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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT 
Recently, a number of journal articles have examined the ef-

fects of construal on consumer behavior.  Construal level has been 
shown to influence voting, self-control, saving, social influence, con-
servation and perceptions of complementarity or promotion value 
(Cheema & Patrick, 2008; Ülkümen & Cheema, 2011).  Our research 
finds evidence that matching the construal level of advertising copy 
to that of the focal product can improve product attitudes by facilitat-
ing processing fluency, a finding that has significant implications for 
attitude and advertising research.  

Construal level theory (CLT), has found evidence that, as ab-
straction increases, psychological distance increases and as psycho-
logical distance increases processing of abstract events is facilitated 
(Liberman and Trope 1998).  This research has shown that desirabili-
ty is more abstract than feasibility, idealistic values (respect, honesty, 
etc.) are more abstract than pragmatic and functional concerns (uses, 
extrinsic benefits) and hedonic products (music, chocolate) are also 
more abstract than utilitarian products (glue stick, ball point pen).  
CLT has also discovered that psychological distance can be affected 
by temporal, geographical and social distance in such a way that ob-
jects that are farther away on these dimensions are construed more 
abstractly.  In other words, a computer that comes out in a year, or 
was made in Europe, or is owned by an out-group member is con-
strued at a higher level than one that is coming out next week, made 
in the US or owned by a close friend. 

While social psychology has found differences in attitudes, per-
ceptions, and behavior depending on the level of construal, psycho-
linguists have also studied the idea of abstract vs. concrete. Research 
on linguistic categories finds that words with the same semantic 
definitions can be grouped into different levels of abstractness. The 
Linguistic Category Model developed by Semin and Fiedler (1988) 
provides 5 categories of words that have different degrees of cog-
nitive functions in interpersonal communications and vary in their 
level of abstraction.  It is found that adjectives are generally gov-
erned by abstract, semantic relations rather than be governed by the 
contingencies of contextual factors; verbs, in contrast, are generally 
governed by concrete relations. 

We apply these speech classifications to marketing messages in 
print ads and propose a construal-matching effect.  We hypothesize 
that an effective match facilitates a fluency that results in increased 
persuasiveness of the matched messages.  Using verbs (concrete) 
to advertise utilitarian (concrete) products (e.g. glue stick), due to 
matching, will make the message more effective.  In the same vein, 
using adjectives (abstract) to advertise hedonic (abstract) products 
(e.g. music) will create positivity.

Study 1 examines the matching hypothesis by examining two 
different products with either matched or unmatched messages.  
Study 2 examines the matching hypothesis by priming the same 
product to be either hedonic or utilitarian.  Finally, in study 3, to pro-
vide more evidence of the construal-matching hypothesis, we alter 
the release date of the iced coffee to be distal or proximal, manipulat-
ing a different dimension of psychological distance and still see the 
positive effects of construal-matching.

A pretest revealed a glue stick to be primarily utilitarian and 
an mp3 to be primarily hedonic.  Therefore, these were taken as the 
two focal products in study 1.  Two versions of ads for each of the 

two products were developed for the experiment and pretested to be 
semantically equivalent. One version of the ads use concrete verb 
words, the other version of the ads use abstract adjective words. After 
reading the ads, subjects reported their brand attitude, message be-
lievability and desirability, cognitive involvement when reading the 
ad, and cognitive responses.

The results of study 1 support the construal-matching hypothe-
ses. Ads framed in concrete words were perceived to be more believ-
able and persuasive when they were used to describe the utilitarian 
product. In contrasts, ads framed with abstract words were perceived 
to be more convincing and more effective when used to describe the 
hedonic product.  

The initial pretest also revealed that iced coffee was considered 
to be a hybrid product consisting of hedonic and utilitarian attributes.  
Therefore, this product was used in study 2.  In study 2, subjects were 
primed to either view iced coffee as hedonic or utilitarian.  Consis-
tent with traditional methods of priming, subjects were given a word 
search in which they were either asked to find words that related to 
utility (function, aim, objective, function, etc.) or to hedonicity (love, 
enjoy, fun, pleasure, etc).  They were then shown an ad promoting a 
new iced coffee drink at a university café.  This ad either used verbs 
to promote the product and café or adjective (e.g. tastes great vs. 
tasty).  

Results from this study also support our construal-matching hy-
pothesis.  Those who viewed ads that matched their primed mindset 
had more positive attitudes towards the iced coffee, the café, and the 
advertisement itself.

Finally, to test the generalizability of our matching hypothesis, 
in a third study, we change the dimension of psychological distance 
that influences construal of our focal product.  In study 3, we use the 
same iced coffee, but alter the opening day of the café to be either 
this coming fall or one year from now.  Again, even using a different 
manipulation, we see the same construal-matching.  Over all three 
studies, we see that using adjectives (verbs) to advertise abstract 
(concrete) products is the most effective.

This research adds to the steam of research examining the posi-
tive effects of matching. Work in frame matching (Cheema and Pat-
rick, 2008; Yan and Sengupta 2011) demonstrates that when message 
frames match an individual’s mindset, consumers are more likely to 
develop positive attitudes. Consistent with these positive matching 
effects, this research finds matching the construal level of advertise-
ment language to product features creates positivity.  Using adjec-
tives (verbs) to advertise abstract (concrete) products leads to the 
most positive product attitudes.   
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