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This research examines the moderating effect of the passage of time on construal level. Prior research treats construal level as a static

concept. We find that with the passage of time, prior construal level results can be reversed, as this time allows individuals to think

even more abstractly or concretely.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Construal level theory suggests that entities can be represented 

at increasing levels of abstraction, from extremely detailed and con-
textualized (i.e., concrete) to extremely detail-free and decontexual-
ized (i.e., abstract; Liberman and Trope 2008). Interestingly, one can 
use construal level theory to derive opposing predictions in a number 
of domains. For example, in the domain of perceived fit, construal 
level theory can be used to predict that abstraction can lead to both 
higher and lower perceptions of fit. On one hand, abstract thinkers 
are more likely to stereotype versus concrete thinkers, leading to 
lower perceptions of fit between a person and a job (McCrea, Weiber, 
and Myers 2012). However, recent research by Xu, Jiang, and Dhar 
(2013) suggests the opposite, such that abstract thinking leads to 
greater perceptions of similarity between items in an assortment (Xu 
et al. 2013). These findings suggest that increased abstraction leads 
to higher perceptions of fit between two entities. 

Construal level theory also makes opposing predictions is in the 
domain intertemporal choice (i.e., choice between a small immedi-
ate reward and a larger delayed reward). In this setting, the reward 
represents a higher level concern (the “why” of the situation), while 
the time spent waiting represents a lower level concern (i.e., the 
“how” of the situation). Researchers (Fujita et al. 2006;) have found 
that, because abstract thinkers attend to higher level concerns while 
concrete thinkers attend to lower level concerns, abstract thinkers 
exhibit less present bias. However, the opposite prediction could also 
be made. That is, if the higher level concern of receiving a reward 
is represented in an even more abstract manner (e.g., “Why wait for 
a larger reward? To be happier”), this may lead to impatience (See-
man, Nidich, and Banta 1972). Conversely, if one were to represent 
the lower order concern of time at an even more concrete level (e.g., 
“How will I wait for a larger reward?”), the details of how that time 
will be passed become more apparent, diverting attention from the 
wait itself, leading to greater patience (Zauberman et al. 2009). 

Construal level is not just a static state of mind, but also a pro-
cess (Trope et al. 2007). This process is illustrated in the stimuli used 
to prime construal levels. For instance, in the classic “why” versus 
“how” manipulation (Liberman et al. 2007), individuals categorize 
the focal entity at increasingly superordinate (subordinate) levels by 
subtracting (adding) details. This manipulation primes participants to 
repeatedly add or subtract details. We argue that if this adding/sub-
tracting tendency is aimed at a target, the number of details added/
subtracted depends on the amount of time provided. Consequently, 
the amount of time spent thinking about a target abstractly or con-
cretely may moderate the effects of construal level. That is, addi-
tional time should reverse the “stereotyping” effect in the domain of 
fit, as further decreasing (increasing) the number of details associated 
with a target should increase (decrease) perceptions of fit. Similarly, 
additional time should reverse the finding that abstract thinking leads 
to less present bias, as representing the higher (lower) level concern 
of reward (wait time) at an even higher (lower) level should lead to 
less (more) patience.

In study 1, we investigate the effects of construal level over time 
in the domain of goals. It has been shown that given an active goal, 
individuals tend to block the activation of competing goals (Shah, 
Friedman, and Kruglanski 2002). That is, given an active goal, a 
secondary activity will not be pursued unless it is perceived to be 
congruent with the active goal. In this study, the focal goal is attain-

ing a good GPA while the secondary activity is playing music. This 
study employed a 2 (construal level: abstract vs. concrete) x 2 (delay: 
short vs. long) between-subjects design. Participants were asked to 
contemplate their academic goals in an abstract (i.e., “why?”) versus 
concrete (i.e., “how?”) manner for a short (15 seconds) or a long 
(30 seconds) time. For abstract (concrete) thinkers, perceptions of 
fit between the music program as well as attitudes toward the mu-
sic program were higher (lower) in the long (short) delay condition. 
Additionally, in the short (long) delay condition, abstract (concrete) 
thinkers perceived less fit and had less positive attitudes.

In study 2, we replicated the results from study 1 in the domain 
of branding using a different construal manipulation. This study em-
ployed a 2 (construal level: abstract vs. concrete) x 2 (delay: short 
vs. long) between -subjects design. Construal level was primed by 
generating either superordinate or subordinate category labels for 
ten words (Fujita et al. 2006). Afterwards, participants considered 
a moderately incongruent brand extension (Nike deodorant) for ei-
ther a short (immediately) or long (15 seconds) period of time. For 
abstract (concrete) thinkers, perceptions of extension fit as well as 
attitudes toward the extension were higher (lower) in the long (short) 
delay condition. Additionally, in the short (long) delay condition, 
abstract (concrete) thinkers perceived less fit and had less positive 
attitudes.

In study 3, we examine our proposed effects in the domain of 
present bias using a 2 (construal level: abstract vs. concrete) x 3 (de-
lay: short vs. long vs. very long) design. Construal was manipulated 
as in study 2. Next, participants were asked to contemplate assigning 
a value to a restaurant gift certificate at different points in time for 
a short (immediately), long (15 seconds), or very long (60 seconds) 
time, and then indicated willingness to pay to receive the gift certifi-
cate immediately and in 6 months. WTP to receive the gift certificate 
in 6 months was subtracted from WTP to receive the certificate im-
mediately, which served as a measure of present bias. As predicted, 
abstract (concrete) thinkers exhibited less present bias in the short 
(long) delay condition, but there was no difference between the two 
in the very long condition. 

To summarize, we examine the effects of construal level over 
time in the domains of perceived fit and present bias, and find that 
time moderates the effects of construal level. We contribute to the 
literatures on construal level, fit perceptions, and present bias.
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