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The primary purpose of this study is to understand the relationship between perceived goal progress and mental construal. Previous

studies on self-regulation have investigated the relationship between goal progress and subsequent goal pursuit. However, the studies

have not examined how goal progress influences individuals' information processing. Different representations of information resulted

from goal progress will suggest that people can more easily process information and be persuaded by messages construed at different

levels depending on goal progress.
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implications for social psychology and prospect theory, as they identify the greater hedonic impact of losses, although this impact is lessened 
in situations in which one is acting on behalf of another. The effect found in the others condition was inconsistent with the expectations of 
status quo reference dependence and loss aversion, although that in the self condition was consistent with them, as no endowment effect was 
observed. It is clear that individuals’ perceptions of others’ behavior are closely linked to their valuations of the selling price. These findings 
are important for the transactions of market that can help seller and buyer to improve asymmetric information and biased information integra-
tion, solve the lemon problem, and ensure a more successful experience by enhancing trade-offs and interpersonal mechanisms.
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The primary purpose of this study is to understand the relationship between perceived goal progress and mental construal. Previous 
studies on self-regulation have investigated the relationship between goal progress and subsequent goal pursuit. However, the studies have 
not examined how goal progress influences individuals’ information processing. Our findings of the relationship between goal progress and 
construal level suggest that people can more easily process information and be persuaded by messages construed at different levels depend-
ing on goal progress. 

CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND
Construal level theory suggests that people construe (represent) an object or event at different levels. For example, people can describe 

reading either in terms of a low-level aspect (“following lines of print”) or a high-level aspect (“gaining knowledge”). 
In the context of consumer behavior, Labroo and Patrick (2008) showed that construal level is influenced by moods. They hypothesized 

that positive moods signal that all is currently well and allow people to see the big picture. They found that positive moods evoke an abstract 
construal level and that participants in a positive mood prefer a product when its benefits are described in an abstract manner rather than in 
a concrete manner.  

Previous studies on the relationship between moods and goal progress suggest that positive affect compared to negative affect reduces 
persistence in focal goal and increases cognitive flexibility and attention toward novel stimuli (Dreishbach and Goschke 2004). Also, Louro, 
Pieters, and Zeelenberg (2007) proposed that people tend to have positive moods when they experience significant goal progress. 

These studies suggest that significant goal progress can evoke positive moods and in turn increase cognitive flexibility and construal 
level. Accordingly, we predict that greater goal progress can produce positive moods and thus increase construal level.  

METHODOLOGY
Perceived goal progress is frequently manipulated through social comparison (e.g., Fishbach, Dhar, and Zhang 2006). Using a goal of 

keeping in shape, we predict that a comparison to a low social standard (1 hour of exercise) suggests that one has successfully pursued the 
goal, whereas a comparison to a high social standard (10 hours of exercise) suggests that one did not successfully pursue the goal. Following 
previous studies (e.g., Fishbach and Dhar 2005), we informed our participants that prior participants answered only the first question, and we 
were reusing their paper. When they received their booklet, participants were asked to first report the amount of time they had spent working 
out during the previous week. On the following page, they found a fictitious participant’s answer for the amount of time he or she had spent 
working out (either 1 hour or 10 hours). Then, participants reported their perceived goal progress. 

Louro et al. (2007) measured positive and negative moods about individuals’ progress using eight items (e.g., I feel “proud of myself, 
“good about myself,” “regretful,” I am “happy with myself,” “satisfied with myself,” “ashamed with myself,” and “angry with myself”). We 
used the items on 7-point scales ranging from not at all (1) to very much (7). 

Researchers often use a classification task to measure construal level based on the premise that an abstract, higher-level construal leads 
to broader, more inclusive categories (Liberman, Sagristano, and Trope 2002). Following previous research, we asked participants to clas-
sify twenty-five items for each of two scenarios (i.e., going camping and organizing a yard sale). Last, they reported age, gender, and the 
importance of the goal of keeping in shape. 

FINDINGS 
Seventy-seven undergraduate students participated in the study (forty-nine were males). We first compared perceived progress depend-

ing on the manipulation (a high versus a low social standard) using t-test. Consistent with our expectations, participants who were exposed 
to a low social standard (1 hour, M = 4.41) perceived greater goal progress than those exposed to a high social standard (10 hour, M = 3.65) 
(t (75) = 1.998, p = .049). Also, participants under the low standard condition (camping trip, M = 5.16; yard sale, M = 5.24) used a fewer 
number of categories than participants under the high standard condition (camping trip, M = 6.13; yard sale, M = 6.53); camping trip, t (75) 
= -.2.306, p = .024; yard sale, t (75) = -2.884; p = .005). Similarly, we found consistent results from correlation analyses. The correlation 
between social standards and the number of categories (camping trip, r = .257, p = .024 < .05; yard sale, r = .316, p=.005) suggests that a 
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lower social standard leads to a fewer number of categories (a higher construal level) than a higher social standard. Following Louro et al. 
(2007), we combined positive and negative moods into a single index (i.e., the difference between positive and negative moods, positive 
scores indicate net positive moods). We found significant correlation between standard and moods (r = -.276, p = .015) and between progress 
and moods (r = .383, p = .001). However, we did not find significant relationship between moods and construal level (camping trip, r = -.113, 
p = .328; yard sale, r = .109, p = .343). 

DISCUSSION 
Lee et al. (2009) showed that fit between individuals’ regulatory focus and the construal level of a message can enhance engagement 

in information processing and in turn lead to processing fluency and intensified reactions. In this study, we found that greater goal progress 
increases construal level. This implies that individuals are likely to construe information at different levels depending on goal progress and 
that different messages represented either at a high or a low construal level can be more influential in goal pursuit. In the subsequent studies, 
we intend to examine the persuasiveness of messages focusing on different construal levels depending on goal progress. Different from our 
expectation, we did not find a mediating role of moods in the relationship between goal progress and construal level. This may suggest goal 
progress may expand individuals’ cognitive flexibility and thus increase construal level. We will elaborate on the underlying processes in 
subsequent studies. 
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Do People Spend More in a Crowded Store?  
A Field Experiment on Control Deprivation and Compensatory Spending
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Desire for control over the environment is a fundamental human motive (White, 1959). Violation of this need provokes distress that initi-
ates efforts to reassert control (Skinner, 1996). Recent research has shown that people might compensate for their perceived lack of control 
through an increase in acquisition behaviors to feel a sense of ownership and control (Chen, Lee, & Yap, 2011). The current study extends this 
research by investigating whether control deprivation induced by a crowded supermarket could affect buying and spending behaviors simi-
larly. Crowding in retail settings has been found to diminish one’s sense of control because it frustrates one’s shopping goals of moving freely 
and locating products (Langer & Saegart, 1977). Hence, we expected shoppers in a crowded (vs. uncrowded) store to buy and spend more.  

Another goal of this experiment was to demonstrate that control restoration in the crowded store would attenuate these effects, thus 
strengthening our confidence that loss of control indeed drives increased purchasing behavior. In a study by Langer and Saegert (1977), 
participants given information about the psychological effects of being in crowded situations (e.g., physiological arousal) did not exhibit the 
same decrements on a simulated shopping task in a crowded store as those who were not given such information. The authors argued that 
information provision raises people’s control of the situation by allowing them to anticipate the onset of the stressor and to initiate cognitive 
preparation (see also Schmidt & Keating, 1979). In our experiment, a similar intervention was introduced to alleviate control deprivation 
caused by crowding. We predicted that giving shoppers information related to retail store environments (e.g., crowding) would reverse their 
tendency to buy and spend more in a crowded store.

METHODOLOGY
Regular shoppers were recruited during crowded and uncrowded periods at the entrance of a supermarket, and were given a $3-coupon 

for participating. Based on communication with the store, we were able to ascertain beforehand time intervals in the afternoon that were 
either crowded or uncrowded. Shoppers in crowded periods were randomly assigned to either receive or not receive any intervention before 
shopping. Those that received the intervention were given this information: “Research studies in the area of marketing have shown that retail 
store environments can influence consumers’ shopping behavior. Certain characteristics of a store like crowding for example can cause cus-
tomers to shop differently.” Overall, there were three conditions: (a) uncrowded; (b) crowded and no information was given (no-info); and (c) 
crowded and information was given (info). All shoppers were told to redeem their coupons and answer a survey regarding their experiences 


