
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
Social Context As Price Information: Social Density, Status Inferences, and Object Valuations

Ahreum Maeng, University of Wisconsin - Madison, USA 
Thomas O'Guinn, University of Wisconsin - Madison, USA 
Robin Tanner, University of Wisconsin - Madison, USA 

 
This research explores consumer’s product valuation in the context of the crowdedness of the store. We demonstrate that consumers in

crowded (vs. uncrowded) stores estimate products as being of less value, and recall them as more expensive after delay. Inferences of

the social class of shoppers mediates this effect.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT:
It has been widely demonstrated that the context in which an 

object appears influences its evaluation. One way in which such con-
text effects have been shown to occur is by automatically altering 
the internal comparative standards consumer use when evaluating 
products (Mazumdar, Raj, and Sinha, 2005). To date, the majority 
of the research on context effects has examined them in terms of 
product attributes (e.g. Adaval and Monroe, 2002; Simonson, 1989). 
However, in this research we explore an example of how the broader 
social context of the choice environment may provide a meaningful 
context. In particular, we propose that the crowdedness of a retail 
store can spontaneously evoke a set of stored representations such as 
the social status or disposable income of the people frequenting the 
store. Furthermore, these representations of social class can lead to 
distortions in perceptions of price and willingness to spend. For ex-
ample, we propose that a highly crowded store environment activates 
lower class representations (e.g., that shoppers have lower dispos-
able income) which in turn alters consumers’ expectations about the 
prices of products in the store. Three studies explore this hypothesis.

In a pilot study, we wanted to demonstrate that different lev-
els of social density have historically been associated with different 
expectations about social class. Thus we performed Google image 
searches for the terms “upper class Americans” and “working class 
Americans”. For the first 100 images retrieved in each search we 
counted the number of people portrayed in each image. This analysis 
revealed that working class images contained a higher number of 
people (M= 5.4) than did images associated with the upper class (M 
= 1.6; t(198) = -5.80, p <0.001). Thus, as far as historical imagery 
is concerned, there does appear to be a clear visual relationship be-
tween class and social density.

Study 1 (N=75) was designed to test whether this apparent rela-
tionship between class expectations and social density could actually 
influence the class inferences individuals make from social density 
cues. All participants were shown a picture which they were told 
was a stylistic representation of an actual social scene, and which 
consisted of human stick figures on a white background. The scene 
was either crowded (36 stick figures) or uncrowded (2 stick figures). 
Stick figures were used to ensure no inferences could be drawn from 
specific social cues such as clothing. Participants were asked to es-
timate both the average social class of the individuals in the scene 
(1=upper class to 5=lower class) and their average annual income. 
Results revealed that participants rated the figures in the low-density 
context as being from a higher class (Msparse = 2.1) than those  in 
the high-density condition (Mdense = 3.7; F(1,73) = 64.9, p < 0.001). 
Furthermore, figures in the low-density context were also rated as 
having a higher annual income (Msparse = $114K) than those in the 
high-density condition (Mdense = $49K; F(1,73) = 51.6, p < 0.001).

Study 2 (N=84) was designed to explore if a similar social den-
sity manipulation would influence inferences of price of products 
in a store. To do this, we created three images of a clothing store, 
which contained 35 to 4 human silhouettes depending on the level of 
crowdedness. Participants, who were once again told the image was 
adapted from a real picture, were asked to make an inference for the 
price of a typical pair of shoes in the store. Ratings of the expected 
income of a typical customer were collected in the same manner as 

Study 1. Results showed that participants estimated shoe price high-
est at the low-density store (M= $207), lowest at the high-density 
store (M= $131; F(2, 81) = 3.62, p=0.03), and in-between at the me-
dium-density store (M = $171). Furthermore, the expected income 
findings from Study 1 replicated and mediated the effect of social 
density on expected price of the given product. Thus, perceived value 
of products in the store, seemed to be determined by their beliefs 
about other shoppers incomes, which were themselves driven by how 
crowded the store was.

By examining if the mere crowdedness of a store could influ-
ence how products are subsequently recalled, Study 3 (N=180) was 
provides differential evidence that the social density of a store can 
influence how consumers codify the relative prices of products in 
the store. Study 3 built on prior research demonstrating that con-
sumer’s abstract recollections of the expensiveness of a particular 
product presented in a specific context are influenced by the prices 
of the other products viewed in that context. Specifically, consum-
ers subsequently remember products as being relatively more expen-
sive/(cheap) if they were originally presented in the context of other 
products which were themselves relatively lower/(higher) in price. 
Thus we predicted that individuals who considered a product in an 
uncrowded/(crowded) store context should subsequently remember 
the product to be relatively more cheap/(expensive).

The study was carried out in two stages: First, participants were 
asked to choose between two similar pairs of dress shoes at a pic-
tured store which was uncrowded, moderately crowded, or crowded.  
While we were ultimately interested in memories of the expensive-
ness of the product chosen, not the choice itself,  we had participants 
make a choice between two similar products to ensure they consid-
ered them in as naturalistic a way as possible. 24 to 36 hours later 
participants were asked to rate the expensiveness of the  shoes they 
had previously chosen on an 11-point scale anchored from very inex-
pensive to very expensive. As predicted, results showed that partici-
pants recalled the chosen product to be less expensive when previ-
ously presented in an uncrowded context (Msparse= 6.05), versus the 
crowded context (Mdense= 6.57) with the moderate density context 
in-between the other two (M = 6.14; F(2, 177) = 2.98, p=0.05). 

Taken together, these data provide the first evidence of the im-
portant finding that the social density of the choice environment can 
act as a context effect and influences how consumers process price 
information in the store.
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