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People often rely on limited readily available information, neglecting missing information.  Insensitivity to missing information results

in inappropriately extreme judgments. This research investigates the effects of psychological distance on omission detection,

providing a critical test of differing predictions derived from construal level theory and omission neglect theory.

 
 
[to cite]:

Bruce E. Pfeiffer, Douglas R. Ewing, Frank R. Kardes, Helene Deval, Maria L Cronley, and Xiaoqi Han (2013) ,"Effects of

Construal Level on Omission Detection and Multiattribute Evaluation", in NA - Advances in Consumer Research Volume 41,

eds. Simona Botti and Aparna Labroo, Duluth, MN : Association for Consumer Research.

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1015585/volumes/v41/NA-41

 
[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/1015585/volumes/v41/NA-41
http://www.copyright.com/


700 
Advances in Consumer Research

Volume 41, ©2013

Effects of Construal Level on Omission Detection and Multiattribute Evaluation
Hélène Deval, Dalhousie University, Canada

Bruce E. Pfeiffer, University of New Hampshire, USA
Frank R. Kardes, University of Cincinnati, USA

Douglas R. Ewing, Bowling Green State University, USA
Xiaoqi Han, University of Alaska Fairbanks, USA

Maria L Cronley, Miami University, USA

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumers often rely on limited information that is readily 

available while neglecting missing information.  Research has dem-
onstrated that insensitivity to missing information results in inap-
propriately extreme judgments and detecting omissions is surpris-
ingly difficult (Sanbonmatsu et al. 1991; 1992; 1997).  As with all 
judgment biases, it is important to have an understanding about situ-
ational differences that may differentially impact decision making.  
Although people frequently neglect omissions, a growing body of 
evidence has shown that sensitivity to omissions can be heightened 
under certain conditions (Kardes et al., 2006; Sanbonmatsu et al., 
1991, 1992, 1997, 2003).  

A variable that should be keenly important in omission detec-
tion is construal level.  Research has indicated that people construe 
situations along a continuum from abstract to concrete and that this 
impacts the decision process (Trope & Liberman, 2000, 2003, 2010; 
Liberman & Trope 2008).   Construal level theory would suggest that 
omission detection may depend on the level to which a judgment is 
construed and possibly even whether the missing attribute informa-
tion is related to primary or secondary features.  Lower-level con-
struals result in more detailed or local processing while higher-level 
construals result in more holistic or global processing (Förster, 2009; 
Förster et al., 2009; Liberman & Förster, 2009).  Because omission 
detection requires effortful, analytic processing (Sanbonmatsu et al., 
1991), omission detection should be more likely in near-future evalu-
ations than in distant-future evaluations.

Although it has not been empirically tested, construal level 
theory also implies that people may be sensitive to different types of 
omissions.  People weigh primary or central features more heavily in 
distant-future evaluations and secondary or peripheral features more 
heavily in near-future evaluations (Trope & Liberman, 2000).   As a 
result, there may be greater sensitivity to missing information about 
primary features in distant-future evaluations and secondary features 
in near-future evaluations.  The omission neglect literature makes no 
such distinction regarding the level of construal or the type of miss-
ing features.  The goal of this paper is to investigate these important 
situational differences.

Study 1 tested the effects of construal level on omission detec-
tion using multiple measures of sensitivity to omissions.  Construal 
level was manipulated using temporal distance. Participants were 
asked to imagine that they were purchasing a product (cell phone) 
either “tomorrow” (near-future condition) or “in about three or four 
months” (distant-future condition) and were provided with a few 
pieces of information about the product.  Participants in the near-fu-
ture condition reported greater attention to detail than participants in 
the distant-future condition, supporting a construal level to process-
ing style relationship.  Further, participants in the near-future con-
dition reported a greater need for additional information, a greater 
likelihood that information was missing from the product descrip-
tion, and generated significantly more additional attributes than par-
ticipants in the distant-future condition.  Collectively, these results 
indicate that the level of construal has an impact on the sensitivity to 
missing information and the likelihood of omission detection.

Study 2 investigated the impact of construal level on evaluative 
extremity.  Participants were asked to imagine that they would be pur-
chasing a HDTV either “tomorrow” or “in about six months” and were 
provided with a few pieces of information about the product.  People 
in the near-future condition reported more moderate evaluations of the 
product than people in the distant-future condition, indicating that they 
detected omissions and adjusted their evaluation accordingly.

Study 3 assessed the impact of construal level on evaluative ex-
tremity while investigating any differential effects of missing primary 
and secondary features.  Participants were asked to imagine that they 
were in the market for a basic cell phone and were provided with a 
few pieces of information about the phone.  In the description, either 
a primary feature (network information) or a secondary feature (cam-
era quality) was used as the omitted attribute.  A pretest confirmed 
that these were perceived as either primary or secondary features.  A 
how vs. why goal priming (Liberman et al., 2007) manipulation was 
used in this study to generalize our results beyond the temporal ma-
nipulation.  The how vs. why goal manipulation achieved the same 
effect on omission detection as the temporal distance manipulation 
used in the previous studies.  Focusing on how (vs. why) a behavior 
is performed results in lower-level construals, greater sensitivity to 
omissions, and more moderate evaluations (F(1,63)=6.29, p<.05).  
We found no differential impact between primary and secondary 
omitted attributes.  

Study 4 investigated a potential moderator to the effect of con-
strual level on omission detection.  The Behavioral Identification 
Form (Vallacher & Wegner, 1989) measures individual differences in 
personal agency related to differing levels of behavioral abstractness.  
Since low-level agents interpret situations in more concrete terms, 
they should be more inherently sensitive to omissions.  In contrast, 
high-level agents should have greater difficulty detecting omissions 
because they tend to focus on more abstract, high-level interpreta-
tions of behavior.  Participants were asked to imagine that they would 
be purchasing a laptop computer either “next weekend” or “in about 
six months” and were provided with a few pieces of information 
about the computer.  The results support the expected moderating 
effect of personal agency`.  Near-future evaluations were more mod-
erate than distant-future evaluations, but only for high-level agents.  
Low-level agents provide more moderate evaluations regardless of 
temporal distance, indicating that they were more inherently sensi-
tive to omissions.

This research contributes to the growing body of literature on 
omission neglect.  People are more likely to spontaneously detect 
omissions when they are making temporally near versus distant eval-
uations, when they are in a concrete versus an abstract mind-set, and 
when they are inherently more likely to interpret actions in concrete 
versus abstract terms.  Further, although prior findings suggest that 
people may have differential sensitivity to primary and secondary 
missing features at different levels of construal, we found no such 
difference.  Our findings parsimoniously indicate that people are 
more sensitive to all types of missing information when construal 
levels are low, and that this sensitivity leads to more moderate and 
appropriate judgments.
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Table 1: Studies 2 to 4
Overall Evaluation as a Function of Construal Level and 

Omission Cuing
High Construal Low Construal

Omission Omission
 Not Cued Cued Not Cued Cued

Study 2 5.91* 4.50 4.86 4.77
Study 3 4.74* 3.66 3.97 3.76
Study 4 

High-level 
Agents

5.46* 4.69 4.20 4.33

Study 4 
Low-level 

Agents
4.62 4.31 4.68 4.09

* Mean different from all the other means included on the same line.
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