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We demonstrate that preference for near sellers over far sellers in online marketplaces is due to the psychological distance associated

with physical distance. Preference for far sellers can thus be increased by reducing psychological distance associated with the

particular geographical location or through presentation of product information denoting near distance.

 
 
[to cite]:

Sae Rom Lee and Margaret G. Meloy (2012) ,"Would You Purchase From a Seller in Alaska? Preference For Differently Located

Sellers in Online Marketplaces", in NA - Advances in Consumer Research Volume 40, eds. Zeynep Gürhan-Canli, Cele Otnes,

and Rui (Juliet) Zhu, Duluth, MN : Association for Consumer Research, Pages: 737-738.

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1011821/volumes/v40/NA-40

 
[copyright notice]:

This work is copyrighted by The Association for Consumer Research. For permission to copy or use this work in whole or in

part, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at http://www.copyright.com/.

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1011821/volumes/v40/NA-40
http://www.copyright.com/


737 
Advances in Consumer Research

Volume 40, ©2012

Would You Purchase From A seller in Alaska?  
Preference for differently Located sellers in Online Marketplaces

Sae Rom Lee, Pennsylvania State University, USA
Margaret G. Meloy, Pennsylvania State University, USA

ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
With the advent of new technology, especially the Internet and 

the Web, consumers today can purchase what they need from mul-
tiple sellers around the world. As a result, many have argued that the 
issue of the sellers’ physical distance is “dead” (Cairncross, 2001). 
However, we argue that distance should not be dismissed as a fac-
tor affecting consumers’ preferences for sellers. Based on real trans-
action data from two large online stores, eBay and MercadoLibre.
com, Hortaçsu et al. (2009) found that distance is still an important 
deterrent to transactions between geographically distant buyers and 
sellers. The locations of sellers can be an important factor influenc-
ing consumers’ purchase decisions. Understanding what drives per-
ceptions of distance is thus an important issue given that sellers are 
competing to attract consumers’ attention in the online marketplace.

We propose that consumers will prefer a near seller over a dis-
tant seller despite holding the costs associated with distance constant. 
We also propose that preference for a distant seller can be increased 
if the psychological distance of that distant seller is reduced. To es-
tablish a baseline for consumer preference for near over far sellers, 
we conducted a pilot study. When both near and far sellers provided 
an identical computer monitor at the exactly same price, free insured 
shipping, and same delivery time, participants preferred the near sell-
er over the far seller, regardless of whether the difference in distance 
was large or small between the locations. We attribute this finding to 
not only physical distance but psychological distance as well.

Psychological distance is a “subjective experience that some-
thing is close or far away from the self, here and now (Trope and 
Liberman 2010, p.440).” We suggest that greater psychological 
distance, normally associated with greater physical distance, will 
negatively influence the preference for the far seller. This greater 
distance will lead to an abstract mental representation of the prod-
uct and uncertainty in online shopping. Thus we predict that if the 
psychological distance of the near seller is not shorter than the far 
seller, preference for the near seller will be attenuated. We test this 
prediction in study 1.

In study 1, participants located in Pennsylvania were asked to 
imagine that they were spending their summer in Arizona and were 
purchasing a new backpack online. In the two cell design, two dif-
ferently located sellers were selling the exact same backpack, all else 
equal. The far seller was always located in Pennsylvania, physically 
far from Arizona but socially near to participants. In one condition, 
the near seller was located in Arizona, a location both socially and 
physically nearer. In the second condition, the near seller was located 
in Colorado, physically closer to Arizona but not socially closer to 
the participants than Pennsylvania. The results revealed that partici-
pants clearly preferred the near seller over the far seller when the 
near seller was both socially and physically closer to them. How-
ever, when the seller was physically closer to the participants but not 
socially closer to them, participants preferred the physically distant 
seller in Pennsylvania (Figure 1). Mediation analysis revealed that 
the difference in preference for the far seller relative to the near seller 
was mediated by psychological distance.

What can far sellers do to reduce psychological distance in on-
line marketplaces? We propose that sellers can overcome the disad-
vantages associated with physical distance by changing the percep-
tion of psychological distance through their product presentations.

Figure 1. study1. Choice of near seller versus Far seller

Note. Error bars represent confidence intervals.

Past research suggested that information processing fluency increas-
es liking of an object (Alter and Oppenheimer, 2008). In particular, 
information with distance-congruent levels of construal increases flu-
ent evaluations of objects (Trope et al. 2007; Nussbaum et al. 2006). 
As such, to enhance fluency, the far seller should present their prod-
uct information with descriptions in abstract terms denoting far dis-
tance while the near seller should present their product information 
with descriptions in concrete terms, denoting near distance. In con-
trast, we propose that using descriptions denoting near distance that 
help consumers to envision the product more concretely will always 
increase preference for a product in an online marketplace. When 
people easily and vividly envision a product experience, purchase 
intentions increase (Elder and Krishna 2011; Petrova and Cialdini 
2005; Schlosser 2003). Thus, we propose that to increase preference 
for far sellers, these sellers should present their product information 
with distance-incongruent descriptions (i.e. far sellers should pro-
vide concrete product descriptions denoting near distance).

We tested this prediction in study 2. We created product adver-
tisements using a product picture and words denoting different levels 
of distance (Bar-Anan et al. 2007) (Figure 2). Participants were as-
signed to one of the four conditions in a 2 (near seller: proximal vs. 
distal product descriptions) by 2 (far seller: proximal vs. distal prod-
uct descriptions) between-subjects design. Participants were asked 
to select which of two sellers (near vs. far) they wished to purchase a 
new computer monitor from. The study revealed that the interaction 
between the description of near seller and far seller was significant. 
When the near seller’s product was described in proximal terms, the 
near seller was always preferred relative to the far seller, regardless 
of whether the far seller’s product was described proximally or dis-
tally. However, when the near seller’s product was described distally, 
the choice of the far seller increased significantly, especially when 
the far seller’s product was described proximally rather than distally. 
Mediation analysis revealed that psychological distance underlies 
the interaction effect.
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Figure 2. study 2. Proximal and distal Product Information

Proximal Presentation

This LCD monitor surely is perfect for you if you are looking for 
a monitor with high quality. It is a must-have for you who love 
watching movies on your computers. Its fast response time also 

ensures you great gaming experience everyday from today.

distal Presentation

This LCD monitor may be perfect for people if they are looking  
for a monitor with high quality. It would be a want-to-have for 
people who love watching movies on their computers. Its fast 

response time may also provide people great gaming experience  
for years to come.

This research contributes to our understanding of how the dis-
tance between consumers and sellers influences consumer choice in 
online marketplaces. Consumers prefer near sellers to distant sellers, 
even when the costs associated with physical distance are held con-
stant. When the seller was nearer physically but not socially closer, 
preference for that near seller diminished. The far seller who was 
socially closer became more attractive due to the reduced psycho-
logical distance. Presentation of product information denoting near 
distance could also reduce psychological distance associated with 
physical distance and increase preference for the far seller. The man-
agerial implications of the research will be discussed.

Figure 3. study 2. Choice of near seller versus Far seller

Note. Error bars represent confidence intervals.
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