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“Effects of decisional Status and Construal Level on the 
Persuasiveness of Health-Related Messages and Products”

Gergana Y. Nenkov, Boston College, USA
J. Jeffrey Inman, University of Pittsburgh, USA

Many products and messages in the marketplace emphasize 
important health-related goals that consumers might achieve by 
consuming them–e.g., nutrition, fitness, weight loss. Some products 
and messages, however, are described using high levels of construal, 
whereas others are described using low-levels. For instance, Kel-
logg’s Smart Start® line of cereals are all positioned as nutritional, but 
some are called Healthy Heart, emphasizing the reason for getting 
nutrition (high-level construal), while others are called Antioxidants, 
emphasizing the means of getting nutrition (low-level construal). 
An important question arises regarding which construal level will 
be more effective in persuading consumers to choose a particular 
product or perform a particular behavior (Lee, Keller, and Sternthal 
2009). Building on construal level theory (e.g., Trope, Liberman, 
and Wakslak 2007), behavior identification theory (Vallacher and 
Wegner 1987), and the mindset theory of action phases (e.g., Goll-
witzer 1990) we argue that the differential cognitive tuning created 
by pre- vs. post-decisional mindsets make consumers in the pre- vs. 
post-decisional action phase differentially receptive to messages 
framed using different construals.

Four studies examine the interactive effects of pre- and 
post-decisional status and construal level on the persuasiveness 
of health-related messages and products. We find that consumers 
in the pre-decisional action phase are more persuaded by health-
related messages described using high-level construal, whereas 
consumers in the post-decisional phase are more persuaded by 
messages described using low-level construal. We test our thesis 
by manipulating construal level directly and indirectly, employing 
different targets, and examining several aspects of persuasion-
choice (study 1), anticipated effortful goal pursuit (study 2), 
behavioral intentions (study 3), and actual behavior (study 4). We 
provide process evidence and show that consumers at the pre- vs. 
post-decisional action phase identify their goals and behaviors at 
different construal levels.

In study 1 (n=150) participants choose between two products 
promoting the same goal (i.e., nutrition), with one product stressing 
the abstract aspects of the goal–why one should obtain nutrition (i.e., 
“HEALTHY HEART: For a long and healthy life”), and the other 
stressing its concrete aspects–how one can obtain it (i.e., “ANTI-
OxIDANTS: with Antioxidants A, C, and E, and Beta Carotene”). 
Participants in a deliberative (i.e., predecisional) mindset were more 
likely to choose the product positioned in terms of abstract constru-
als; those in an implemental (i.e., post-decisional) mindset exhibited 
preference for the product positioned in concrete construals.

In study 2 (n=175) we extend previous findings by examining 
a different aspect of persuasion, a different construal manipulation, 
and a new dependent variable –anticipated effortful goal pursuit. 
Participants saw a brochure featuring a persuasive argument about 
weight control emphasizing either why one should control their 
weight or how one can control it. Results revealed that deliberative 
(implemental) mindset participants are more persuaded to pursue 

the goal and anticipate more effortful goal pursuit in the high-level 
(low-level) construal condition.

In study 3 (n=103) we explore the effects of social distance 
construal framing on behavioral intentions, and test our propor-
tion that consumers in the pre- vs. post-decisional action phases 
construe their goals and behaviors at different levels of construal. 
Participants evaluated one of two ads for a healthy product (orange 
juice), targeted at either a close (i.e., your family, low-level) or distant 
(i.e., families nationwide, high-level) construal. Participants in a 
predecision mindset were more persuaded to buy the product by the 
high-level construal ad, whereas those in the postdecision mindset 
were more persuaded by the low-level construal ad. Consumers in 
a predecisional, deliberative mindset are more likely to construe 
behaviors in abstract, high levels. 

In study 4 (n=47) we employ temporal construal and examine 
whether its differential effect for people in a deliberative vs. imple-
mental mindset would affect their behavior. Individuals participated 
in a study that purportedly examined decision making processes, 
whose purpose was to prime deliberative and implemental mindsets; 
in exchange, $5 would be donated to a foundation in their name. 
One foundation was described using high-level (i.e., future) con-
struals, and the other was described using low-level (i.e., present) 
construals. Participants in a deliberative (implemental) mindset 
allocated significantly more money to the foundation described 
using future (present) construal framing, providing convergent 
support for our predictions.

This paper contributes to two emerging streams in consumer 
research–one examining the effectiveness of messages and informa-
tion represented at low- vs. high-levels of construal (Kim, Rao, and 
Lee 2009; Lee, Keller, and Sternthal 2009) and another studying the 
effects of action phase mindsets on consumer behavior (Chandran 
and Morwitz 2005; Cheema and Patrick 2008; Dhar, Huber, and 
Khan 2007). It also makes important contributions to the literature 
on action phase mindsets (see e.g., Gollwitzer 1990) by empirically 
demonstrating that predecisional consumers construe information 
at high level, whereas postdecisional ones construe information at 
low-levels. Finally, findings from the current set of studies offer 
important implications for the design and presentation of health-
related products and persuasive messages, suggesting that products 
and messages should be framed at a different level of construal 
when targeting consumers at the different stages of their decision-
making process.

“When 1-in-3 is Greater than 4-in-10: Why Lower 
Probability Events Can be More Persuasive in Public Service 

Announcements”
Ann Schlosser, University of Washington, USA

Using ratios in public service announcements (PSAs) is a 
common tactic to persuade individuals of the seriousness of an 
issue and motivate them to act. I argue that the numbers used to 
represent a probability can influence consumers’ beliefs about the 
seriousness of a problem and their willingness to act. Specifically, 
I propose that when events are represented in ratios using very 
small numbers (denominators<5), consumers perceive a problem 
to be more serious and are more willing to act than when ratios 
use large numbers (denominators ≥ 10). This is because ratios us-
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ing small numbers (e.g., 1-in-4) are easier to visualize than larger 
ratios (e.g., 25-in-100). 

People can process information using images or analytically 
(Epstein 1991; Green and Brock 2000). Imagery processing involves 
encoding information in the form of concrete, imagistic, and sensory 
representations, whereas discursive processing involves encoding 
information as abstract symbols, words, and numbers (MacInnis 
and Price 1987). Because of their different foci, they can lead to 
different outcomes (Schlosser 2003). People tend to perceive greater 
risk when ratios are in larger than smaller ratios (Pinto-Pradas et al. 
2006; Yamagashi 1997). Although this may appear to contradict the 
predictions given here, the “small”-numbered ratios used previously 
had denominators of 10 or more. I propose that it is difficult to viv-
idly imagine 10 or more people, hence people use discursive rather 
than imagery processing (i.e., focus on numbers). In the present 
studies, small-numbered ratios have denominators less than five. 

In study 1, participants imagined a serious virus (worse than 
H1N1) that the Health Department wants to inform the public about. 
They were given three different pairs of ratios (in randomized order) 
and indicated which of the two made the incidence seem worse to 
them. The pairs were (1) 1-in-3 vs. 4-in-10 (or 6-in-15), (2) 1-in-3 
vs. 35-in-100, and (3) 35-in-100 vs. 4-in-10 (or 6-in-15). If the paired 
comparison includes 1-in 3, which is easier to visualize and thus 
should seem more serious than large-numbered ratios, then more 
participants would select the 1-in-3 ratio as worse than 4-in-10, 
6-in-15 and 35-in-100, although it represents a lower probability 
(i.e., 33% vs. 40% and 35%). For the third pair involving compar-
ing two relatively large numbers, I expected that individuals would 
rely on discursive processing and thus more individuals would 
perceive the 35-in-100 ratio to be worse (because 35>4 and 6). All 
participants were given three pairs of ratios and were randomly as-
signed to (1) the order of presentation for the three pairs of ratios, 
and (2) whether 40% was 4-in-10 or 6-in-15. The ratio for 40% 
was varied to examine whether the ease in comparing the ratios 
numerically would alter the results. It did not. As predicted, over 
59% of participants found the 1-in-3 probability of illness to be 
worse than a 4-in-10, 6-in-15, and 35-in-100 chance of contracting 
the illness. In contrast, over 80% of participants chose the 4-in-10 
and 6-in-15 options over the 35-in-100 option. It may be that pro-
cessing large-numbered ratios discursively caused participants to 
correctly identify the higher-probability ratio. 

In studies 2 and 3, participants received a single ratio in a 
PSA and then indicated how serious the problem seemed and their 
willingness to act. In study 2, participants were randomly assigned 
to one of four PSAs titled “Skin cancer affects x in Y Americans” 
where “x in Y” was a smaller- or larger- ratio reflecting 25% (1-in-4, 
25-in-100) or 30% (3-in-10, 30-in-100). All other information was 
the same. I expected that by encouraging discursive processing and 
thus a focus upon the first number in the ratio, participants would 
perceive melanoma to be more serious and be more willing to 
take preventative actions in the 30-in-100 than 3-in-10 condition. 
In contrast, by encouraging imagery processing and thus a focus 
upon the few people unaffected, the 1-in-4 ad should persuade 
individuals of the seriousness of the problem and motivate them 
to act. Participants’ perceptions of the problem and willingness to 
act should be as high if not higher in the 1-in-4 than 25-in-100 and 
3-in-10 conditions. The results support these predictions.

Study 3 extends the findings of the first two by testing the 
role of imagery processing in explaining the effects. Specifically, 
participants were presented with a drunk-driving PSA and told that 
either 3-in-10 or 30-in-100 cars will be involved in a drunk-driving 
accident. In addition they were either encouraged to visualize be-
ing in one of the 10 (vs. 100) cars or not. Replicating the results of 

study 2, when imagery processing was not encouraged, perceptions 
of the problem and willingness to act were higher when the ratio 
was 30-in-100 than 3-in-10. In contrast, when imagery processing 
was encouraged, perceptions of the problem and willingness to act 
were higher when the ratio was 3-in-10 than 30-in-100.

Collectively, the results suggest that when designing PSAs with 
ratios, the numbers used have important implications for consum-
ers’ beliefs about the seriousness of an issue and their willingness 
to act. The results also suggest that imagery processing plays an 
important role in whether smaller-numbered ratios will be more or 
less persuasive than larger-numbered ratios.

“The Effect of Model Size and Self-Awareness on Health 
Message Compliance”

Katherine E. Loveland, Arizona State University, USA
Elizabeth Gelfand Miller, Boston College, USA
Naomi Mandel, Arizona State University, USA

In recent years, obesity incidence has risen in the United States 
(cdc.gov). One way that the government has tried to address this 
issue is through the use of public service announcements (PSA) 
promoting a healthier lifestyle. We examine how external cues, such 
as these PSAs, interact with consumer characteristics to influence 
healthy food choices. We predict two factors are most likely to im-
pact the effectiveness of a health message: the visual cue provided 
by the body type of the model that is paired with the message and 
the consumer’s level of self-awareness (SA) at the time of message 
exposure. Previous work is inconclusive regarding the impact of 
heavy vs. thin others on consumption. Campbell and Mohr (2009) 
demonstrated that exposure to an overweight prime, as compared to 
a normal weight prime, leads to increased consumption, suggesting 
that the use of a heavy model will lead to less healthful choices. Other 
work has demonstrated that exposure to thin primes, compared to 
neutral primes, can lead to increased consumption (e.g. Mills et al. 
2002; Seddon and Berry 1996; Strauss et al. 1994). This suggests 
that the use of a thin model will lead to less healthful choices. We 
propose that one reason for these earlier contradictory findings is 
that the effect of model size on consumption decisions should vary 
based on SA level. 

While previous work in the area of SA has demonstrated that 
compliance is generally higher when SA is high, as compared to 
low (c.f. Carver 2003), we predict that SA is likely to interact with 
model size, due to the automatic social comparison that occurs when 
individuals are exposed to a comparison standard. Additionally, 
since higher levels of SA lead to more accurate assessments of the 
self (Pryor et al. 1977), the social comparison information provided 
by a thin (or heavy) model will be interpreted differently depend-
ing on the level SA. Specifically, because college-aged females 
are often relatively thin, when SA is high, exposure to a thin (vs. 
heavy) model should allow participants to make a realistic assess-
ment of how they are similar to the thin model, leading to higher 
body-esteem and consequently higher message compliance. On 
the other hand, because most young women feel constant pressure 
to be thinner, regardless of how thin they actually are, when SA is 
low, exposure to a thin (vs. heavy) model should lead consumers 
to judge themselves overly harshly by focusing on how they are 
different from the thin model, leading to lower body self-esteem 
and subsequently lower message compliance.

In study 1, 178 students participated for partial course credit. 
Participants were randomly assigned in a 2 (level of SA: high vs. 
low) x 4 (model size: thin, moderately heavy, obese, or no model) 
design. All participants viewed an ad with the same written content, 
emphasizing the importance of eating a healthful diet and giving 
specific tips on how to make healthful food decisions; the size 
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of the model paired with the message varied by condition. Next, 
participants selected snacks that they would like for the coming 
week from 10 pretested options, in which 5 were healthful (e.g. trail 
mix) and 5 were not (e.g. potato chips). In the low SA condition, 
participants selected the most healthful snacks when an obese model 
was depicted. In the high SA condition, participants selected the 
most healthful snacks when a thin model was depicted. 

In study 2, 203 female students participated. The design was 
similar to study 1; however, SA was manipulated using mirrors and 
included an “escape” condition. We found a significant main effect 
for SA (F(2, 191)=4.02, p<.05), as well as a significant interaction 
between model size and level of SA (F(6, 191)=2.54, p<.05) on 
message compliance (as measured by plans to consume a healthful 
diet in the coming week). Planned comparison revealed several 
interesting findings. Self-awareness only affected responses when 
a thin model was present, suggesting that SA only plays a role in 
message compliance when there is a relevant social comparison 
standard present. When SA was high and a thin model was pic-
tured, participants were significantly more likely to comply with 
the message compared to when SA was low and a thin model was 
pictured. These findings were fully mediated by Body Self-Esteem 
(BSE, Franzoi and Shields 1984).

Our results suggest that the way in which social comparison 
information is processed, and its subsequent impact on message 
compliance for PSAs, varies based on level of SA. When SA is 
high, using a thin model leads to assimilative processing, leading 
to higher BSE and subsequently higher message compliance in 
the form of more healthful food choices. When SA is low, using a 
thin model leads to contrastive processing, leading to lower BSE, 
and subsequently lower compliance. As the results from studies 1 
and 2 show some discrepancies, we are collecting data in a third 
study in which BMI and weight locus of control are measured as 
possible moderators.

“The Effects of Vanity Sizing on Self-esteem and Shopping 
behavior”

Darren Dahl, University of British Columbia, Canada
JoAndrea Hoegg, University of British Columbia, Canada

Andrea Morales, Arizona State University, USA
Maura L. Scott, University of Kentucky, USA

Consumers experience pressure to look thin from a variety 
of sources (Abramowitz 2007) and this can affect self-esteem 
(Smeesters and Mandel 2006). In a recent study, 89% of girls 
13–17 indicated that the fashion industry placed “a lot of pressure 
on girls to be thin” and 75% stated fashion is very important to 
them (Salamond 2010). Consumers are also getting larger; 67% 
of Americans are overweight or obese (CDC 2008). In response, 
many retailers adapt clothing sizes (Kinley 2003). Vanity sizing 
refers to companies adjusting “the measurement specifications for 
each size [of a garment] to enable consumers to fit into smaller 
sizes” (Alexander et al. 2005).

“Fashion can be viewed as how one would like to be (the ideal 
self) vs. how one really is (the actual self)” (Kinley 2003); hence 
vanity sizing can be compared to the notion of an “ego size.” Consum-
ers use the ego size as a reference point, which can be inconsistent 
from retailer to retailer, and deviations from this reference point 
can influence consumers differently depending on their self-esteem. 
Consumers with low body image self-esteem may be more aware 
of food/nutrition information, their own weight and size, and re-
flect a magnified response to the effects of clothing size variation. 
Awareness of their own size leads to a strong reference point from 
which to compare oneself and leads to expectancy disconfirmation 
(positive or negative) in the face of vanity sizing or inflated sizing 

(e.g., clothing that is perceived to ‘run small’). In some cases, this 
heightens the consumer’s resolve to purchase something, namely 
a non-sized product. Individuals with high body image self-esteem 
have confidence in their appearance and are likely to be less tied to 
“numbers;” hence, they are not upset when sizes change. 

Our research examines the benefits and drawbacks of vary-
ing clothing sizes. We examine the moderating effect of different 
types of self-esteem on consumers’ responses to clothing sizes. 
Four experiments demonstrate that consumers’ attitude toward the 
retailer, purchase intentions, and loyalty vary depending on cloth-
ing size variations and body-esteem. Study 1 establishes the basic 
effect that consumers are affected both positively and negatively by 
clothing size. Studies 2 and 3 demonstrate the moderating effects 
of different types of self-esteem on a consumer’s response to size 
variations. Study 4 demonstrates that vanity sizing may not be ef-
fective if people are suspicious of marketing tactics. Our findings 
both highlight the importance of using vanity sizing strategically 
as well as show the negative impact of “inflated” sizes.

Study 1 was a one-way (size: smaller, larger) between subjects 
experiment. Participants recorded six body measurements using a 
tape-measure and a mirror, and provided the measurements to the 
administrator. The administrator cross-checked each measurement 
with a fictitious size chart, then gave participants either a smaller 
or larger suit size. Participants in larger suit size conditions had 
a significantly less favorable impression of the retailer and lower 
purchase intention, relative to those in the smaller size condition. 
We demonstrate that the numeric clothing size label is important 
to consumers, beyond whether or not the clothing fits.

Study 2 was a 2(size: smaller, larger) x (body image–con-
tinuous) design. We found a significant interaction between body 
esteem and clothing size on impression of the retailer and the suit. 
In the larger size conditions, people with lower body esteem ex-
hibited more negative attitudes toward the clothing and the retailer. 
We demonstrate the impact of clothing sizes on preferences, and 
show the moderating effect of body-esteem. Study 3 tests whether 
specifically body-esteem or any self-esteem boost would mitigate 
the effects of vanity sizing. Study 3 was a 2(size: smaller, larger) 
x 2(esteem: body, intelligence), between subjects experiment. We 
created a physical store with various products available. Participants 
tried on jeans labeled in their typical size (labels were adjusted, so 
the jeans would be larger or smaller) and other sizes. We find that 
only body-esteem, rather than any type of self esteem, can counter 
the effects of vanity sizing. Individuals primed with high body im-
age self esteem were not affected by vanity sizing. 

Study 4 was a 2(size: smaller, larger) x 2(suspicion: yes, no) 
between subjects experiment. To manipulate suspicion, partici-
pants either read a neutral article or one suggesting that marketers 
manipulate information to sell products. We find that suspicion 
reduces the influence of vanity sizing; suspicious participants were 
less affected by vanity- or inflated-sizing relative to their unsuspi-
cious counterparts. 

Our research contributes to the body-esteem and consumption 
behavior literature. Extant literature has examined dis-/confirma-
tion from reference points such as the media (Smeesters et al. 
2010) or others consumers (McFerran et al. 2009); we provide new 
knowledge on how consumers behave when the reference point is 
one’s own clothing


