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This research examines how consumers utilize base rate and case risk information to estimate health risks. Drawing on construal level

theory, we propose that consumers’ reliance on base rate (case risk) will be enhanced (weakened) by psychological distance, implying

that people likely to display self-positivity (i.e., underestimate their own risk) when the base rate is high but the case risk suggests low

risk. In contrast, self-negativity (overestimation of one’s risk) is likely when the base rate is low but the case risk implies high risk.
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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Previous literature (Keller, Lipkus, and Rimer 2002; Lin et 

al. 2003) suggests that consumers’ health risk perceptions may be 
influenced by two types of information. One of these is base rate, 
which reflects the ubiquity of disease in the target population (Lin 
et al. 2003; Raghubir 2008). Alternately, people may form health 
risk assessments based on idiosyncratic case risk information, which 
reflects the unique aspects of the target person such as their likelihood 
of engaging in risky behaviors (e.g., Raghubir and Menon 1998), or 
possessing certain symptoms of an illness (e.g., Dunning, Heath, and 
Suls 2004; Menon et al. 2002).

Construal theory literature (e.g., Liberman and Trope 1998; 
Forster, Friedman and Liberman 2004) suggest that abstract 
information, compared with concrete information that tends 
to be relatively more specific and vivid, exerts more impact 
on representations and judgments of psychologically distant 
events, while the reverse holds when the focal judgment is about 
psychologically near events. We argue that this premise contains 
direct implications for the current research question regarding the 
relative influence of base rate vs. case risk on health risk assessments. 
Base rates, by definition, consist of abstracted information about a 
target category rather than about a specific exemplar of that category 
(i.e., unconditioned on featural evidence) (e.g., seasonal flu or human 
flu in the U.S. results in approximately 36,000 deaths each year). On 
the other hand, case risk provides idiosyncratic, vivid information 
at a much greater level of specificity. In light of this distinction, and 
given the preceding arguments arising from construal level theory, it 
follows that:

Hypothesis  Consumers’ reliance on base rate information 
for making health risk judgment will be en-
hanced when the judgment is psychologically 
distant (versus relatively close). Case risk in-
formation (e.g., pathogenic behaviors or syn-
dromes), on the contrary, have a greater influ-
ence when the judgment is psychologically close 
(versus distant).

This hypothesis has direct implications for previous research on 
self-positivity bias wherein people tend to underestimate their risk 
vulnerability as compared to others (for a review, see Menon et al. 
2008). Because the base rate (case risk) has a greater influence on 
judgments regarding others (the self), self-positivity should be most 
likely to be manifested when the base rate of a health risk is relatively 
high, while the case risk signals low risk. In such cases, individuals 
will be prone to judging others more at risk than themselves. In 
contrast, self-negativity is particularly likely to be manifested when 
the base rate is relatively low, but the case risk signals high risk – in 
such cases, individuals will be more prone to judging themselves at 
risk than others.

Results from four studies provide convergent support for our 
thesis by using multiple operationalizations of construal levels, 
different health risks, diverse operationalizations of base rate and 
case risk information, and several dependent measures. All studies 
tested our basic proposition by examining respondents’ reliance on 
base rate vs. case risk to form health risk assessments, as a function of 

psychological distance. Experiment 1-2 focused on the interpersonal 
dimension of psychological distance. Subsequent studies sought 
to increase confidence in our construal-based conceptualization by 
generalizing the obtained effects to other dimensions of psychological 
distance, and by illuminating the underlying process. Thus, to test the 
process-related argument that psychological distance has its effect on 
health risk perception by influencing construal levels, experiment 3 
directly manipulated construal type (abstract vs. concrete) prior to 
the assessment of health risks. Lastly, experiment 4 examined how 
individuals’ self risk perceptions differ across time horizon.

This inquiry adds to the health risk literature in several different 
ways. First, we present a unifying framework of how individuals’ 
health risk estimates are systematically influenced by base rate 
and case risk under different conditions. This conceptualization 
presents a new perspective on how individuals arrive at health risk 
assessments, and delineates conditions under which the underlying 
process is more likely to be top-down (enhanced influence of base 
rate) vs. bottom-up (enhanced influence of case details). Second, 
while past consumer research on health risk perceptions has reliably 
documented a self-positivity bias, and also demonstrated ways of 
attenuating such a bias (Chandran and Menon 2004; Raghubir and 
Menon 1998), the current inquiry complements these findings by 
documenting conditions under which a reversal (i.e., a self-negativity 
effect) is manifested. Such an effect has rarely been obtained before 
(the exception being research by Lin et al. 2003, who found that 
pessimistic participants exhibit self-negativity). By predicting and 
demonstrating the symmetric nature of self-positivity and self-
negativity in health risk assessments, the current inquiry is thus able 
to extend current knowledge in this area.

Third, in addition to documenting the self-negativity effect, 
the key moderator proposed in our work (construal level) has the 
potential to integrate several past findings relating to the self-
positivity bias in health perceptions. For example, in a seminal 
article, Raghubir and Menon (1998) found that asking participants 
to recall three (versus five) risky behaviors significantly increased 
participants’ own vulnerability to HIV. However, perception of others’ 
vulnerability was unaffected by this ease of retrieval manipulation. 
This finding is consistent with the current conceptualization – the 
perceived likelihood of engaging in risky behaviors is a form of 
case-specific information and therefore should be utilized more in 
the psychologically proximal (i.e., self) condition, as was found in 
that study. Similarly, and as noted earlier, the finding that the self-
positivity bias is reduced by increasing the salience of easy-to-
visualize behaviors (such as not bandaging a cut; Menon et al. 2002) 
also fits with a construal level perspective. Such behaviors are more 
concrete (visualizability being an aspect of concreteness; Chandran 
and Menon 2004) and therefore are more likely to influence risk 
assessments for self vs. others.
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