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Special SeSSion

On The Psychology of Construal mindsets:  
determinants & Consequences Of Concrete Thinking

Manoj Thomas, Cornell University, USA
Claire I. Tsai, University of Toronto, Canada

ExTEndEd AbSTRACTS

“The Scale Effect: How Larger Measurement Units Shrink 
Perceived Size and Expand Mental Horizon”

Sam Maglio, New York University
Yaacov Trope, New York University

Maglio and Trope. When do people look at the world in fine-
grained detail instead of in broad brushstrokes? And what are the 
consequences—both for visual perception and cognitive process-
ing—of this small- versus large-scale distinction? We propose that 
a critical factor is the person’s proximity to the target of judgment, 
that is, how psychologically close the object is to the person. A series 
of five studies suggest that smaller scale increases size estimates 
while also prompting more proximal timing estimates as well as a 
pattern of concrete thinking that generalizes to new targets.

How could perception fall prey to something as incidental 
as scale? Research on the clutter effect (Sadalla & Staplin, 1980) 
suggests that the presence of more distinct items (e.g., intersections 
crossed in a walk) increases perceived distance. We propose that 
smaller unit of measurement produces the same effect.

Are certain objects more likely to be measured in small scale? 
Construal level theory (Liberman & Trope, 2008; Trope & Liberman, 
2003) points to one possibility: a person’s psychological distance 
from a target. Those that are near (in time, space, or likelihood) are 
mentally construed according to their concrete, contextual features; 
more distal targets are construed in terms of their abstract, universal 
features. Of importance, distal (versus proximal) targets tend to be 
categorized into fewer categories (i.e., broader units) and described 
using more abstract language (Fujita, Henderson, Eng, Trope, & 
Liberman, 2006; Henderson, Fujita, Trope, & Liberman, 2006).

Study 1 tested two important predictions. First, a distal target 
should be measured using larger units relative to a proximal target. 
Second, this difference in unit size should give rise to differential 
clutter, producing different estimates of size. Thus, we presented 
participants with a piece of paper containing a straight diagonal line 
meant to represent a path to a grocery store that was either physically 
proximal or distal. Participants first created a single unit of measure-
ment with which to subsequently measure the path. We found that 
those in the proximal condition estimated the line to look larger; 
this effect of condition was mediated by differences in scale size.

Our next studies directly manipulated scale to investigate 
its consequences for size perception as well as mental construal. 
Studies 2A and 2B provided participants with either a curved or 
straight line, respectively, and had them measure it using either mil-
limeters, centimeters, or decimeters. The results indicated a linear 
increase in size perception with finer scale. In Study 3, participants 
who measured a curved line (meant to represent a road trip) using 
smaller scale not only indicated that it looked bigger but also that 
they expected it to happen sooner in the future (i.e., temporally 
proximal). Finally, Study 4 asked participants to measure a hallway 
in either feet or yards. Those measuring in feet estimated larger size 
and described a set of actions more concretely (versus abstractly) 
than those measuring in yards.

In sum, larger unit of measurement consistently elicited not 
only smaller visual estimates of size but also more abstract mental 
construal, characterized by judgments of temporal distance and 

high-level action identification. These effects were found both for 
the original target of measurement as well as for new, unrelated 
targets—evidence that large scale leads to big picture thinking.

“Carry-Over Effects of Self-Control on decision-Making: A 
Construal Level Perspective”

Echo Wen Wan, University of Hong Kong, China
Nidhi Agrawal, Northwestern University, USA

Wan and Agrawal. Past research has examined the effect of 
exerting self-control on subsequent decision-making from the 
resource perspective. Regulatory depletion theory (Vohs, Bau-
meister, and Tice 2008a) posits that exerting self-control leads to 
a temporary deficit in self-regulation resources and consequently 
harms subsequent self-control behavior such as the decision about 
unplanned purchase (Vohs and Faber 2007). The current research 
proposes a construal level driven complementary process through 
which regulatory depletion affects subsequent decisions.

Prior studies on regulatory depletion have shown that per-
forming self-control leads to a heightened feeling of fatigue (e.g., 
Baumeister et al. 1998) that can increase the salience of current 
lack of resources (Agrawal and Wan 2009). Resources constitute 
the means of carrying out the action. Construal level theory (Trope 
and Liberman 2003) posits that individuals tend to adopt lower (vs. 
higher) levels of construal when considering the means of perform-
ing the action. Therefore, we propose that exerting self-control 
heightens a focus on resources that leads consumers to construe 
subsequent situations at lower levels, which will systematically 
prompt preferences for options with attractive lower-level construal 
features in their decision-making.

Five studies tested our propositions. Study 1 manipulated 
self-control with a letter-detecting task (Baumeister et al. 1998) 
and measured participants’ construal levels (BIF, Vallacher and 
Wagner 1989). We found that participants with prior self-control 
scored lower than those without prior self-control, supporting our 
proposition that exerting self-control lowers construal levels. Studies 
2–5 tested the effect of exerting self-control on subsequent judgments 
or choices that involved decision options varying in higher and 
lower construal level features: primary versus secondary features, 
temporal proximity versus distance, feasibility versus desirability.

In study 2, participants completed a continuous-choice task 
that manipulated self-control (Vohs et al. 2008b), and then indicated 
their intention of patronizing a restaurant described as either having 
attractive primary feature and non-attractive secondary feature 
(great food, mediocre view) or having attractive secondary feature 
and non-attractive primary feature (great view, mediocre food). 
Participants with prior self-control had greater dining intention 
than those without prior self-control when the restaurant offered 
an attractive secondary feature, supporting our proposition. Study 3 
had participants first exert self-control or not in an emotion-control 
task (Muraven et al. 1998) and then actually choose between two 
calendars as the reward for their participation, one organized by week 
(temporal proximity) and another by month (temporal distance). 
A larger proportion of participants chose the weekly calendar 
(temporal proximity) when they exerted prior self-control than when 
they didn’t. In study 4, participants completed a thought-listing 
task that manipulated self-control (Vohs and Faber 2007) and then 



202 / On The Psychology of Construal mindsets: Determinants & Consequences Of Concrete Thinking 

chose between two hiking spots that varied in desirability (scene) 
and feasibility (transportation). As expected, a larger proportion of 
participants chose the park with high feasibility when they exerted 
prior self-control than when they didn’t. Moreover, this effect 
was mediated by a focus on resources. Study 5 followed the same 
procedure as used in study 4 with one change: Half the participants 
were primed to adopt the higher-level construals (“why” mindset, 
Freitas, Gollwitzer, and Trope 2004) whereas the other half didn’t 
(control). Results of study 4 were replicated in the control condition 
but were eliminated in the why mindset condition, suggesting that 
the effect of exerting self-control on subsequent choice was driven 
by the downward shift in construal levels. 

This research contributes to the construal level literature by 
identifying self-control and regulatory depletion as an important 
trigger of construal level variation. It also extends the understanding 
of self-control and consumer decision by uncovering a new 
mechanism that complements the resource depletion theory in 
explaining the psychology of how self-control and depletion affect 
decision-making.

“When does Anticipating Regret Help Consumer decision 
Making and When does it Hurt?”

Rebecca W. Hamilton, University of Maryland, USA
Debora V. Thompson, Georgetown University, USA

Hamilton and Thompson. Avoiding regret is an important 
motivator in consumer decision making (Zeelenberg and Pieters 
2007). For example, asking consumers to anticipate the regret they 
would experience if they made the wrong decision increases their 
willingness to pay more for a higher-priced brand of video player 
(Simonson 1992). It is not clear, though, whether considering an-
ticipated regret helps consumers make more satisfactory purchase 
decisions because anticipated regret is often not a very accurate 
predictor of experienced regret. 

In this paper, we focus on differences in the regret emotions 
that are anticipated and experienced. Research has shown that con-
sumption experiences themselves can change the way consumers 
think about products because consumption experiences induce a 
more concrete mental construal than indirect experiences such as 
reading product descriptions (Hamilton and Thompson 2007). One 
key difference between anticipated regret and experienced regret is 
that anticipated regret is considered in prospect, while experienced 
regret is considered during or shortly after an experience. Construal 
level theory (Trope and Liberman 2000) proposes that the greater 
an individual’s psychological distance from target events, the more 
abstractly these events will be represented. Thus, anticipated regret, 
which is considered in prospect, should feel more psychologically 
distant, evoking more abstract thought than experienced regret, 
which should evoke more concrete thought.

Notably, previous research has distinguished between two 
different kinds of regret: “hot” regret and “cold” or “wistful” regret 
(Gilovich, Medvec and Kahneman 1998; Kahneman 1995). Kahne-
man (1995) proposed that hot regret is a more short-term form of 
regret, which focuses on direct reactions to the outcome. In contrast, 
wistful regret is a more long-term form of regret, which focuses on 
counterfactual alternatives to the outcome. Using construal theory 
to link these two streams of research together, we propose that 
anticipated regret is more similar to cold regret, while experienced 
regret is more similar to hot regret.

In our research, we focus on this construal-based explanation 
for the gap between anticipated and experienced regret, and we con-
ducted a series of three studies to examine the size of this gap and its 
effect on consumer decision making. In our first study, participants 
evaluated two different digital video players, an easy-to-use basic 

model (high feasibility) and an advanced model with three times 
the number of features (high desirability). After choosing one of 
them, they answered several items designed to measure anticipated 
regret. Next, participants used their chosen product and answered 
items designed to measure experienced regret. Based on earlier 
research indicating that consumers tend to focus on the desirability 
of products prior to use but on the feasibility of products during 
consumption (Thompson, Hamilton and Rust 2005), we expected 
that participants would anticipate more regret when they chose the 
basic model, but actually experience more regret when they chose 
the advanced model. 

As we had predicted, those who chose the basic model were 
more likely to anticipate regretting their choices than those who 
chose the advanced model. However, those who chose the advanced 
model were significantly more likely to regret their choices after 
using the product than those who chose the basic model. Notably, 
anticipated regret and experienced regret were not even significantly 
correlated (r=.09, p>.27).

In our second study, we replicated this misprediction of ex-
perienced regret in a new domain by having participants choose 
either a large or small set of art posters from which they would 
select their favorite poster for a raffle. We also measured emotions 
specific to hot regret and cold regret as well as anticipated and 
experienced regret. 

In our third study, our goal was to see whether we could help 
participants make better choices by instructing participants to 
consider either hot regret or cold regret before choosing a product. 
We expected that those who considered hot regret emotions such 
as irritation and frustration before making their choice would be 
more likely to choose the basic product, experiencing more satis-
faction and less regret after using the product. In contrast, those 
who considered cold regret emotions such as disappointment and 
longing for missed opportunities before choice were expected to 
be more likely to choose the advanced product. 

As predicted, those who considered hot regret emotions prior 
to choice were more likely to prefer the basic player than those who 
considered cold regret emotions prior to choice. Notably, after using 
their chosen products, those in the hot regret condition evaluated 
them more favorably, indicated that they would be more likely to 
recommend it to others, and were marginally more satisfied with 
their choices than those in the cold regret condition. Considering 
hot regret before choosing between a basic and an advanced product 
seems to attenuate the “feature fatigue” effect (Thompson et al. 
2005) demonstrated in previous research.

Taken together, these studies suggest that anticipated and ex-
perienced great differ not only quantitatively but also qualitatively. 
Because direct experiences with products shift consumers’ construal 
levels from abstract to concrete, anticipating “hot” regret emotions 
can increase consumption satisfaction relative to anticipating “cold” 
regret emotions. 

“When does Metacognitive Experience Influence 
Preference?  The Moderating Role of Construal Mindset”

Claire I. Tsai, University of Toronto
Manoj Thomas, Cornell University

This paper explores how level of construal interacts with 
metacognitive experience to influence evaluative judgments. A 
large body of research has shown that consumers’ judgments are 
not only based on the information content, but also on the ease or 
difficulty of processing the information content (Schwarz 2004; 
Alter and Oppenheimer 2009). In this paper, we suggest that the 
ease-of-processing effect is contingent on construal level. We 
hypothesize and find that people in a concrete-construal mindset 
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are more likely to use ease of processing as an input for judgment. 
An abstract-construal mindset prompts them to ignore contextual; 
details that are not central to the judgment. Consequently, they are 
less likely to consider the subjective experiences of ease or difficulty 
under conditions of abstract-construal mindset. 

The notion that abstract-construal mindset reduces consumers’ 
tendency to use metacognitive experience as a cue is consistent with 
the process of abstraction as postulated by construal level theory 
(Trope and Liberman 2003). According to this theory, the concrete-
construal mindset elicits lower-level construals that are concrete 
and contextualized representations which include subordinate and 
incidental features of events. In contrast, higher-level construals are 
schematic and decontextualized representations that extract the gist 
from the available information and omit contextual features. Since 
metacognitive experience is likely to be considered a contextual cue, 
consumers under abstract-construal mindset are likely to disregard 
their metacognitive experience while making judgments. 

Study 1 showed that abstract-construal mindset mitigated the 
ease-of-processing effect demonstrated in extant literature. Par-
ticipants first completed a task that evoked a concrete- or abstract-
construal mindset. They then proceeded to the ostensibly unrelated 
main task and evaluated a fictitious brand of chocolate truffles based 
on either a clear (easy to process) or blurry (difficult to process) 
print advertisement. Participants assigned to the concrete-construal 
mindset liked chocolate less when the ad was blurry and difficult 
to process. In contrast, ease of processing did not affect liking for 
chocolate for participants assigned to abstract-construal mindset, 
confirming our hypothesis.

Since our primary interest in Study 1 was to test the moder-
ating role of construal mindset, the information content was kept 
invariant across the conditions. However, a change in metacognitive 
experience might be accompanied by a change in the informative-
ness, a key determinant of judgment. How might construal mindset 
influence judgments in such situations? We investigated this issue 
in Study 2 and manipulated metacognitive experience by asking 
participants to generate either two or eight reasons for donating to 
a charitable cause (conserving polar bears). The results showed that 
abstract-construal mindset not only weakened the effect of meta-
cognitive experience but also augmented the effect of information 
content, thereby reversing the effect of retrieval fluency. Study 2 
expanded the findings by using a behavioral measure (donation) 
in a non-hedonic context and ruled out entitlement to consume as 
an alternative explanation. Although the consumption of hedonic 
products is often justified by effort (e.g., ‘‘If I exerted effort, I 
deserve to indulge’’), it is unlikely that effort can be a justification 
for increased donation because donating to a charitable cause is not 
indulgent consumption. Study 3 further generalized the findings by 
replicating Study 2 (single-alternative) in a choice task (choosing 
between two paintings) and ruled out processing motivation as an 
alternative explanation.

Construal level theory posits the reason why ease of process-
ing does not influence judgments in higher level construal is that 
subjective experiences are considered contextual and peripheral. 
If subjective experiences are deemed to be central to the task, 
then ease-of-processing effect will manifest even in higher level 
construal. We test this hypothesis in Study 4. Specifically, Study 
4 showed that when feelings was described as a key determinant 
for judgment, ease of processing increased liking for chocolate for 
participants with abstract-construal mindset. These findings provide 
a clearer picture of when and why metacognitive experience affects 
evaluative judgments.


