
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
If It’S Similar, It's More Likely…But Can It Be Worth It? the Impact of Manipulating Perceived Similarity on Probability

Judgments and Outcome 

Elise Chandon Ince, Virginia Tech University, USA 
Hui-Yun Chen, Virginia Tech, USA 
Robyn LeBoeuf, University of Florida, USA 

 
In three studies, we show that increasing perceived proximity to an affected individual inflated probability ratings for the likelihood

that the event will affect the self. These inflated probabilities, in turn, led people to infer that events that strike proximal (vs. distant)

others will have a lesser impact.
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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Sweepstakes have often been used to generate excitement 

and raise awareness by giving customers opportunities to win the 
featured prizes. Both the featured prizes and the odds of winning 
the prizes determine the attractiveness of sweepstakes. Customers, 
however, usually do not have access to the true odds of winning. 
Therefore, customers are prone to use other cues to form probability 
judgments and evaluate the sweepstakes.

According to the probability judgment literature, people de-
velop intuitive probability judgments from extraneous cues such as 
descriptions of the event (Tversky and Koehler 1994), or the rep-
resentativeness or availability of exemplars (Kahneman, Slovic, 
and Tversky 1982). Construal level theory suggests that probability 
judgments are sensitive to another cue, the perceived proximity to 
the individual affected by the event. Recently, studies conducted by 
Wakslak and Trope (2009) manipulated construal level and found 
that high-level construals, which increase one’s subjective distance 
from an event, lowered subjective probability judgments about the 
event’s likelihood. Put differently, activating concrete construals in-
creases people’s perceptions that a target event will occur. We sug-
gest that when an individual affected by an event seems proximal (vs. 
distant) to the self, that proximity will activate a concrete mindset, 
and thus, the event in question will seem relatively likely to happen 
for the self.  

Previous research has also shown that limited, scarce resources 
are deemed more desirable, even when there is no legitimate basis 
to use scarcity to infer value (Inman, Peter, and Raghubir 1997).  If 
people use an item’s perceived scarcity as a heuristic that signals its 
value, then events that seem unlikely to occur (e.g., “my chances of 
winning this sweepstakes are low”) may also seem to be more valu-
able, or to have greater impact more generally. Thus, it may be the 
case that when events happen for distant (vs. proximal) others, the 
events may seem less likely to occur for the self and thus to seem 
more valuable, or to more generally have a greater impact.  

Therefore, we posit that:

Hypothesis 1 An event happening to a socially close person 
will be perceived as more likely to happen to the 
self than an event happening to a socially distant 
person, which in turn will reduce predictions 
about the impending event’s magnitude. 

Hypothesis 2 The relationship between proximity, probability 
judgments, and perceived magnitude, as defined 
in H1 will hold true both for positive and nega-
tive events.

Hypothesis 3 Questioning the validity of the scarcity heuristic 
reverses the negative impact of probability judg-
ments on the event’s magnitude.

Three studies were conducted to test our predictions. The first 
study tested H1 and H2. Study 2 replicated the findings, offered a dif-

ferent manipulation of the concept of proximity, and provided further 
evidence of the mechanism at play. Study 3 provided evidence that 
the link between perceived probability and predicted magnitude is 
due to an accessible belief that scarce items are valuable.  

Study 1 directly tested the relationships among proximity, prob-
ability judgment, and perceived magnitude for two events (getting a 
flight upgrade and being a victim of credit card fraud). We predicted 
that greater proximity to a target experiencing one of these events 
would lead people to perceive the event as more likely to happen 
for the self, but less valuable or lower in magnitude (e.g., a flight 
upgrade would seem more likely but less valuable when a close vs. 
distant other had received an upgrade).  Proximity was manipulated 
by asking participants to focus on how they were similar or dis-
similar to the target individual. As expected, participants who focus 
on what they had in common with the target individual deemed the 
event more probable, but predicted that the event’s magnitude would 
be less.  

Study 2 replicated these results by manipulating proxim-
ity through a different implementation. A feeling of powerlessness 
was induced to make the target individual appear closer, as feeling 
powerless reduces the social distance between oneself and others 
(Rucker, Dubois, and Galinsky 2011). Participants were primed with 
either high power or low power words and then, on an unrelated task, 
were told that a radio was giving out concert tickets and that a target 
individual had already won one. They were then asked to indicate 
the probability of wining the concert ticket themselves as well as 
the ticket value. Participants who felt powerless and thus closer to 
the target individual felt that they were more likely to win, but in 
return thought that the concert ticket was worth less. We replicated 
our findings with a negatively valenced event: participants who felt 
powerless thought that they were more likely to get a flat tire on their 
way to school (which had just happened to a target individual), but 
also believed that the price of changing the flat tire would be lower 
than those who felt powerful. A mediation analysis confirmed that 
probability judgment mediates the relationship between proximity 
and outcome value.

We proposed earlier that the scarcity heuristic (i.e. the idea that 
what is scarce is valuable) explains why people’s subjective prob-
abilities that an event will occur and their perception of the event’s 
outcome are negatively correlated. The objective of study 3 was to 
reverse this relationship. If participants were made aware that scar-
city is not always negatively correlated to value, then we should ex-
pect opposite results: low probability judgments should not increase, 
but perhaps even decrease, the perceived outcome value. In study 
3, we asked participants to read a short paragraph that was either 
highlighting that diamonds are scarce, therefore highly valuable, 
or highlighting that diamonds are relatively common in nature and 
that their scarcity is a myth put forward by the diamond industry. 
We found that when participants were primed with the “scarcity is a 
myth” explanation, proximity still increased probability ratings, but 
also increased perceived value. In other words, the closer the target 
individual, the more likely and the more valuable the event.

The current research extends the construal level theory literature 
and examines the indirect impact of varying psychological distance 
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on perceived event magnitude, with implications for understanding 
how consumers perceive and anticipate uncertain future events. 
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