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In order to understand consumers’ judgments and preferences researchers must first determine what inputs are recruited externally or

retrieved from memory and understand how these inputs are weighted in decision outcomes. Construal-level theory provides a

theoretical framework that explains how psychological distance alters the mental representation of these inputs and the effective

weight that is attributed to “high-level” and “low-level” criteria. So far the notion of psychological distance has been explored in

relation to spatial distance, social distance, or in relation to an event’s probability of occurrence. A form of psychological distance that

has been less examined in relation to consumer decisions and behavior is the notion of personal perspective and self-imagery. We

conceptualize that a first-person mental perspective would be represented at a more concrete, low construal level, therefore, more

likely to make purchase decisions based on more concrete and pragmatic reasons. In comparison, individuals primed with a third

person mindset may construe the same activity at a more distant and abstract level. Hence, we hypothesize that purchase decisions

made under this context should be based on more idealistic rather than pragmatic reasoning. This paper is organized as follows. In

study 1, we examined how perceived psychological distance affects how individuals weigh pragmatic and ideal dimensions in

preference judgments. Study 2 involves the investigation of moderating effect of individual differences in self-orientation.
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In order to understand consumers’ judgments and preferences researchers must first determine what inputs are attended externally or 
retrieved from memory and understand how these inputs are weighted in decision outcomes. Construal-level theory provides a theoretical 
framework that explains how psychological distance alters the mental representation of these inputs and the weights that are attributed to 
“high-level” and “low-level” criteria.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
Liberman and Trope (1998) first introduced construal level–theory (CLT) to explain how temporal distance affects the mental represen-

tations individuals have for events. CLT suggests that individuals use concrete, low-level construals to represent near events, and abstract, 
high-level construals to represent temporally distant events. Liberman and Trope (1998) suggest that a high construal level activation is linked 
with a subordinate purpose, the “why” of the activity, such as getting a good education, whereas in a low construal level activation, the focus 
is placed on “how” to do the activity, such as reading a textbook. 

So far the notion of psychological distance has been explored in relation to spatial distance (i.e., spatially close vs. far), social distance 
(i.e., self vs. others), or in relation to an event’s probability of occurrence (i.e., frequent vs. less frequent). Fujita et al. (2006) show that people 
who believed that characters in a film were spatially distant used more abstract language in describing the events in the movie.  In a social 
distance domain, a higher level of dissimilarity is considered to be a higher construal level (Liviatan et al. 2008), as individuals view distant 
others at a more abstract level than similar others. Research that looked at how individuals perceive events with different occurrence likeli-
hood shows that events with a lower occurrence probability are perceived at a greater psychological distance than events that have a higher 
probability of occurring (Chandran and Menon 2004).

A form of psychological distance that has been examined less in relation to consumer decisions and behavior is related to the notion of 
personal perspective and self-imagery. Bem (1972) suggests that perspective affects individuals’ attributions of cause for a behavior.  Observ-
ers tend to understand an actor’s behavior as a function of the actor’s disposition, where visual focus is on the actor. In comparison, actors 
tend to understand their own behavior as a function of the situation, where the situation is focal for the actor (Jones and Nisbett 1971; Storms 
1973).  People use visual perspective to picture past events, with effects on emotions, self-judgment and behavior (Ashworth and van Boven 
2007; McIsaac and Eich 2002; Robinson and Swanson 1993).  Libby et al. (2007) found that people who pictured themselves voting in a 
third-person perspective not only adopted a stronger mindset before voting, but they were significantly more likely to vote in the election. The 
present research investigates the effects of psychological distance in the form of personal perspective on individual preference judgments. 
Hence, we investigate how taking a first vs. third person personal perspective may highlight different aspects of options and influence prefer-
ence for pragmatic and ideal considerations.

Consistent with previous studies on personal perspective (Libby et al. 2007; Libby and Eibach 2002), we conceptualize that a first-per-
son mental perspective would be represented at a lower construal level. We hypothesize that individuals taking a first person perspective will 
make preference judgments based on more concrete and pragmatic reasons.  In comparison, individuals primed with a third person mindset 
may construe the same activity at a more abstract higher construal level. Hence, we propose that purchase decisions made under this context 
would be based on more idealistic rather than pragmatic reasoning. 

This paper is organized as follows. Study 1 examines how perceived psychological distance cued by a personal perspective manipulation 
affects how individuals weigh pragmatic and ideal dimensions in choice. Study 2 investigates the moderating effect of individual differences 
in self-orientation (i.e., pragmatic vs. value orientation).

Study 1
Sixty-three undergraduate students participated in a consumer preference study. The study design was a 2 (personal perspective: first, 

third) × 1 between subjects design. Following the personal perspective manipulation, individuals were presented with a consumer choice 
scenario. The choice task presented two types of light bulbs, one described with ideal attributes (e.g., energy savings, recyclable) and the 
other with pragmatic attributes (e.g., lifespan, natural light). Individuals primed with a third person mindset were more likely to choose the 
light bulb described with ideal features (63%), consistent with a mindset favoring more abstract, higher construal level features. Individuals 
who were primed with a first person mindset favored the option described with more pragmatic considerations (61%), a marginally significant 
relationship (c2

(1, 63) = 3.57, p = .059).

Study 2
Study 2 was a 2 (personal perspective: first, third) × 2 (self-orientation: pragmatic/ ideal based on a median split) between subjects 

design. Individuals were randomly assigned to one of the two personal perspective conditions, indicated their preference between two banks 
(Bank A: pragmatic attributes vs. Bank B: ideal/ value attributes), and rated their self-orientation using a 4-item scale (Liberman and Trope 
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1998). The preference judgment was concerned with the strength of preference for bank A vs. bank B. The analysis revealed a significant 
interaction between personal perspective and self-orientation on preference for a bank (β = .416, t (53)= 2.22; p < .05). In a third person per-
spective, and when the individual was more idealistic than pragmatic, preference for bank B increased by .41.

CONCLUSION
Through two studies we show that predictions of CLT theory are supported in the personal perspective domain. As hypothesized, a first 

person perspective is associated with less perceived psychological distance, more concrete judgments, and greater weight attributed to prag-
matic considerations. On the other hand, individuals primed with a third person mindset make judgments based on more abstract and idealistic 
attributes.  This present study contributes and extends previous findings on construal level theory and suggests a causal role of mental imagery 
in determining future purchase behavior.  
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Research on the endowment effect has identified factors which enhance or mitigate the effect such as duration of ownership (Strahi-
levitz and Loewenstin, 1998), and information processing differences between sellers and buyers (Nayakankuppam and Misha, 2005). But 
these studies have primarily  involved immediate transactions between sellers and buyers. An interesting question emerges about whether 
the endowment effect will be observed for temporally distant transactions. The main purpose of my research is to examine how the temporal 
distance of transactions influences customers’ evaluations of products by comparing buyers’ willingness to pay and sellers’ willingness to 
accept in the present and in the future. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
The mechanisms underlying the endowment effect and temporal construal level theory (Liberman & Trope, 1998) suggest different un-

derlying processes for temporally different transactions. Prior studies have found buyers and sellers have different cognitive perspectives dur-
ing transactions. Sellersfocus on their products while buyers focus on their money. These different cognitive perspectives induce price gaps 
between sellers and buyers and increase loss aversion. However, if events are in the far distance, sellers’ and buyers’ cognitive perspectives 
may change. When sellers conduct transactions in the present, they think about the feasibility of the transaction. Sellers may describe actions 
and transactions in terms of how they will attach a value to the product. However, if the transaction is in the future, the primary purpose of the 
transaction will be weighted  relatively more than the subordinate feature of the action. For sellers, the main purpose of the transaction will 
be obtaining money, whereas for buyers the main purpose will be to acquire the product. Thus, aspects of the “why” identification will lead 


