly), thus supporting H2. 

Furthermore, when in a hypothetical condition, participants expressed stronger attitudinal self-relevance with the environment than 
in the concrete condition (3.97 vs. 3.76). On the other hand, when in a concrete condition, participants stated that they perform more 
actual behaviors that in the hypothetical condition (3.48 vs. 3.81). The interaction effect is significant (p=0.05). People thus seem to 
be inferring their attitudes from the actions that they are willing to do and their level of hypotheticality, since there is a match between 
“would-behavior” and self-relevance and between “do-behavior” and reported behaviors, providing support for H3. 

Discussion
Our study shows that there is a hypothetical bias in the pro-environmental domain, that this bias affects how people assess their 

attitudes and behaviors, and that it is moderated by familiarity. Moreover, making people think more abstractly or more concretely about 
their behaviors affects their self-relevance perception or their retrieval memory of past behaviors, respectively.

The next step is to try to better understand the process underlying the hypothetical bias, and to establish a link with actual behavior, 
in order to determine whether the hypothetical bias results in more or less actual behavioral consistency.
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Almost everyday, consumers buy and use commodities such as food, clothing, or other necessities. Sometimes, however, they may 
indulge in luxurious goods (Kivetz and Simonson, 2002). Yet, luxury purchases are exceptions to the rule as they occur rather seldom 
and often are merely hypothetical.

Moreover, luxury cannot be purchased everywhere; it is usually limited and for most people difficult to attain (Miyazaki, Grewal, 
and Goodstein, 2005; Nuemo and Quelch, 1998; Silverstein and Fiske, 2003). As such, luxury is something that only a few people can 
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afford; and luxurious goods are usually consumed especially by the higher upper-class society, which implies a connection between 
luxury and exclusiveness. Since luxurious goods are relatively exclusive and their acquisition is limited and often only hypothetical, 
they generally are perceived as more psychologically distant than ordinary objects.

Construal Level Theory (Trope and Liberman, 2000, 2003) assumes that psychologically distant objects are construed abstractly, 
whereas proximal objects are construed concretely. An abstract representation of an object consists of its high-level features which 
capture the central and stable aspects of an object. A concrete representation, on the other hand, includes more low-level aspects such 
as incidental details that are peripheral to the object’s core representation. 

Because luxury appears to be psychologically distant, and because psychologically distant objects are mentally represented more 
abstractly than psychologically proximal objects, we propose that luxury is mentally construed abstractly instead of concretely. In three 
studies, we investigated the bi-directional relationship between luxury and abstractness of mental representations. Study 1 tested whether 
consumers describe situations that involve luxury objects in a more abstract language than situations that involve comparably mundane 
objects. Study 2 tested the converse relationship and showed that products that are described in abstract language are perceived as more 
luxurious than products that are described in concrete language. Finally, study 3 showed that actual product descriptions of luxury goods 
are more abstract than descriptions of ordinary goods.

In study 1 which was framed as a creativity study, we asked participants to write a short story by using 12 specific words that should 
appear in their text at least once. For half of the participants, the list included 6 words that are associated with luxury (i.e., mansion, 
gourmet restaurant, limousine, 5-stars hotel, candelabra, and gemstone). For the other half of the participants, the target words were 
exchanged with their ordinary counterpart (i.e., house, canteen, car, hostel, lamp, and stone). The stories were analyzed with the Linguistic 
Category Model (Semin and Fiedler, 1988, 1991). This model distinguishes between several classes of word (descriptive action verbs, 
interpretive action verbs, state verbs, and adjectives) that can be located on the concreteness–abstractness continuum. The relative 
proportions of words of the different classes were determined by two coders who were unaware of the hypothesis, in order to measure 
the abstractness of the texts. As hypothesized, the findings indicated that stories that included luxurious objects were linguistically more 
abstract than stories that included ordinary objects.

In study 2, we tested the converse relationship and hypothesized that abstract descriptions of products cause consumers to perceive 
them as more luxurious than concrete descriptions. Participants were presented with short descriptions of six product types (i.e., yacht 
trips, dog food, cars, TV sets, vacuum cleaners, and watches). For each product type, we presented two descriptions—one abstract and 
one concrete. For the vacuum cleaners, for instance, one feature of the abstract description reads “…this unit has a very good vacuum 
pump, a low sound level, and a clever filtration.” The more concrete counterpart reads “…this unit vacuums very well, does not make 
much sound, and filtrates dust cleverly.” The content of the descriptions was counterbalanced in such way that specific features appeared 
either only in an abstract language or only in a concrete language. Participants were asked to judge for each product type on an 8-point 
scale which of two descriptions (concrete vs. abstract) they perceived as more luxurious, more expensive, and more exclusive. As 
expected, the findings indicated that the abstract descriptions were judged as more luxurious for these items.

Finally, in study 3, we were interested in the link between luxury and abstractness in real-world product descriptions. Forty-six 
descriptions of diverse products (23 luxury, 23 mundane products) were located on the Internet and analyzed regarding their linguistic 
abstractness. In line with the results of studies 1 and 2, we found that luxurious goods were described with more abstract language than 
mundane objects. This effect emerged (1) when comparing luxurious products with mundane products (e.g., fragrances vs. detergents), 
(2) when comparing two instances of the same product type (e.g., luxury cars vs. cheap cars), and (3) when comparing products within 
specific brands (e.g., the most expensive razor vs. the cheapest razor of the same brand). These findings give a first indication that 
advertisers may intuitively use the abstractness-luxury link in promoting their products.

In summary, the findings of the present research document that luxury is associated with an abstract representation: Luxury caused 
a more abstract language (both in study participants and in advertisers), and abstract language caused perceptions of luxury. The findings 
have important implication for advertising: An abstract presentation may lead consumers to perceive products as more exclusive, more 
luxurious, but also as more expensive.
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