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This research investigates how and why different construal levels and different appeal frames jointly influence persuasion. The results

show that matching high-level construals with gain frames and low-level construals with loss frames encourages individuals to pay

more attention to the information in the marketing communication (experiment 1). This increased attention enhances processing

fluency and leads to a) higher intentions to engage in cholesterol lowering behavior  (experiment 1), b) more favorable brand attitudes

toward a fictitious printer (experiment 2), and c) greater willingness to donate to an environmental organization (experiment 3).

Further, it appears that under matching conditions consumers devote greater attention to message processing and thus are more

sensitive to argument strength than consumers in non-matching conditions (experiment 3).
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Unveiling the Underlying Mechanism for the Matching Effect between Construal Levels 
and Message Frames: How and Why Do Matches between Gain versus Loss Frames and 

Construal Levels Enhance Persuasion?
Yun Lee, University of Iowa, USA

Jing (Alice) Wang, University of Iowa, USA
Catherine A. Cole, University of Iowa, USA

This research investigates how and why different construal levels and different appeal frames jointly influence persuasion. We contend 
that individuals using high-level consturals preferentially pay attention to appeals framed by gains, whereas those using low-level construals 
selectively focus on appeals framed by losses, and thus this matching should impact persuasion. This perspective has yet to be investigated 
directly. Its consequences as well as the specific mechanism underlying these consequences are still to be unveiled. Thus, the current research 
addresses this gap. In what follows, we briefly review relevant literatures. We then report three sets of experiments and conclude with a brief 
discussion of contributions of this research.

Construal Level, Message Frames, and Functional Matching Mechanisms
Construal level theory (CLT) posits that when people use different levels of construal, they selectively include and exclude relevant 

or irrelevant features of an attitude object (Fujita et al. 2006a). Specifically, high-level construals preferentially capture abstract and global 
features of an attitude object, but low-level consturals, preferentially capture its concrete and local features.(Liberman and Trope 1998).  

A closer look at the message framing literature offers some insight into how message frames are linked with different levels of construal. 
For example, research on message frames has demonstrated that loss frames are more persuasive when individuals process them locally 
(Förster and Higgins 2005), more in-depth (Block and Keller 1995; Shiv et al. 1997) and in details (Maheswaran and Meyers-Levy 1990), 
whereas gain frames are more persuasive when people process them globally (Förster and Higgins 2005) in less details (Maheswaran and 
Meyers-Levy 1990; Shiv et al. 1997).

Given these findings suggesting that gain- versus loss frames are related with the features of high- versus low-level construals, I argue 
that individuals using high-level construals are more likely to attend to gain-framed appeals, whereas those using low-level construals are 
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more likely to focus on loss-framed appeals, and it influences persuasion. I refer to these predictions as the enhanced attention mechanism of 
the matching effect and test it across five experiments. 

Experiment 1
Experiment 1 tests the hypothesis that matching high-level construals with gain frames and low-level construals with loss frames will 

encourage participants to pay more attention to the appeals they evaluate, and thus influence persuasion. 

METHOD
I randomly assigned participants to one of the four conditions in a 2(frames: gain vs. loss) × 2 (construal level: high vs. low) between-

subjects design. Participants read information about heart disease and appeals advocating a diagnostic blood test. I manipulated construal lev-
el by making the appeals either why-laden (e.g., why people need to take a diagnostic blood test) or how-laden (e.g., How to take a diagnostic 
blood test). I manipulated message frames by framing the appeals in terms of either gains or losses (e.g., If you (don’t) take a diagnostic blood 
test, you can find (fail to find) out your current cholesterol level). I then asked participants to indicate their intentions to take the blood test (1 
= not at all likely ~ 7 = very likely). They also indicated the extent to which they paid attention to the appeals (1=not at all ~7=very much). 

RESULTS

Behavioral intentions
A 2 (framing) × 2 (construal level) ANOVA on behavioral intentions yielded a significant interaction effect (F(1, 109) = 8.37, p < .01). 

When the appeals were why-laden (high level), presenting these appeals in a gain frame was more persuasive than in a loss frame (Mgain = 
5.30, Mloss = 4; F(1, 53) = 4.17, p < .0565), whereas when the message was how-laden (low levels), presenting these appeals in a loss frame 
was more persuasive than in a gain frame (Mgain = 4.44, Mloss = 5.36; ; F(1, 56) = 4.34, p < .05). 

The mediating role of attention
Conducting a series of regression analyses (Baron and Kenny 1986) confirmed that the matching effect on behavioral intentions was 

mediated by attention. 
The findings from experiment 1 show that attention mediates the matching effect. Experiment 2 adds processing fluency into the picture.

Experiment 2
 Two objectives guide the design of experiment 2: 1) to examine the relationship between processing fluency and attention, and 2) to 

increase the robustness of the found effects.

METHOD
Participants were randomly assigned to one of the conditions of a 2(frames: gain vs. loss) × 2 (construal level: high vs. low) between-

subjects design. For the construal level manipulation, participants were asked to write about why they need to improve and maintain health 
(high level) vs. how they can improve and maintain health (low level) (Freitas et al. 2004). Then they were presented with an advertisement 
of a fictitious printer whose ad appeals were gain vs. loss framed (e.g., Don‘t miss out on (Get) printing-pro for great looking documents and 
web-page printing!) and asked to evaluate it. They were also asked to indicate the degree to which they paid attention to the ad information 
and answer processing fluency items (1=hard to process, hard to understand, hard to comprehend ~7=easy to process, easy to understand, 
easy to comprehend).

RESULTS

Attitudes
A 2 (framing) × 2 (construal level) ANOVA on brand attitudes yielded a significant interaction effect (F(1, 108) = 13.08, p < .001). When 

participants viewed the gain-framed message under high-level construals (Mgain = 5.11, Mloss = 4.10; F(1, 55) = 9.74, p < .005) and when 
they viewed the loss-framed message under low-level construals (Mgain = 4.16, Mloss = 5.07 F(1, 53) = 4.65, p < .05), their brand attitudes 
were more favorable than any other conditons. 

The relationship between processing fluency and attention
Conducting a series of regression analyses demonstrated that matches enhance attention, which in turn increases processing fluency and 

favorable brand attitudes.
The results from experiment 2 indicate that attention mediates the matching effect on processing fluency and on brand attitudes. Experi-

ment 3 tests whether attention given to matching information is reflected in greater sensitivity to its argument strength (Fujita et al. 2008; 
Petty and Wegener 1998).

Experiment 3
The objectives of experiment 3 are: 1) to examine whether consumers under matching conditions devote greater attention to message 

processing and thus are more sensitive to argument strength than consumers in non-matching conditions, and 2) to increase generalizabitity 
and robustness of the found effects.
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METHOD
Participants were randomly assigned to one of the conditions of a 2(frames: gain vs. loss) × 2 (construal level: high vs. low) × 2 (argument 

strength: strong vs. weak) between-subjects design. Participants were presented with the information about a wildlife conservation fundrais-
ing campaign. Construal level was manipulated as dedicated to protecting a specific North Atlantic Right whale, named Simmon (low level), 
or North Atlantic Right whales in general (high level). Argument strength was manipulated by presenting arguments that strongly or weakly 
endorsed the fund-raiser (e.g., 100% (50%) of your financial donation goes toward helping Simoon (North Atlantic Right whales)!). Message 
frames were manipulated within the stimuli (e.g., Get (Don’t lose) a chance to help and save Simoon (North Atlantic Right whales)!). Then 
participants were asked to indicate how likely they are willing to donate (1=not at all likely ~ 7=very likely). They were also asked to answer 
processing fluency and attention items. 

RESULTS

Willingness to donate
To test the main hypotheses, I recoded the data to reflect matches (a gain frame and high level, a loss frame and low level) and mismatch-

es (a gain frame and low level, a loss frame and high level) between argument strength. The data were then analyzed with a 2 (match: match 
vs. mismatch) × 2 (argument strength: strong vs. weak) between-subjects ANOVA on willingness to donate.  It yielded significant argument 
strength and match main effects. These main effects were qualified by a two-way interaction effect (F(1, 141) = 13.02, p < .001). As predicted, 
matches supported by weak arguments resulted in less willingness to donate than matches supported by strong arguments (Mmatch,strong = 
4.79, Mmatch, weak= 3.46; F(1, 72) = 14.64, p < .001). 

The relationship between processing fluency and attention
Running a series of regression analyses indicated that matches enhance perceived attention, and thus increases processing fluency and 

willingness to donate.  

DISCUSSION
By demonstrating the enhanced attention mechanism underlying the matching effects between construal levels and gain versus loss 

frames, the current research contributes to the literatures on functional matching, message framing and construal level. This research also 
has managerial implications for marketing managers in that it suggests a strategic way to use message frames and construal level to enhance 
persuasive effectiveness.
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