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Not knowing the reason behind an event activates a need for abstraction and leads to greater preference for abstract (vs. concrete)

photographs and advertising message; this need was attenuated after a broad (vs. narrow) categorization task. What people are really

seeking through abstraction is the essence (similar pattern) across problems.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
One of the first questions people spontaneously ask themselves 

in unexpected circumstances is why such things happen (Wong and 
Weiner 1981). A sudden loss of electricity or internet connection, 
for instance, will naturally cause consumers to wonder the cause of 
these events. Three experiments in the present research demonstrate 
that people seek abstraction (i.e., prefer abstract visual and verbal 
stimuli) when they lack causal understanding because this process 
helps extract similarities or the essence across contexts.

People’s intrinsic desire to understand causal relationships may 
come from the fact that understanding causality leads to greater pre-
dictability, one of the key antecedents of perceived control (Roth-
baum, Weisz et al. 1982). Understanding what caused the previous 
blackout would help one prevent the next blackout, or at least predict 
and prepare for it. This leads to a greater control over the situation. 
Some theorists speculate that predictability or informational control 
can be gained by creating a constant, eventless environment (Roth-
baum, Weisz et al. 1982); this can be challenging if not impossible. 
One way to deal with this challenge is to extract similarities across 
different situations and as a result, recover something constant (i.e. 
a pattern) within the ever-changing environment. Abstraction is an 
effective way to achieve this goal because when people think about 
things in more abstract terms, they tend to focus less on temporary, 
incidental, and contextual information, and instead focus more on 
central and cross-situationally consistent information (Wakslak, 
Nussbaum et al. 2008; Ledgerwood and Trope 2010). 

We test the idea that when lacking causal understanding about 
a problem, people seek abstraction and more specifically, similarity 
across problems to understand what is essential. Study 1 confirms 
that high causal uncertainty leads people to focus on similarities 
across problems. Study 2 and 3 demonstrate that high causal uncer-
tainty leads people to prefer abstract (vs. concrete) pictures and ad-
vertising message, respectively. In study 3, the effect on preference 
is diminished after participants engage in abstract thinking. This sug-
gests that causal uncertainty creates a need or goal to think abstractly, 
which is reflected in their preference for abstract stimuli. By satisfy-
ing this need, we found that causal uncertainly no longer influences 
preference.

In Study1, all participants first recalled a specific relationship 
conflict and answered some basic questions about it. In the next page, 
they were asked to write about this conflict with different focuses de-
pending on the condition; In the high (low) understanding condition 
they focused on causal aspects of the conflict that they understand 
(do not understand) very well. The dependent measure was a 7-point 
scale evaluating participants’ relative preference for writing an essay 
about similarities (vs. differences) across other relationship conflicts 
that they had. As predicted, participants in the low (vs. high) under-

standing condition reported greater desire to write about similarities 
than differences (M = 4.35 vs. 3.56; p = .025).

Study 2 examined the effect of causal uncertainty when a con-
sumer problem (i.e., an Internet service failure) was being experi-
enced at the moment rather than recalled from the past. Specifically, 
we inserted computer network glitches that significantly interrupted 
what was supposed to be the main survey - a memory test with a cash 
prize on the line. After experiencing these frustrating glitches, par-
ticipants were presented with an “important update” screen notifying 
them about the Internet problem. In the high causal understanding 
condition, participants read information about the reason why the 
problem was happening, while in the low understanding condition 
the message said the reason was unclear. Both conditions were told 
that the problem was not resolved. Then, in an allegedly separate 
survey, they were asked to rate a set of six pictures – three global 
(abstract stimuli) and three local (concrete stimuli). Results showed 
that participants in the low understanding condition liked the global 
(relative to local) pictures more compared to those in the high under-
standing condition (M = 1.01 vs. 0.60; p = .029).

Study 3 uncovers the mechanism by satisfying the need for ab-
straction for some participants before asking about their preferences. 
The initial procedure of this study was the same as study 1. Partici-
pants first recalled a relationship conflict and wrote about certain or 
uncertain causal aspects. Subsequently, we gave participants either 
a broad or narrow categorization task to induce abstract or concrete 
thinking, respectively. The dependent measure was people’s relative 
preference for an abstract (vs. concrete) advertising message. As 
predicted, a significant Understanding X Categorization interaction 
emerged (F(1,85) = 4.093; p = .046). In the narrow categorization 
condition we replicated the finding of study 2; Participants in the low 
(vs. high) understanding condition showed higher relative preference 
for the abstract advertising message (M = 4.75 vs. 3.66; p = .029). In 
the low understanding condition, a broad (vs. narrow) categorization 
task significantly reduced participants’ relative preference for the ab-
stract ad (M = 3.64 vs. 4.75; p = .012). In the broad categorization 
condition, lack of understanding did not increase participants’ prefer-
ence for the abstract ad message, as their need for abstract thinking 
was supposedly fulfilled by the categorization task (M = 3.64 vs. 
3.79; p = .739).

The present research demonstrates that low causal understand-
ing activates the need for abstraction and more importantly, the need 
for similarity or essence extraction. We also show that this need is a 
general motivation that goes beyond the specific problem that acti-
vated the need in the first place. Because of this, the need for abstrac-
tion can be observed even in unrelated contexts such as evaluating 
pictures and advertising messages.


