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In marketing, height is viewed as an advantage in shelving and advertising schemes (i.e. “top shelf” liquor).  This notion is supported

by metaphor research, showing positive associations for higher items.  The current research indicates that up may not always be good

– rather, concordance with natural height expectations may determine evaluations.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Despite the endless variety of products and customization op-

tions that saturate the world’s markets in nearly every domain, mar-
keting campaigns have a tendency to be one minded about certain be-
liefs, such as the superiority of high shelving space over low shelving 
space.  This view is supported by metaphor research.  However, situ-
ations may arise in which items shelved high up are at a disadvantage 
due to a violation of consumer expectations of “natural height”.

Contemporary metaphor research suggests that metaphorical 
constructs become deeply rooted in our basic understanding of a phe-
nomenon, forming a solid way of conceptualizing such abstract phe-
nomena using physical concepts.  With the vertical height metaphor, 
height is presented as the concrete infrastructure that metaphorically 
orders clusters of abstract ideas, such as good and bad, sophisticated 
and simplistic, and powerful and powerless (Lackoff and Johnson, 
1980).  However, what if item placement violates our expectations of 
where the item should naturally appear? In those cases, could up be 
bad and down good?

The benefits of congruency have been shown in a wide array 
of domains.  Consumers weigh dimensions of a product more heav-
ily when it is compatible with their goal (Tversky, Sattath, &Slovic, 
1988). Extensive research on expectation congruency has given rise 
to theories of a confirmation bias (Watson, 1960), as well as discon-
firmation processes (Cohen & Goldberg, 1970) leading to positive 
and negative affect.  Congruency has proven an important factor in 
consumer responses to products (Chandon et al., 2010, Olshavsky 
and Miller, 1972, Spangenberg et al., 2005).  

Congruency effects have been demonstrated in the realm of ver-
tical height (see Landau et al., 2010, Meier et al. 2006, 2007, 2009 
2011).  Participants performed a musical task more quickly and ef-
ficiently when the vertical orientation of three keys was congruent 
with pitch (high key=high pitch, low key=low pitch) (Keller & Koch, 
2008).  Meier and Robinson (2004) found that participants were able 
to evaluate positive and negative words more quickly if the words 
were presented in congruent positions to valence (positive up, nega-
tive down).  Across four studies, we demonstrate how natural-height 
congruency affects evaluations, overriding a general up=good ten-
dency. 

In study 1, four fruit that grow either high (apples, bananas) or 
low (melons, tomatoes) were placed on high or low displays, such 
that one each of the high and low fruit was in its proper position, and 
one each was in an incongruent position (e.g., lower shelf for ba-
nanas). Participants (N = 69) were instructed to take each fruit from 
its place and rate how tasty the fruit would be on a scale of 1 to 9 (not 
at all to very much).  Fruit taste was rated higher for fruit placed in 
a position matching their natural growth height (6.68) than for fruit 
placed in a mismatched position (6.02) : F(1, 62) = 15.71, p = .0002. 

In study 2 (N=50) we sought to replicate the findings of study 
1 in the realm of consumer products, eliminating alternate explana-
tions for study 1 that may claim that natural fruit height is in direct 
correlation with freshness (an apple on a tree vs. on the ground).  
Here, women’s clothing was evaluated as more attractive (9-point 
scale) when placed at a position matching their natural height. Upper 
clothes (blouse, sports-bra) were rated more highly on upper shelves, 
but lower clothes (skirt, panties) were rated higher on lower shelves. 
No such effect was found for men’s clothing. Thus, in a joint model 

containing both types of clothes there was a significant interaction 
between condition and gender of clothing: F(1, 49) = 7.27, p = .01. 
In this joint model the effect was non-significant (p>.1). However, a 
contrast for women’s clothing only was significant: F(1, 49) = .546, 
p = .02. This finding suggests that while natural order congruency 
tends to lead to higher ratings, the underlying force driving this effect 
is susceptible to subtle differences such as preconceived notions of 
clothing gender. 

Consequently, study 3 examined a less gender-specific domain: 
sports balls. While our previous studies have focused on natural 
height in the sense of where one general sees an item, study 3 turns 
its focus to utility, or where an item would naturally be most readily 
accessible and usable.  One naturally high (volleyball) and one natu-
rally low (soccer ball) sports item was used.  Items were chosen to be 
as similar as possible in size, function, and familiarity. Participants 
(N=96) rated their willingness to buy each item. Participants had 
higher willingness to buy for volleyballs when placed on a higher 
shelf (5.02 vs. 3.91), but lower willingness to buy for soccer balls 
placed on a higher shelf (3.81 vs. 4.57): F(1, 88) = 5.25, p = .02.

To support the idea that it is learned natural height associations 
underlying our effect, in study 4 we plan to use ambiguous items 
with no obvious natural height and assign participants randomly to 
natural height conditions.  By manipulating what participants believe 
to be the natural height of items, we can examine what role precon-
ceived notions play in perceived congruency and subsequent affect.  
Participants will be given surveys that begin with a paragraph about 
each item that includes its natural height. We expect more favorable 
evaluations for highly shelved items for which we create an “up” 
expectation, and lower evaluations for upper shelved items for which 
we create a “down” expectation. 

Rather than finding a dominant up = good effect, the current 
research found that items may be evaluated better when placed on 
lower shelves if they are naturally associated with lower height.  We 
find a reversal of the positive associations elicited by increased verti-
cal height when up is an unnatural position for an item.  Collectively, 
these results argue against the generality of the up = good metaphor, 
arguing that instead up is good when up is natural, whereas down can 
be good when down is natural. Theoretically, such findings indicate 
metaphorical mappings may not be as general as once thought. Prag-
matically, they indicate the limitation of the general belief that upper 
shelves are better shelves.
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