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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
When making advertising claims, marketers routinely high-

light their product’s membership in a ranked list (e.g., a top 10 list) 
in an attempt to enhance perceptions of the product. The present 
research shows that touting a product’s membership in an elite 
list can sometimes backfire on marketers and lead to less favor-
able consumer evaluations of their product. Specifically, I claim 
that when consumers make positional inferences by attempting to 
estimate a product’s specific rank in a list, product evaluations will 
be negatively affected. In this research, I explain when positional 
inferences occur and why they adversely influence evaluations of 
a target. 

My research focuses on lists in which all members are arranged 
ordinally, such that each member has a specific rank or position in 
the set. Marketers often highlight their product’s inclusion in such 
lists at the broad category level (e.g., “top 10,” “25 best”) without 
disclosing their product’s exact rank. As a result, consumers may 
often be aware of a product’s presence in a ranked list without know-
ing its specific position in the list. If consumers receive category 
membership information about a target, they often integrate this new 
information into their evaluation of the target at the category level. 
For example, learning that a specific item has been ranked among 
the top 10 products of its type is likely to bolster evaluations of the 
item since its inclusion in an elite set presumably carries positive 
associations. Rather than relying solely on broad category-level 
information to inform their evaluations, consumers may also at-
tempt to infer a target’s precise position within the list. In the above 
example, learning that a product has been ranked in the top 10 may 
motivate some consumers to make a positional inference regarding 
the exact rank of the product within the set. 

When consumers estimate a target’s rank based on category 
membership information, I propose that they tend to infer a rank 
relatively close to the lower bound (i.e., the least desirable value) 
of the category. This phenomenon, which I label the Category 
Floor Tendency (CFT), can be explained by consumer reliance on 
communication norms. As a result of the CFT, I predict that evalu-
ations of a target will generally be less favorable when consumers 
estimate the target’s specific rank within the category rather than 
relying on category-level information. Across three experiments, I 
provide evidence of a systematic CFT and show how this particu-
lar positional inference diminishes evaluations of a target. I also 
demonstrate two ways in which cognitive elaboration influences 
whether consumers make positional inferences altogether.

 Participants in experiment 1 learned that a target product had 
been included in an elite numerically bounded category (e.g., a top 
10 list). I then manipulated the presence or absence of positional 
inferences by explicitly instructing (or not instructing) participants 
to consider the specific rank of the target prior to making their evalu-
ation. Consistent with my predictions, I found that reflecting on a 
target’s specific position within a ranked list has an adverse effect 
on subsequent evaluations. I also produced direct evidence that the 
CFT is responsible for the negative impact of positional inferences 
on target evaluations. Participants who estimated a rank closer to 
the category floor evaluated the target less favorably than those who 
estimated a rank that is farther from the floor (i.e., more favorable).

In experiment 2, I showed that increasing the likelihood of 
elaboration by using unconventional category floors (e.g., top 19, 21) 
fosters positional inference-making. Consumers who were explic-

itly prompted (versus who were not prompted) to make positional 
inferences evaluated a target less favorably when they encountered 
conventional category claims (top 20). However, unprompted and 
prompted evaluations of a target did not differ if the target was a 
member of an unconventional category (top 19, 21). This differ-
ence suggests that consumers are more likely to make unprompted 
positional inferences when they encounter unconventional category 
claims than when they encounter conventional category claims. 

In experiment 3, I demonstrated that engaging in qualitatively 
different forms of elaboration also impacts whether positional 
inference-making occurs. Specifically, level of construal (i.e., how 
abstractly or concretely stimuli in the environment are represented) 
determined whether a consumer processed a category membership 
claim at the broad category level or embarked on a search for ordi-
nality. I found that consumers who had been explicitly prompted 
(versus who had not been prompted) to make positional inferences 
evaluated a target less favorably if they were at high levels of 
construal. However, unprompted and prompted evaluations of a 
target did not differ if consumers were at low levels of construal. 
This difference suggests that consumers are more likely to make 
unprompted positional inferences at low levels of construal than 
at high levels of construal.

This research broadens our understanding of numerical cogni-
tion, which has examined the information processing of numerical 
values but has largely ignored numerically bounded categories. I 
contribute to this literature by showing how consumers evaluate 
products that are defined by their membership in a numerically 
bounded category. In addition to documenting a systematic positional 
inference that consumers make (i.e., the CFT) when encountering 
a claim of membership within a ranked list, I identify two modera-
tors of this effect. I demonstrate that quantitative and qualitative 
dimensions of cognitive elaboration determine if consumers engage 
in unprompted positional inference-making altogether. As another 
contribution to the numerical cognition literature, I provide evidence 
that the numerical conventionality of category floors determines 
whether positional inference-making occurs. Additionally, this 
research also enriches our understanding of categorization by 
exploring a structurally distinct type of category (i.e., a ranked 
list) that has been understudied. Despite the ubiquity of ranked 
lists, very little academic research has previously explored how 
consumers process information about categories in which members 
are organized ordinally. 

Although I have focused exclusively on ranked lists in this 
paper, the applications of my research are considerably broader. 
When evaluating a target, consumers may base their evaluation of 
the target on category-level information or they may attempt to 
seek out individuating information about the target. Using ranked 
lists, my research seeks to understand when consumers seek out 
individuating information rather than relying more generally on 
category-level information. This objective is shared by researchers 
studying impression formation, person perception, and stereotyping, 
who are all interested in the antecedents of categorical thinking 
(and the stereotypical judgments which follow). Given our com-
mon objective, my findings may be highly relevant to these other 
domains. For example, based on the results of my third experiment, 
one could extrapolate that high levels of construal result in greater 
reliance on stereotypes. Future research might investigate whether 
the insights derived from numerically bounded categories transfer 
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to social judgments, which may be somewhat more motivational 
and less cognitive in nature. 
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