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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Consider the following scenario: You are shopping for a new 

DVD player at a retailer. You visit the store on a Saturday when the 
store is crowded and the aisles are full of browsing shoppers. You 
eventually pick out a DVD player to purchase but decide to think 
it over at the weekend. You go back early Monday morning when 
the store is substantially emptier and return to the DVD player aisle 
to once again compare the players in your consideration set. The 
question is might the less crowded store environment cause you to 
mentally construe features of the DVD players differently than on 
your prior visit, thus potentially causing you to change your choice? 
The goal of the present research is to investigate this fascinating 
possibility through the lens of construal-level theory (CLT; Trope 
and Liberman 2003). Our core theoretical model is that socially 
crowded environments lead to tense arousal (Worchel and Teddlie, 
1976) causing individuals to narrow their conceptual scope (Tucker 
and Williamson, 1984) which leads them to rely more on lower level 
construals.

Study 1 used a 2 X 2 design (N = 284) with crowdedness 
(crowded or uncrowded) and product feature (desirable or feasible) 
manipulated between subjects. To manipulate crowdedness we 
utilized a semantic priming approach based on a Cartesian coordinate 
task (Williams and Bargh, 2008). Specifically, participants viewed a 
Cartesian plane on which either two (uncrowded condition) or eight 
(crowded condition) points were plotted. Next, in a supposedly 
unrelated rating task participants were then asked to rate a DVD 
player (described over eight attributes) on a 7-point scale (1 to 7). 
One of the attributes of the DVD player was varied to be either 
feasibility orientated (“manual is easy to use”) or desirability 
orientated (“player is made of high technology materials”). Results 
revealed no main effect of either crowdedness or product feature 
but did reveal an interaction between the two (F(1, 280) = 5.02, p < 
.03). ). Participants in the uncrowded condition rated the DVD player 
with the desirably feature higher (M = 5.77) then the player with the 
feasibility feature (M = 5.43). In the crowded condition, however, the 
player with the feasible feature was rated higher (M = 5.75) than the 
one with desirable feature (M = 5.46). 

Study 2 (N=131) was designed to generalize the results of study 
1 by using both a different crowding manipulation and also a different 
measure of construal level. To prime the level of crowdedness, 
participants were asked to complete a picture perception study that 
required them to record their thoughts on a picture of either a crowded 
or uncrowded scene. Next, in a supposedly unrelated camping trip 
study, participants were tasked with sorting 38 camping equipment 
items into mutually exclusive groups of like items. This measure was 
borrowed from Liberman et al. (2002) who showed that construal 
level moderates the number of categories created (with higher level 
construals leading to fewer discrete categories being perceived). 
Results revealed that participants did indeed generate more discrete 
categories after being primed with the picture of a crowded scene (M 
= 6.0) than did participants primed with the picture of a less crowded 
scene (M = 5.35; t(129) = -2.491, p<.02). Next, to investigate the 
underlying mechanism, we coded participants’ descriptions of how 
they would feel in the primed scenes in terms of whether they did 
(coded 1) or did not (coded 0) mention stress or anxiety. Supportive 
of our theoretical model, this data was used in a mediation analysis 

(z= 2.08, p < .04) which revealed that stress/anxiety (i.e., tense 
arousal) did indeed mediate the effect of the level of crowding on the 
number of categories that participants generated.

In studies 3a and 3b, rather than relying on primes of 
crowdedness, we utilized an actual crowding manipulation with 
participants completing both studies in a small breakout room that 
was either uncrowded (3 participants at a time) or crowded (16-
24 participants at a time). Study 3a utilized the same DVD rating 
measure as study 1 and the results replicated that study. A 2 (level of 
crowdedness: crowded vs. uncrowded) x 2 (product feature: feasible 
vs. desirable) ANOVA revealed no main effects but an interaction 
between the two (p < .01) with a similar pattern of means to study 
1. Study 3b utilized another form of categorization task that required 
participants to rate on a 1-10 scale whether pairs of typical and 
atypical exemplars belonged in a relevant category. For example, 
in the furniture category, chair and sofa were presented as typical 
exemplars, whereas radio and clock were presented as atypical 
exemplars. Consistent with prior findings in the CLT literature, we 
predicted that while crowding would not affect the rated fit of the 
typical exemplars, the atypical exemplars would be perceived as 
having greater category fit in an uncrowded environment (where was 
argue participants rely on higher level construals). Results supported 
this prediction with main effects of exemplar type and crowding 
being qualified by the predicted interaction (F(1,170)=3.23, p < 
0.07). As expected, participants who were in the crowded room were 
less inclusive in their categorization of atypical exemplars (M=3.74) 
than those in the less crowded room (M=4.33; t(170)=-2.85, p < 
0.01). 

In summary, four studies supported the idea that the crowdedness 
of the consumer’s environment appears to influence the way in 
which environmental features are mentally construed. Crowding 
led participants both to prefer a product described with concrete 
features over one described with abstract features, and also to be 
less inclusive in categorization tasks.  We believe this finding has 
considerable implications. First, our data suggest that CLT may be 
defined too narrowly in focusing purely on raw distance per se, and 
that other factors (such as physical or psychological crowding) may 
also influence the way we construe our environments. Second, from 
a pure marketing perspective, one can imagine a plethora of practical 
implications such as whether high and low traffic stores should use 
subtly different persuasive appeals.
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