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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
We experience life at a pace—whether it is “slow as molasses” 

or “faster than the speed of light.” What, then, is the effect of per-
ceived velocity on the mental representation on things we encounter? 

Over a decade of work in construal level theory has demonstrat-
ed a relationship between distance from the here and now and mental 
representation (Trope and Liberman, 2010). However, we can move 
from the here and now at different rates. The goal of this research is 
to examine the relationship between the velocity at which we move 
from the here and now and our mental representation of the world.

Construal Level Theory proposes a bi-directional relationship 
between psychological distance from a target and the abstractness 
of the mental representations used to represent that target (Liberman 
and Trope, 2008; Trope and Liberman, 2010). Whether the distance 
is temporal, spatial, social, or hypothetical, greater distance is associ-
ated with more abstract mental representation.

Work in visual perception suggests that as objects move with 
faster velocity, people are forced to take on a more gestalt view as 
secondary features simply cannot be observed. For example, as the 
speed of objects increases, the number of individual objects that can 
be tracked in the human visual field decreases (Alvarez and Franco-
neri, 2007), and when the speed of an object sufficiently increases, it 
is no longer seen as an object moving across the visual field, but as 
a single, visually integrated “motion streak” (Geisler, 1999). Visual 
objects moving at a fast rate force people to rely upon a higher-level, 
“visual gist” representation.

Thus, I hypothesize that when people feel they are moving at a 
faster velocity, they are also more likely to rely on abstract, high-level 
mental representations. The results of three experiments provide evi-
dence of this relationship. Experiment 1 illustrates that greater per-
ceived velocity promotes reliance on more abstract (versus concrete) 
mental representations. Participants were primed to feel as though 
they were moving with either fast or slow velocity through a space 
ship game where white stars moved over a black background with 
either fast or slow velocity. They then completed a version of the 
Vallacher and Wegner (1989) behavioral identification form where 
a series of actions were each described with a high-level action item 
and a low-level action items. Those participants in the fast velocity 
condition selected more abstract action identifications. These results 
provide evidence that the perception of moving at a faster velocity 
leads participants to rely on more abstract mental representations.

In a bi-directional relationship, Experiment 2 demonstrates that 
under an abstract (versus concrete) mindset, people perceived visual 
images as moving with faster velocity. Participants were primed 
with either a concrete or abstract mindset by asking participants to 
complete a category (abstract) or exemplar (concrete) manipulation 
(Fujita, Trope, Liberman and Levin-Sagi 2006). Participants they 
completed a representational momentum paradigm where a series 
of static images appeared to be rotating with some implied veloc-
ity (Freyd and Finke 1984). Those participants primed in an abstract 
mindset perceived that these images moved with faster velocity rela-
tive to those participants in a concrete mindset.

Furthermore, perceived time moderates the relationship be-
tween perceived velocity and mental representation—the greater 
the perceived passage of time, the stronger the relationship between 
velocity and reliance on more abstract mental representations in the 
context of product choice (Experiment 3). Participants completed an 
alignable v. non-alignable attributes choice task with a fast versus 

slow moving starfield in the background. Perceived time from the 
beginning of the choice task to the moment of choice was measured. 
For participants who perceived that less time had passed during the 
choice task, there was no difference in the product choice made by 
velocity. However, for those participants who perceived more time 
had passed during the choice task, those in the fast velocity condition 
more strongly preferred the option attractive along non-alignable at-
tributes, consistent with previous work that indicates that when rely-
ing on abstract mental representations, people prefer options more 
attractive along non-alignable attributes. 

The results of these experiments demonstrate a relationship be-
tween perceived velocity and the relative abstractness of mental rep-
resentations. Greater perceived velocity promoted reliance on more 
abstract mental representations (Experiment 1). Under an abstract 
(versus concrete) mindset, people perceived a series of visual images 
as moving at faster velocity, with greater implied momentum (Ex-
periment 2). Furthermore, the greater the perceived passage of time, 
the stronger the relationship between velocity and reliance on more 
abstract mental representations (Experiment 3). This is the first re-
search to examine the relationship between velocity and the abstract-
ness of mental representations and provides evidence that beyond 
forcing people to adopt more visually gestalt representations, greater 
velocity can also promote reliance on more abstract mental represen-
tations. These suggest a rich area of future research examining the 
relationships between velocity, time, and distance in the context of 
mental representation. 
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