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When considering a product set, consumer price perceptions and judgments are often explained by range-frequency theory, wherein

price judgments of a target product contrast away from changes in the range or frequency of prices of non-target products. We

demonstrate that construal level at the time of judgment moderates this effect.
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We address these questions with three studies. First, we pres-
ent two experiments with a visual description of a product’s market 
price-distribution in which we found that participants’ willingness-
to-pay in consequential purchasing tasks were dramatically lower 
when the price distribution was skewed to the left than when it 
was skewed to the right. More important, in these experiments we 
investigated possible underlying reasons for the price distribution-
dependence of preferences. Our results rule out a rational reaction to 
information and favor the possibility of an error in the expression of 
one’s preferences rather than the existence of true differing prefer-
ences across markets or contexts. Next, Experiment 3 replicated the 
findings in a setting that more closely resembled a market situation: 
a multi-period market simulation in which participants merely expe-
rienced the distribution of selling prices in the market. Our findings 
suggest that despite having stable valuations of products, consum-
ers are rarely willing to pay that valuation when encountering lower 
prices unless they are prompted to think carefully about the value 
that the product provides to them (Experiment 2) or when they are 
being “reminded” that the distribution of selling prices should not 
matter (Experiment 1). This means that consumers might sometimes 
end up making sub-optimal purchase decisions and not purchase the 
product for a price at which they would still receive a positive net 
utility from it. We speculate that this systematic behavioral pattern 
(bias) arises from consumers being distracted by the wrong goal: 
instead of focusing on the utility that the product itself offers, they 
are shortsightedly focusing on optimizing the pleasure of getting a 
good deal.

Together, our results suggest that a market with its price distri-
bution is an inherently powerful contextual variable that determines 
expressed preferences in purchasing decisions even for products for 
which consumers should have a relatively good idea of the consump-
tion utility that it provides and in the absence of a clear, explicit 
anchor. 

The Moderating Effect of Construal 
Level on Price Judgments

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
When judging multiple products, consumers’ price perceptions 

are often influenced by the characteristics of the price distribution 
and price judgments are well accounted for by range-frequency 
theory (Parducci 1965). This theory posits that consumers focus on 
specific elements of the consideration set, such as the most and least 
expensive products (i.e., range) or the density of the distribution (i.e., 
frequency), and that judgments contrast away from the direction of 
change to these elements such that a price increase for the most 
expensive product makes the other products seems less expensive 
(Cunha and Shulman 2011; Niedrich, Sharma, and Wedell 2001).  
The present research demonstrates that the level of abstractness with 
which consumers construe product prices (i.e., construal level) mod-
erates this standard contrast effect.

Construal level theory (CLT;for a review see Trope and Liber-
man 2010) contends that consumers construe stimuli on a contin-
uum of abstractness ranging from low-level, concrete construal to 
high-level, abstract construal.  CLT research shows that consumers 
processing at low construal focus on subordinate, specific features 
and process contrastively.  In contrast, consumers processing at high 
construal focus on superordinate, global features and process inclu-
sively.  For example, when asked to group a multitude of items into 
categories, participants processing at low construal formed a large 
number of specified categories (e.g. snacks, sodas) while those pro-
cessing at high construal formed fewer, broader categories (e.g. food, 

beverages; Liberman, Sagristano, and Trope 2002).  Additionally, 
when asked to rate the similarity between social groups (e.g. men 
and women, self and others), participants processing at low construal 
perceived less similarity while participants processing at high con-
strual perceived more similarity (Forster 2009; Forster, Liberman, 
and Kuschel 2008).  These findings are said to result from differ-
ential attentional focus (specific vs. global features) and processing 
style (contrastive vs. inclusive).

The tendency for consumers processing at low construal to 
focus on specific features and process contrastively is consistent 
with the predictions of range-frequency theory wherein consumers 
use specific features of the distribution as standards of comparison.  
However, the tendency for consumers using high construal to fo-
cus on global features of the stimuli distribution and process inclu-
sively is at odds with range-frequency theory.  What feature of a 
consideration set might serve as a “global feature”?  Prior research 
has proposed the mean of a consideration set as a potential referent 
relative to which consumers might make judgments (Monroe 2003).  
Considering that the mean of a set serves as a summary measure, 
which captures the typicality of the elements of the set, it is plausible 
to conceptualize it as a global feature of a consideration set.  As such, 
it can be predicted that consumers’ processing at low construal will 
show results consistent with range-frequency theory in which price 
judgments of target products contrast away from shifts in specific el-
ements of the context (e.g. the range).  Alternatively, price judgments 
by consumers processing at high construal will instead assimilate 
toward shifts in global features (e.g. the mean).

We test this prediction in two experiments.  In experiment 1 
we activate low (high) construal by priming negative (positive) af-
fect (see Gasper and Clore 2002; Labroo and Patrick 2009), while in 
experiment 2 we use a classification (inference) learning task (Mark-
man and Ross 2003).  After the construal manipulations, participants 
were randomly assigned to price-context conditions in which they 
saw the prices of a number of gourmet cheeses and rated them on 
expensiveness.  A subset of these prices were target prices that re-
mained constant across context conditions while the remaining pric-
es were manipulated to shift the range, frequency, and mean of the 
set.

Across both experiments we obtain results consistent with our 
predictions.  The construal manipulations worked as expected (ps < 
.01) and the interactions between construal and price-context were 
significant (E1: p < .05; E2: p < .01).  Specifically, participants in 
low construal judged target prices as less expensive when the range 
and frequency were shifted upward but not when the mean was 
shifted upward; a contrast response.  In comparison, participants in 
high construal judged targets as more expensive when the mean was 
shifted upward but not when the range or frequency were shifted 
upward; an assimilation response.

In sum, this research identifies construal level as an important 
factor that influences contextual price judgments.  Whereas consum-
ers using low-level, concrete construal attend to specific features of 
the context (e.g. the range or frequency) and their judgments con-
trast away from these features, consumers using high-level, abstract 
construal attend to global features of the context (e.g. the mean) and 
their judgments assimilate toward these features.  This latter finding 
is at odds with extant research on contextual judgments, which sup-
ports range-frequency theory.  For practice, the implication is that 
marketers may alter their perceived price position by activating high 
or low construal using a simple affective prime.  For theory, the im-
plication is that construal level may affect contextual judgments and 
information integration in general, extending beyond judgments of 
price alone.  
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