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We document a novel effect with regards to change detection: reactions to change are systematically affected by the categorizations

encountered in an unrelated, prior task. We find that unrelated, prior exposure to narrow (vs. broad) categorizations improves change

detection abilities and leads to stronger reactions to change.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Detecting change is a fundamental, all-pervasive cognitive 

activity. It forms the core of many cognitive activities, such as 
visual, auditory, olfactory, and tactile discrimination tasks, simi-
larity judgments, and categorization. Naturally then, the ability to 
detect a change, to accurately assess the magnitude of the change, 
and to react to the change in a commensurate fashion, is of critical 
importance in many substantive domains (Massey and Wu 2005, 
Rensink 2002), ranging from medical decisions, business invest-
ment decisions, and face recognition, to air traffic control. Thus, it 
is important to understand factors that systematically affect people’s 
ability to detect change. To that end, we document a simple, yet 
novel effect: people’s reactions to a change (e.g., visual change, or 
technology change), are systematically affected by the categoriza-
tions they encounter in an unrelated, prior task (e.g., how a wine 
store categorizes its wines).

Before surmising about reactions to change, it is important 
to consider, more generally, how exposure to many, narrow (vs. 
few, broad) categorizations might affect an individual’s informa-
tion processing. First, an individual who is exposed to a detailed 
environment with many, narrow (vs. few, broad) categories, should 
be cued to the notion that objects differ from each other in many 
different ways, and will fine tune her cognitive apparatus accord-
ingly, using more (vs. less) dimensions to perceive and evaluate 
objects (e.g., see Barsalou 1993, Linville 1982). Further, as long as 
the subsequent context does not cue the need for cognitive reorga-
nization, the recently tuned cognitive apparatus will likely be used, 
as is, for the next task at hand (e.g., see Bargh and Chartrand 2000, 
Smith and Branscombe 1987, Mullen, Pizzuto, and Foels 2002, 
Ülkümen, Chakravarti, and Morwitz (forthcoming)). Therefore, 
in a subsequent, unrelated task, an individual previously exposed 
to narrow (broad) categorizations is likely to continue to employ 
and discern relatively many (fewer) dimensions.

This brings us to the more specific question: how would such 
an individual react to a change that she subsequently encounters? 
Theoretically, there are two distinct possibilities. If the perceptual 
system alone is affected, then people previously exposed to many, 
narrow (few, broad) categorizations should have a more (less) sensi-
tive perceptual encoding system, one that is attuned to processing 
incoming perceptual stimuli on relatively many (fewer) dimensions. 
Such people, therefore, should detect and perceive more (less) 
change, subjectively, when they encounter a subsequent change. In 
this case, then, prior exposure to unrelated, narrow (broad) catego-
rizations will lead to stronger (weaker) reactions to a given change.

In contrast, if the evaluative system is affected, then prior 
exposure to many, narrow (few, broad) categorizations should 
encourage decision makers to evaluate the subsequent change 
more (less) carefully, using many (few) dimensions. The use of 
many (few) dimensions to evaluate the presented change should 
lead to perceptions of a relatively small (large) change, since the 
presented change would have to satisfy multiple (fewer) criterion 
in order to be deemed a significant enough change. Thus, in this 
case, prior exposure to narrow (broad) categorizations will lead 
to weaker (stronger) reactions to a given change. The question of 
which of these two conjectures is likely to prevail, is an empirical 
one, one which we leave our studies to answer.

Across four different studies, we find that unrelated, prior 
exposure to narrow (vs. broad) categorizations improves decision 
makers’ ability to detect a visual change (study 1) and leads to 
stronger reactions to a given change (studies 2-4). These differential 
reactions occur because the prior categorizations, albeit unrelated, 
alter the extent to which the subsequently presented change is per-
ceived as either a relatively large change or a relatively small one. 

Each experiment comprised two, ostensibly unrelated stud-
ies. The first task was used to administer the prior categorization 
manipulation and the second task was used to record reactions to a 
presented change (Figure 1). We began by looking at how these prior 
categorizations affect a person’s ability to detect a presented visual 
change, using well-established stimuli from the “change-blindness” 
paradigm (study 1). We then went on to looking at judgments that 
are contingent on people’s subjective reactions to a presented 
change (studies 2-4). Specifically, we assessed their reactions to 
an innovative new technology that loomed in the horizon. A pretest 
was used to verify that the new technologies were perceived to be 
relatively innovative.

We operationalized the fine grained nature of the decision 
context in multiple ways. In some instances participants answered 
preference questions presented either on relatively simple 3-point 
semantic differential scales, or on more differentiated 7-point ones. 
In other instances, participants are incidentally exposed to the same 
set of products that have been grouped either in a coarse-grained 
manner (e.g., movies classified as comedy or drama movies), or in 
a fine-grained manner (e.g., movies classified as comic action, dark 
comedy, romantic comedy, courtroom drama, historical drama, or 
melodrama movies). Irrespective of the nature of the manipulation, 
we find a very similar pattern of carryover effects. 

The manipulations used show that even incidental exposure to 
narrow-broad categorizations can have a systematic effect on change 
detection, and reactions to change. Interestingly, the effects are not 
attributable to differential involvement, confidence, familiarity, 
knowledge, mood, and task completion times. Taken together, these 
findings suggest the interesting possibility that decision makers can 
become more discerning, even in the absence of having exerted any 
extra effort. Given that category structure is a ubiquitous feature 
of many decision environments, our work constitutes an important 
first step in documenting how seemingly innocuous categorizations 
might affect a decision maker’s reactions to change.
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