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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumers are increasingly using way-finding devices in mak-

ing spatial judgments such as deciding which store to visit. Despite 
this popular use of spatial representation by consumers, prior re-
search has not examined how different types of spatial representa-
tions of store locations influences store preference. Prior research has 
also not investigated factors that influence shoppers to shop in a more 
vs. less crowded store (Hui, Bradlow, and Fader 2009) and in a store 
visited by socially distal (dissimilar) vs. proximal (similar) consum-
ers. This research fills these gaps by drawing on research from spa-
tial cognition (Klatzky, 1998) and construal level theory (Trope and 
Liberman 2010) to investigate the influence of spatial representation 
of stores’ locations on consumers’ preference of stores varying on 
social density and social distance.

We posit that allocentric (egocentric) reference frame in which 
store directions are presented with reference to other landmarks 
(self) induces abstract (concrete) construal resulting in preference 
of more (less) crowded stores and of stores visited by socially dis-
similar (similar) shoppers. Egocentric representation of two stores 
constitutes sequential directional information from a person’s loca-
tion to each store (Chen et al., 2009), implying analytical processing 
and concrete construal (Förster, 2009). Conversely, allocentric repre-
sentation constitutes location information of one store relative to the 
other where individuals focus on gestalt like relationship between lo-
cations (Chen et al., 2009), implying abstract construal. Additionally, 
Trope and Liberman (2010) have established that abstract construal 
increases salience and weight of desirability (vs. feasibility) features 
whereas concrete construal increases salience and weight of feasi-
bility (vs. desirability) features. Pan and Siemens (2011) have sug-
gested that a more crowded store is more desirable to shop in because 
consumers perceive it to have high quality products, attractive prices, 
and more variety. Conversely, a less crowded store is more feasible 
to shop in because consumers perceive it to be more convenient to 
shop in. Therefore, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 1:  Spatial reference frame of stores’ locations influ-
ences consumers’ preference of stores varying in 
social density such that egocentric (allocentric) 
reference frame increases preference for less 
(more) crowded stores

Hypothesis 2:  Construal level mediates the influence of spatial 
reference frame on preference of stores varying 
on social density

Similarly, prior research suggests that a store visited by dissimi-
lar shoppers is more desirable to shop in because consumers perceive 
it to have high product variety and greater variability in quality and 
price of products; in contrast, a store visited by similar shoppers is 
more feasible to shop in because consumers perceive it to be more 
convenient and less effortful. Thus, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 3:  Spatial reference frame of stores’ locations influ-
ences consumers’ preference of stores varying in 
social distance such that egocentric (allocentric) 
frame increases preference for stores visited by 
similar (dissimilar) shoppers

Hypothesis 4:  Construal level mediates the influence of spatial 
reference frame on preference of stores varying 
in social distance

We ran six studies to test our hypotheses. In Study 1, we ma-
nipulated reference frame using the approach of Brunye and Taylor 
(2008) and tested the main effect of reference frame on store prefer-
ence varying in social density and social distance. Results revealed 
allocentric (egocentric) frame increased preference for shopping at a 
more (less) crowded DVD store (β = .89, p < 0.01; M_allocentric  = 
4.95 vs. M_egocentric  = 4.06, t = 3.06; p < 0.05). Similarly, allocen-
tric (egocentric) frame increased preference for shopping in a gro-
cery store frequented by dissimilar (similar) shoppers (M_allocentric  
= 5.25 vs. M_egocentric  = 4.79, t = 2.58; p < 0.05; β = .45, p = .01).  

Study 2 replicated Study 1 results by asking subjects to express 
their preference for grocery shopping at the same store during week-
end or weekday (grocery stores are busier over the weekends) or 
during the evening or the daytime (younger (mixed) shoppers shop 
in the evening (daytime)) for the social density and social distance 
tasks, respectively. Participants in allocentric (egocentric) reference 
frame preferred to shop during the weekend (weekday) ( M_Allo-
centric= 5.22 vs. M_Egocentric= 4.5, p < 0.05) and in the daytime 
(evenings) (M_Allocentric= 5.25 vs. M_Egocentric= 4.0, p < 0.05).

Studies 3a and 3b investigated mediation by construal level. 
Mediation analysis (Preacher and Hayes 2008) show that the main 
effect of reference frame on store preference varying in social den-
sity was mediated by construal level (a X b = .32, 95% CI = 0.01 to 
1.11 excluded zero), and the main effect of reference frame on store 
preference varying in social distance was similarly mediated by con-
strual level (a X b = 1.05, 95% CI = 0.52 to 1.75).

Study 4a investigated if consumers perceived the more vs. 
less crowded store differentiated in desirability and feasibility fac-
tors, and if the relative salience of desirability and feasibility factors 
(measured through response latencies) mediated the effect of refer-
ence frame on store preference varying in social density. The more 
crowded store was rated higher on desirability factors (M_desirabil-
ity=5.13 vs. M_(midpoint of scale)=4,p<0.01) and lower on feasibil-
ity factors (M_feasibility=2.66 vs. M_(midpoint of scale)=4,p<0.01 
) than the less crowded store. Mediation analysis revealed that the 
main effect of reference frame on store preference varying in social 
density was mediated by desirability-feasibility salience (a X b = 
0.73, 95% CI = 0.046 to 1.67 excluded 0).  

Study 4b investigated if a store visited by dissimilar vs. simi-
lar shoppers differentiated in desirability-feasibility factors, and if 
desirability-feasibility salience mediated the main effect of reference 
frame on store preference varying in social distance. A store visited 
by dissimilar shoppers was rated higher in desirability related attri-
butes (M_desirability 4.9 vs. M_(midpoint of scale)=4,p<0.05 ), and 
lower in feasibility related attributes (M_feasibility=3.1 vs. M_(mid-
point of scale)=4,p<0.05 ) than a store visited by similar shoppers. 
Mediation analysis revealed that the main effect of reference frame 
on store preference was mediated by desirability-salience (a X b = 
.24, 95% CI = 0.06 to .62).

Theoretically, our findings contribute by introducing the con-
cept of spatial reference frame of store’s location, identifying it as an 
antecedent of construal level, and showing its influence on consum-
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ers’ decision making in a shopping context by influencing whether 
desirability or feasibility factors become salient.
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