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Philosophical realism is the view that there is a
realm of objects and facts that exists independent
of the mind (Frege, 1980). Although debated
among philosophers, both psychologists and lay
people largely subscribe to this view, and the
present chapter is no exception. At the same time,
it is clear that our construals' of objects are far
from being mere reflections of objective reality.
For one thing, there are multiple ways to construe
the same object. For example, the same object
could be represented as “a generation 4 iPhone,”
as “a cellular phone,” or as “a communication
device.” The same action could be seen as
aggressive or as desperate.

Because people rely on their senses and do not
have direct access to reality, they in fact regulate
themselves with respect to construals of objects
rather than the objects themselves. For example,
people choose between mental representations
of different cars, not between cars. People love a
mental representation of a partner rather than the
partner. It is for this reason that understanding
how people form construals is of central impor-
tance to psychologists.

Indeed, many subdisciplines in psychology
investigate regularities of construal. The psychol-
ogy of perception studies, among other questions,
how we construe input into perception of move-
ment, color, size, and direction. The psychology
of cognition studies questions such as how people
learn concepts and how they categorize objects.
Social psychology studies how people imbue
objects with valence and other socially shared,
cultural meaning. These subdisciplines of psy-
chology address very different types of construals.
Yet, we would like to argue that two issues are
universally relevant to construals, and thus run
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across these subdisciplines of psychology. The
first is the question of accuracy: i.e., the extent of
correspondence between construals and objective
reality. This question has received much attention
in each of the subdisciplines, and we will only
refer to it briefly. The second fundamental aspect
of construal is its level: i.e., the extent of reduction
to what the perceiver designates as the primary
elements. This relatively less emphasized dimen-
sion of mental construal is the main focus of the
present chapter.

ACCURACY: CORRESPONDENCE
OF CONSTRUAL TO REALITY

A primary function of construals is to enable self-
regulation in reality. For example, we may want to
estimate the size of represented objects in order to
be able to grasp them or walk through them. As
another example, we infer traits of individuals in
order to predict their behavior. A primary question
of concern is therefore the construals’ veridicality:
namely, the extent of correspondence between
people’s construals and objective characteristics
of the construed object. Indeed, the question of
veridicality runs through many fields in psychol-
ogy. For example, in perception, the classic psy-
chophysical questions of sensitivity to change in
stimulus characteristics and minimal threshold of
detection concern the correspondence between
mental representations and physical characteris-
tics of objects (e.g., level of energy), or, in our
terms, the accuracy of representation. In cognition
and social cognition, examples of accuracy-related
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issues are the questions of accuracy of memory,
stereotypes, and trait inferences. Judgment and
decision-making research concerns the corre-
spondence between mental representations and
objectively verifiable attributes of decision
alternatives.

The conclusion in all these disciplines is that
construals depart from objective reality in a pre-
dictable way. There are many reasons and mecha-
nisms that may explain such departure; many of
these mechanisms apply to a wide range of con-
struals, from simple percepts to complex social
evaluations. For example, effects of the context of
the stimulus and the context of the perceiver — the
constructs that happen to be accessible in his or
her mind, his/her expectancies, and motivation —
have been found in every subdiscipline in
psychology. Thus, range frequency theory
(Parducci, 1965, 1974) suggests that the context of
the evaluated stimulus affects its estimation (e.g.,
after lifting many heavy objects, a medium-weight
object would seem lighter than in another context;
after reading a few bad essays, a mediocre essay
would seem better than in another context). This
theory has been applied successfully to a variety
of domains, from perceptual judgments of sizes of
squares and darkness of dot patterns (Mellers &
Birnbaum, 1982; Parducci & Wedell, 1986) to
social judgments of physical attractiveness, equity,
and psychopathology (Mellers, 1982, 1986;
Wedell, Parducci, & Geiselman, 1987; Wedell,
Parducci, & Lane, 1990). As another example, the
principle of priming suggests that a perceiver’s
mind may have varying degrees of readiness to
process stimuli (e.g., due to recent encountering,
due to active goals, etc.), resulting in faster and
more efficient recognition of that stimulus. This
principle, too, applies to both processing simple
perceptual stimuli (Balcetis & Dunning, 2006;
Liberman & Forster, 2009b) and processing of
complex, social concepts (e.g., DeCoster &
Claypool, 2004; for a review on priming effects,
see Forster, Liberman, & Friedman, 2007).

Although construals depart, sometimes mark-
edly from objective reality, people often hold to
naive realism, believing that their construals
reflect “what is there.” Some important conse-
quences of naive realism have been described by
Griffin and Ross (1991). For example, people are
often surprised to find out that other people’s con-
struals of the same object differ from their own.
People treat construals that deviate from their
own with suspicion, and attribute the discrepancy
first to the other perceiver’s misperception or
incompetence and then, if this attribution does not
suffice (e.g., if the other perceiver sticks to his/her
belief despite being exposed to all of the needed
information), they resort to inferring an inten-
tional bias (e.g., Vallone, Ross, & Lepper, 1985).
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For example, opponents in a conflict often think
that if a third party sympathizes with the other
side, it is because they are misled by propaganda.
They first attempt to present the third party with
what they think is the objectively correct informa-
tion. When that does not help sway the third party,
the conflict partisan may conclude that the third
party is biased towards the other side.

To summarize, the question of veridicality has
been central to the study of mental construals
and has received much attention in psychology.
Psychologists have studied both the laws that
transform objective properties of stimuli into
mental representations and the consequences
of imperfect transformation. In this chapter,
however, we would like to concentrate on another
dimension, besides veridicality, on which con-
struals vary: namely, their level of abstraction.

LEVEL OF CONSTRUAL

As mentioned above, we believe that construals
serve self-regulatory needs. Critically, although
we directly experience only ourselves, here, and
now, we self-regulate towards objects that lie out-
side of this restricted circle: we plan for the future,
draw conclusions from the past, evaluate alterna-
tives to reality, consider the perspectives of other
people and of other spatial locations. Effective
self-regulation, then, concerns not only objects in
the immediate environment of the actor but also
objects that are distal in time or space, objects that
are part of other people’s reality, and objects that
are hypothetical rather than real. Distal objects
cannot be directly perceived but can be only con-
strued. Construal, then, is necessitated by the need
to regulate towards distal objects.

Construal level theory (CLT; Liberman &
Trope, 2008; Trope & Liberman, 2010) conceptu-
alizes temporal distance, spatial distance, social
distance, and hypotheticality as psychological
distances. Obviously, distance changes objects
and changes what we might need from them. The
need to regulate towards distal objects calls for
construing those objects using aspects that are
invariant across distances with respect to one’s
self-regulatory needs. For example, when buying
clothes, one may have to consider usefulness in
situations that are increasingly different from the
current one — situations in which one will have
different needs, and in which yet unfamiliar
people, perhaps in unfamiliar situations, would
look at the clothes.

When regulating towards distal objects, people
ask themselves: “What is it about this object
that really matters? What are the things that are
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important to preserve across time, different per-
spectives, and alternative scenarios?”” Such ques-
tions form the core of the process of forming
higher-level construals. Whenever we move to a
higher-level construct we make a distinction
between primary, defining features, which are
relatively stable and invariant, and secondary
features, which may change with changes in con-
text and hence are omitted from the higher-level
representation. For example, construing a person
as “an old woman” renders age- and gender-
defining and other attributes such as skill, intel-
lect, or likability, irrelevant. A higher-level
construal is a statement that alternative worlds
with different low-level features are similar to
each other. In that sense, higher-level constructs
form bridges across hypothetical worlds, thereby
allowing people to traverse hypotheticality.

Many acts of reasoning involve forming higher-
level construals, and in fact create constructs that
remain unchanged across hypothetical variations.
For example, when we categorize an object (e.g.,
“this is a chair”), we suggest that some of its fea-
tures but not others may vary without causing
important change (e.g., changing its color would
not change its category, but removing its legs
would). As another example, when we reduce a
problem to a mathematical formula, we strip it of
its content (e.g., calculating velocity or population
growth), allowing this content to vary without
changing what we see as the underlying structure
of the problem. Similarly, when we infer a person-
ality trait (e.g., “smart”) from a behavior (e.g.,
“got an A on an exam”), we allow the specific
behavior to vary without changing its meaning.
And when we note that a group of elements form
a gestalt, we imply that the elements may vary in
nature but as long as the relations between them
remain, the gestalt will be the same.

CLT contends that regulating towards distal
objects requires forming high-level construals:
namely, removing from mental construals inci-
dental, mutable aspects and retaining central,
invariant aspects. For this reason, according to
CLT, distancing and abstraction are cognitively
associated, with distancing facilitating abstrac-
tion, and abstraction facilitating distancing. Many
conceptual distinctions that have been studied
within cognitive and social psychology may be
related to the dimension of level of construal:
namely, may be viewed as distinctions between
primary aspects and mutable, secondary aspects.
Without denying the uniqueness of each distinc-
tion, we propose that it is useful to consider their
relations to level of construal. For example, labe-
ling a person “an African American” means “For
the present purposes, what I find important about
that person is that he is African American; I find
other details, such as his personal qualities,

his personal history, or his goals relatively less
important.” It is also useful to map different
conceptual distinctions onto level of construal
because, according to CLT, higher-level construals
would be used more frequently for more distal
objects, and higher-level construals would bring
to mind objects that span across a wider range of
times, spaces, societies, and hypothetical situa-
tions. This prediction has potentially rich implica-
tions, as we will see in the review that follows.

In the following sections, we describe how the
notion of level of construal can be applied to
the distinctions between categories and exem-
plars, primary and secondary features, gestalt and
details, figure and context, superordinate and sub-
ordinate elements, theories and noise, as well as
symbolic and analog representation. We discuss
how each of these may be viewed as a different
way of distinguishing between primary and inci-
dental aspects, review extant findings that connect
these distinctions to psychological distance, and
make new predictions that derive from concep-
tualizing these distinctions in terms of level of
construal. Some constructs we discuss may be
classified into more than one category. For exam-
ple, inferring traits from behavior could be viewed
as an instance of applying a causal theory as well
as an instance of categorizing an exemplar. This is
because causal theories oftentimes (but not always)
underlie categories. Despite this partial overlap,
we believe that theories, categories, and the other
constructs we review are distinct ways of forming
high-level construals.

Categories versus exemplars

Exemplars make up categories. For instance, the
objects chair, table, sofa, desk, and closet are
exemplars of the category “furniture.” The many
chairs I have seen in the course of my life make
up the category “chair.” Inanimate objects, events,
and people can be represented using different
levels of categorization, ranging from low-level,
narrow categories, to wider, more inclusive ones.

Moving to a more inclusive category involves a
decision about what is primary and what is sec-
ondary, and thus more inclusive categories are,
in terms of CLT, higher-level construals. For
example, representing a dog more abstractly as
“a mammal” involves a decision that the feature
“gives birth to live offsprings” is more important
than the feature “domesticated.” Obviously, having
a different goal in mind could have afforded a dif-
ferent categorization of the same exemplar. For
example, if one wishes to buy a dog, then “a pet”
would be a more relevant superordinate category
for a dog, because it would suggest a pet shop as
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a good place to visit. That abstraction, too,
involves rendering some features (e.g., size) pri-
mary and other features (e.g., reproduction ways)
less important.

Because categorization involves a statement
about what is primary and what is secondary, it
might be offensive when applied to people. For
example, categorizing a person as “Latino” implies
that race is central, whereas other qualities are
less important. This is just fine in some contexts
(e.g., when filling out different pieces of infor
mation on a form) but perhaps not in others (e.g.,
when saying “a Latino applied to the job we
advertised”).

Although categorization is goal-dependent,
there are also “default” common abstractions
that may seem independent of goals, but actually
presume “default goals.” For example, “fruit”
might seem as a default category for “an apple.”
Yet, this category would not be applied if instead
of eating the apple or serving it (which are the
commonly assumed, default goals) the apple is
used for an unusual purpose, such as throwing it
at someone. In such a case, “hard” and “easy
to grasp” would be more pertinent superodinate
categories.

Higher-level categories afford psychological
distancing more than lower-level categories
because they are more likely to apply to distal
times, places, individuals, and possibilities. For
example, in the more distant future and in more
remote counterfactual situations, I can more safely
assume that I will need furniture rather than
chairs, and hence it is more useful to construe
distant future needs in terms of “furniture” rather
than “chairs.” Also, people from other cultures are
more likely to use furniture than chairs, and
hence, when communicating to a person from
another culture, it is more useful to use the
broader category. Similarly, high-level categories
bring to mind exemplars that span across a wider
range of times, places, social targets, and hypo-
thetical situations, and thus expand one’s mental
horizons. For example, using the term “food,”
compared to “macaroni and cheese,” connects one
to more distal historical periods, to more remote
places and social groups, and to less likely hypo-
thetical situations.

Breadth of categories

Consistent with CLT, research has shown that
people group objects (e.g., things that one would
take to a trip) into fewer, broader categories when
they imagine using them in the more distant future
(Liberman, Sagristano, & Trope, 2002, Study 1)
or in a less likely situation (Wakslak, Trope,
Liberman, & Alony, 2006). Likewise, participants
primed with high power (an instance of social
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distance; Smith & Trope, 2006) were more
inclusive in categorizing atypical exemplars (e.g.,
sled for the category vehicle) than those primed
with low power (Smith & Trope, 2006, Study 1).

It has also been found that broad, general cate-
gories promote a sense of psychological distance.
A recent series of studies by Wakslak and Trope
(2009) manipulated level of categorization and
found the predicted effect on event likelihoods.
In one study, participants generated either super-
ordinate categories or subordinate exemplars
for 40 objects (e.g., table, sport, book; Study 2).
Next, participants completed a supposedly unre-
lated questionnaire where they made a series of
probability judgments. As expected, participants
who had been primed with categories (a high-level
construal mindset) indicated that the events
were less likely to occur compared to those who
had been primed with exemplars (a low-level
construal mindset).

Another study (Stephan, 2006, Study 12) sup-
ported the same prediction with social distance.
Participants read about an actor interacting with
either a general category or specific exemplars of
the same category (e.g., “Diana is ordering dessert
vs cake and ice cream”). Participants rated the
actor as more familiar (i.e., less socially distant)
when the sentence included exemplars rather than
a category.

Assimilation versus contrast

When perceiving two stimuli in relation to each
other (as compared to perceiving the same stimuli
separately), a perceiver may assimilate the two
stimuli to each other, thereby perceiving them as
more similar to each other, or contrast them away
from each other, thereby perceiving each of the
stimuli as more distinct from the other stimulus
(Parducci, Perrett, & Marsh, 1969; Schwarz &
Bless, 1992, 2007). For example, when consider-
ing a paper of a student in relation to the best
paper in class (vs considering it in isolation), the
focal paper may be assimilated to the excellent
paper and thus seem better, or it may be contrasted
away, and thus seem worse. In view of the oppo-
site effects of assimilation versus contrast, the
question of what makes each of them more likely
becomes crucial (Mussweiler, 2001; Schwarz &
Bless, 1992, 2007).

Most germane to the present framework are
Schwartz and Bless’ inclusion/exclusion model
(Schwarz & Bless, 1992, 2007) and Forster,
Liberman, and Kuschel’s (2008) global/local
model (GLOMO) of social judgment. According
to these models, because global, high-level con-
struals are more inclusive, using those construals
is likely to result in including two stimuli in the
same category and produce an assimilation effect.
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Using low-level construals, however, is likely to
result in applying narrower categories, and hence
categorizing the two stimuli as exemplars of sepa-
rate categories and a contrast effect. Consistent
with this view, it has been found that priming of
high-level construal and greater temporal distance
enhances assimilation and reduces contrast. For
example, in one of the studies (Forster et al., 2008,
Study 3), participants compared their athletic
skills to either a moderately high standard or a
moderately low standard and then rated their
expected athletic performance in an athletic com-
petition that would take place the next day (a
proximal temporal perspective) or a year later
(a distal temporal perspective). In the control
condition, time was not specified. The results
showed that a distant time perspective enhanced
assimilation (i.e., produced a high self-rating after
comparison to a high standard and a low self-
rating after comparison to a low standard), whereas
a proximal time perspective enhanced contrast
(i.e., produced a low self-rating after comparison
to a high standard and a high self-rating after
comparison to a low standard).

Group-based stereotypes
Another way in which people may categorize
others is based on the social groups they belong
to, such as age, gender, or race. In the social cog-
nitive literature, group-based categorization is
often contrasted with individuating information,
such as the person’s actions, intentions, and traits.
Using group-based categories implies that infor-
mation on group belongingness is central, whereas
individuating information is secondary and muta-
ble. It is an implicit statement that the target of
such categorization is equivalent to other mem-
bers of that category, and that those of his or her
characteristics that are not inferable from category
membership are secondary.

To the extent that group-based categorization is
a relevant abstraction, CLT predicts that it would
be more likely with increasing psychological dis-
tance. Indeed, research has shown that individuals
are more likely to stereotype out-group members
who, in CLT terms, are socially distal, as com-
pared to in-group members, who are socially
proximal (for reviews, see Hewstone, Rubin, &
Willis, 2002; Hilton & von Hippel, 1996).
However, this effect could be attributed to a differ-
ence in amount of information, as people gener-
ally have more information and more concrete
information about in-group vs out-group mem-
bers. Future studies could examine the influence
of social distance on stereotyping when amount of
information is held constant. Extensions to other
dimensions of psychological distance would be
interesting as well.

Inferring traits from behaviors

People in Western cultures tend to interpret
others’ behavior as exemplifying dispositional
traits (Asch, 1946; Heider, 1958; Jones & Davis,
1965). For example, many different behaviors,
such as donating money, sharing information, or
offering a ride home, could exemplify the trait of
helpfulness. It is possible to think of behaviors as
exemplars of traits. As with other categories,
inferring traits involves a distinction between
essential aspects and mutable aspects: namely,
using a trait term to describe a behavior typically
implies that specific aspects of the behavior (e.g.,
the identity of the recipient of the action, the
objects used in the action) are secondary and
mutable, whereas a characteristic of the actor is
central. Traits are by their very definition enduring
and applicable across many situations, and in
that sense, “travel well” across psychological
distances.

Research on spontaneous trait inference (STI;
Winter & Uleman, 1984) demonstrates that people
infer traits from behavior even without explicitly
having the intention to form impressions (i.e.,
through task instructions) and without being aware
of having made any inferences. For example, upon
reading the sentence “The secretary solved
the mystery halfway through the book,” they spon-
taneously encode the trait “clever,” even under
conditions of time pressure or cognitive load
(Todorov & Uleman, 2003; Winter, Uleman, &
Cunniff, 1985). A CLT analysis of STIs suggests
that STI formation will be enhanced for psycho-
logically distal vs proximal actors. Indeed, Rim,
Uleman, and Trope (2009) demonstrated more
STIs from behaviors of others who were described
as being in a spatially remote (vs proximal) loca-
tion (Study 1), or from the distant (vs recent) past
(Study 2).

Converging evidence comes from research
that used Semin and Fiedler’s (1988) linguistic
categorization model (LCM), which classifies
linguistic representations of actions into four
levels of abstractness. At the most concrete level
are descriptive action verbs (lift, take), which are
typically directly observable. Interpretative action
verbs (pretend, help) are more abstract, as they
involve interpretation and require some knowl-
edge of a context larger than the immediately
perceived. Most relevant to the current discussion,
it is possible to think of descriptive action verbs
as exemplars and of interpretive action verbs as
categories. For example, “hand a dollar bill to
a homeless person” is an exemplar of “helping.”
This abstraction rests on a decision that the dollar
and the fact that the recipient is homeless are inci-
dental, whereas the presence of a helper and a
recipient, as well as an act by the former that is
beneficial to the latter, are central. State verbs
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(prefer, understand) are still more abstract, and
adjectives (helpful, aggressive) are the most
abstract category. Using an adjective to describe a
behavior is akin to inferring a trait from that
behavior.

The LCM is a useful tool for examining the
relationships between psychological distance and
abstractness (or construal level) of actions. Indeed,
various kinds of distance have been found to affect
abstractness of language. For example, people
used more abstract language when describing
another person’s actions than their own actions
(Semin & Fiedler, 1989; see also Fiedler, Semin,
Finkenauer, & Berkel, 1995), when describing
spatially distant interactions than spatially near
interactions (Fujita, Henderson, Eng, Trope, &
Liberman, 2006), and when instructed to address
another person politely (i.e., in a socially distant
manner) rather than colloquially (Stephan,
Liberman, & Trope, 2010a).

Would the reverse direction of influence hold?
That is, would linguistic abstractness affect per-
ceived psychological distance? Semin and Smith
(1999, Studies 2, 3) provided participants with
retrieval cues of varying abstractness and exam-
ined the temporal distance of the events they
recalled. For example, participants were asked to
recall either an occasion in which they helped
somebody (i.e., a concrete, behavioral retrieval
cue) or an occasion in which they displayed help-
fulness (i.e., an abstract, trait retrieval cue). As
predicted, trait retrieval cues prompted older
memories than memories that were prompted by
behavioral retrieval cues.

Relational categorization and

analogical mapping

Analogy is a special kind of similarity, in which
two situations share a common structure of rela-
tionships between their constituent elements, even
though the elements themselves may differ
(Gentner, 1983; Holyoak, 2005). For example, in
a picture-mapping task commonly used to meas-
ure analogical thinking (Markman & Gentner,
1993, Experiment 1), participants are shown pairs
of pictures. The pictures in each pair share a rela-
tional structure (e.g., both exemplify a relation of
giving), while the elements differ between pic-
tures (e.g., the upper picture shows a man giving
food to a woman, whereas the bottom picture
shows a woman giving food to a squirrel; Figure
12.1). Analogical mapping involves matching the
elements in both scenes based on their similar
roles in the relational structure, while ignoring
perceptual similarities that might interfere with
such mapping (e.g., Gentner & Toupin, 1986;
Markman & Gentner, 1993). For example, in
order to match the woman in the upper picture
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with the squirrel in the bottom picture (both in the
role of the receiver in the relation), participants
have to ignore the perceptual similarities between
the woman in the upper picture and that in the
bottom picture.

Representing a situation in terms of its rela-
tional structure reflects categorization, whereas
representing it in terms of its perceptual features
reflects attention to concrete, individuating infor-
mation (which is incidental from the perspective
of the relational structure). Categorizing a situa-
tion in terms of the relations it exemplifies (e.g.,
“This scene exemplifies relations of giving and
receiving”) is based on identifying the relations as
primary, and the identity of the actors (a woman,
a man, a squirrel) as well as the context of the act
(e.g., the type of house where the woman lives)
and its content (e.g., what is being given) as inci-
dental.

Psychological distance (vs proximity) should
thus promote relational categorization and also
analogical mapping, as well as other downstream
processes of analogical thinking. In a preliminary
study that tested this prediction (Elias & Shapiro-
Pavlovsky, 2009), participants were primed with
high or low power using a scrambled sentences
task. They then performed the picture-mapping
task described above (Markman & Gentner, 1993,
Experiment 1), where elements in one picture in a
pair can be matched with elements in the other
picture either based on relational role or percep-
tual similarity (Figure 12.1). As predicted, partici-
pants primed with high power made more
relational mappings as compared to participants
primed with low power. We are currently explor-
ing effects of other manipulations of psychologi-
cal distance on analogical mapping and other
processes of analogical thinking. For example, we
plan to study whether psychological distancing
helps people transfer a solution from one insight
problem to a problem from a different domain but
with the same structure. As processes of analogi-
cal thinking are central in learning and problem
solving (e.g., Gentner & Colhoun, 2010; Holyoak,
2005), this seems like a promising avenue for
research.

It is noteworthy that we think of both trait infer-
ences and analogy by relational structure as
instances of high-level construal. For example,
when we see one person giving food to another, we
may attribute a trait to the actor (e.g., generosity),
abstract a relation between the figures (e.g.,
giving—receiving), or do both. It would be
interesting to examine how distance interacts
with factors that sway our mind towards one kind
of high-level construal or another. For example,
it has been found that people from collectivist
cultures or in a collectivist mindset are less
likely to make trait inferences than people from
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Food Bank

Figure 12.1 A pair of pictures exemplifying analogy. Both pictures show a relation of
giving, but the role fillers differ between pictures. Adapted from Markman and Gentner

(1993).

individualistic cultures or in an individualist
mindset (e.g., Choi, Nisbett, & Norenzayan, 1999;
Oishi, Wyer, & Colcombe, 2000; Oyserman,
Coon, & Kemmelmeier, 2002). It would be inter-
esting to examine also whether people from col-
lectivistic cultures would be also more likely to
make relational inferences (and analogies), and
whether distance would have a different effect on
people with individualistic versus collectivistic
tendencies.

Primary versus secondary aspects
of objects

We mentioned earlier that abstraction rests on a
distinction between primary and secondary aspects

of objects. Yet, not all such distinctions amount to
forming categories. Regardless of whether or not
categories are formed, central, goal-related fea-
tures of objects constitute high-level construals,
whereas peripheral, relatively goal-irrelevant
features constitute low-level construal of those
objects. Distancing an object should therefore
promote construals that focus on primary features
and de-emphasize secondary features. Trope and
Liberman (2000) found support for this prediction
in studies on evaluations of objects and events
containing both a primary and a secondary aspect.
For instance, participants imagined buying a radio
set either the next day or 1 year later, in order to
listen to morning programs. In one version, par-
ticipants read that the sound quality of the radio
set (i.e., a goal-relevant, primary aspect) was
good, but that the clock that was incidentally
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included (i.e., a goal-irrelevant secondary aspect)
was relatively useless. In another version, partici-
pants read that the sound quality of the radio set
was poor, but that the clock aspect was quite
useful. As expected, thinking about the radio set in
the more distant future increased satisfaction
when the sound quality was good and the clock
poor, but decreased satisfaction when the sound
quality was poor and the clock good, indicating
that time delay increased the weight of central
features and decreased the weight of peripheral
features (for related findings in persuasion con-
texts, see Fujita, Eyal, Chaiken, Trope, &
Liberman, 2008). Conceptually similar findings
were obtained with social distance, operational-
ized as interpersonal similarity (Liviatan, Trope,
& Liberman, 2008) and social power (Smith &
Trope, 2006).

Interestingly, research that compared the deci-
sions people make for themselves to the advice
they give to others obtained similar findings. Kray
and Gonzalez (1999) and Kray (2000) compared
participants’ own choices to the advice they gave
to socially close and distant others. They found
that in advising others, especially socially remote
others, participants tended to give more weight to
a single attribute which they designated as the
most important and less weight to other, more
peripheral attributes. For example, when advising
another person about choosing between two jobs,
participants gave more weight to personal satis-
faction (which they viewed as the most important
dimension) and less weight to salary and location
(the less important dimensions) than when choos-
ing for themselves (Kray, 2000, Study 2). In two
other studies, Kray found that this preferential
weighting of important attributes was stronger in
advising a distant social target (a student in
another department) than a closer target (a student
in one’s own class). Moreover, as advisers, par-
ticipants rated central attributes as highly impor-
tant and peripheral ones as unimportant, whereas
as deciders they rated the various attributes as
relatively similar in importance. In our terms,
these findings demonstrate choosing according
to more central, high-level aspects for socially
distant than social close others.

Goal-dependent importance

As we noted earlier in the discussion of categori-
zation, importance is goal-dependent. When on a
diet, caloric value of food becomes primary and
its color secondary, but when decorating a plate
for a fancy reception, the relative importance of
these aspects might reverse. If goal change reverses
the relative importance of aspects, then the effect
of distance would likewise depend on goals.
Support for this prediction comes from a study
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that independently manipulated affective and
cognitive value, temporal distance, and goals
(Trope & Liberman, 2000, Study 5). The study
assessed desirability ratings of four films, varying
in affective value (funniness) and cognitive value
(informativeness). The films were, thus, funny and
informative, funny but uninformative, not funny
but informative, or neither funny nor informative.
Some of the participants expected to watch the
films in the same experimental session (i.e., near
future), whereas other participants expected to
watch them in the second session of the study,
2 months later (i.e., distant future). The goal of
watching the films was also manipulated: it was
either affective (getting oneself into a good mood)
or cognitive (learning about a topic). We assumed
that the features of the film that are related to the
goal would be more central than the goal-irrele-
vant aspects, and thus would constitute a high-
level construal of the film. Thus, depending on the
goal, either affective aspects or cognitive aspects
of the films were more central (constituted
the high-level construal of the films), whereas
the other type of features was rendered goal-
irrelevant, and thus part of the low-level construal
of the films. Consistent with the predictions of
CLT, we found that temporal distance increased
the influence of the informativeness versus the
funniness of the films when the goal was cogni-
tive, but decreased the influence of informative-
ness versus the funniness of the films when the
goal was affective: i.e., psychological distance
increased the importance of the goal-relevant
aspect of the film over the goal-irrelevant aspect.

Alternatives versus attributes

in choice matrices

Prior to making a decision, people often search
for information on the available alternatives.
Decision theoretic work has distinguished between
searching within attributes — across alternatives
and searching within alternatives — across
attributes (Tversky, 1972). In a typical study, par-
ticipants are presented with a matrix of informa-
tion in which rows represent alternatives (e.g.,
different apartments), columns represent attributes
(e.g., price, location, noise), and cells include the
standing of each alternative on the corresponding
attribute. Participants search this matrix by expos-
ing the information in each cell, one at a time
(see Payne, Bettman, & Johnson, 1988, for a
review of this paradigm).

Borovoi, Liberman, and Trope (2010) found
that when presented with a choice matrix, partici-
pants think of attributes as being more central than
alternatives. For example, they tend to think that
deleting an entire column (i.e., deleting informa-
tion on the standing of all the alternatives on a
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certain attribute) would change the choice situa-
tion more than deleting an entire row (i.e., delet-
ing all information on one of the alternatives).
Notably, it is probably the case that distance typi-
cally changes the alternatives in a choice set more
than it changes the attributes. For example, when
looking for an apartment in a different place or a
long time in advance, the alternatives might be
unknown, but the dimensions (e.g., price, loca-
tion, and size) most likely remain similar to those
that apply to proximal sets.

Based on CLT, Borovoi et al. (2010) predicted
that within-attribute search would characterize
processing of distal decision situations, whereas
within-alternative search would characterize pro-
cessing of proximal decision situations. They
tested this prediction with both temporal and
social distances. In a study on temporal distance,
participants considered a choice for either the near
future (e.g., choosing an apartment to rent in the
following two weeks) or the distant future (e.g.,
choosing an apartment to rent a year later). In a
study on social distance, participants considered a
choice either for themselves or for another
student. As expected, there were more within-
attribute steps and less within-alternative steps
when making decisions for psychologically distal
situations than for psychologically proximal situ-
ations. Importantly, in both studies participants
opened an equal number of cells and invested a
similar amount of time in both distance condi-
tions, indicating that they were not less motivated
in the distal condition than in the near condition.

Gestalt versus details

We tend to perceive Figure 12.2 as alternating
lines of black and white. This perception is a clas-
sical demonstration of gestalt. More generally,
according to the principle of gestalt, people tend
to order their experience in a manner that is regu-
lar and simple. Two of the laws of gestalt — simi-
larity and proximity — are of relevance in the
example in Figure 12.2: they state, respectively,
that similar elements are grouped together into
collective entities, and elements that are spatially
or temporally proximal to each other are grouped
together (Koftka, 1935).

Perceiving a gestalt involves a decision that the
elements that make it up are less important than
their organization relative to each other. In Figure
12.2, perceiving black and white lines renders the
circles that make up these lines unimportant —
they could have been replaced by other shapes
without affecting the gestalt. In that sense, a
perception of a gestalt renders its elements
secondary, low-level constructs.
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Figure 12.2 Gestalt principles of proximity
and similarity.

As noted earlier, abstract categorization is
achieved by making some features of the exem-
plars which make up the category primary and
some secondary. A gestalt, on the other hand, is
achieved by making the relations between the
elements primary and their particular identities
secondary. In that sense, the relation between a
gestalt and its elements is not the same as that
between a category and its exemplars. Nevertheless,
in both cases a higher level of construal is
achieved by assigning more importance to some
elements of a stimulus than to others.

The laws of gestalt, which specify the condi-
tions that promote organization of elements into
gestalts, include, in addition to the laws of
similarity and proximity, symmetry, continuity,
and common fate. To the extent that all these
promote perceptions of a gestalt, they also pro-
mote a perception of its elements as secondary,
mutable, and relatively unimportant. In other
words, the basic notion of gestalt — that the
whole is more than the sum of its parts — also
means that the parts are unimportant relative to
the whole, a notion that might have a troubling
flavor when applied to gestalts that are made of
people, such as in human pyramids or in military
parades.

Distance and composite letters

(the Navon task)

Liberman and Forster (2009b) conducted a series
of studies in which participants were primed with
psychological distance or proximity and then
completed the Navon (1977) task. In this well-
known task, participants see a series of large
letters (the gestalt) made up of smaller letters
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(the elements), and are asked to indicate as
quickly as possible whether a target letter (e.g., H)
appeared on the screen. As predicted, when primed
to think about the distant future (Study 1), a dis-
tant spatial location (Study 2), and distant social
relations (Study 3), participants were faster to
indicate that a target letter (H) had appeared on the
screen when it was the global (H made up of Ls)
vs the local (L made up of Hs) letter. When primed
with proximity in time, space, and social relations,
participants were faster when the target letter was
the local (vs global) letter.

To examine the reverse direction of influence —
namely, that of global perception on estimated
psychological distance — Liberman and Forster
(2009a) procedurally primed participants with
either global or local perceptual processing, using
a variation of Navon’s (1977) task. In the global
priming condition, the target letters were always
global, and in the local priming condition the
target letters were always local, whereas in the
control condition the targets were global in half of
the trials and local in the other half. Relative to the
control condition, global processing led to greater
estimates of temporal distance, spatial distance,
social distance, and hypotheticality. Local process-
ing had the opposite effect. For example, partici-
pants who were primed with global processing
estimated temporal distance to a dental visit as
longer and spatial distance between themselves
and a designated point in the room as larger than
participants primed with local processing. In a
related vein, Wakslak and Trope (2009) found that
priming global processing (vs local processing)
through the Navon task led participants to assign
lower probability to a variety of everyday-life
occurrences.

Distance and gestalt completion

In the Gestalt Completion Test (GCT; Street,
1931; see also Ekstrom, French, Harman, &
Derman, 1976) participants are presented with
fragmented images, and have to identify them. In
this task, performance depends on detecting the
global pattern, and attending to details interferes
with performance. In a series of studies, partici-
pants completed what they believed to be sample
items of the GCT, supposedly as a practice version
before they performed the actual task. Participants’
performance improved when they anticipated
working on the actual task in the more distant
future (Forster, Friedman, & Liberman, 2004),
when they thought the actual task was less likely
to take place (Wakslak et al., 2006), and when
social distance was enhanced by priming of high
social status (Smith & Trope, 2006). Thus, a psy-
chologically distant perspective seems to enable
people to better see the gestalt.
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While distance improves the ability to perceive
the gestalt in a visual array, it should have the
opposite effect when the task requires attention to
details. Distance should therefore have a detri-
mental effect on the ability to identify a missing
local element within a coherent whole (e.g., a
missing hand on a watch, a missing handle on a
drawer chest). Wakslak et al. (2006) used the pic-
ture completion subtest of the Wechsler Intelligence
Scale for Children (WISC; Wechsler, 1991) to test
this prediction. As expected, participants did
worse on sample items of this task when they
believed they were less likely to later complete it.

Segmentation

Segments of continuous events (e.g., events in a
movie; stages of a disease) may be regarded as
elements of a gestalt that are grouped together due
to proximity and continuity. Distance should,
therefore, interfere with isolating segments of
continuous events. Consistent with this idea, two
studies have found that when ongoing events were
described as psychologically distal, they were
chunked into broader and fewer segments than
when they were described as psychologically
proximal. In the first study participants watched
an animated film clip depicting two triangles and
a circle (Heider & Simmel, 1944) and segmented
the clip into as many meaningful sections as they
thought appropriate. Participants (New York
University [NYU] undergraduates) were either
told that the film portrayed the actions of three
teenagers at a summer camp on the East Coast
(spatial proximity condition) or the West Coast
(spatial distance condition). As predicted based
on the association between distance and level of
construal, participants segmented the video into
fewer, broader sections when they believed it
portrayed a spatially distal (vs proximal) event
(Henderson, Fujita, Trope, & Liberman, 2006).
Converging evidence was found using subjective
probability as a manipulation of psychological
distance; unlikely (i.e., more distal) events were
chunked into broader units than likely events
(Wakslak et al., 2006).

Focal object versus context

The distinction between object and context assigns
importance to one element of an array of informa-
tion and renders the elements surrounding it less
important. For example, when observing one’s kid
in a school yard, one would typically think of the
child as the focal element and of the yard (and
possibly of other kids) as the surrounding context.
It is quite possible that the architect who designed
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the yard would have the opposite perception,
viewing the yard as the focal object and the kids
as context. In perception, the conceptually similar
distinction between figure and ground assigns
more importance to the figure and less importance
to the ground: changing the ground or the context
would be thought of as less substantial than
changing the figure. As with other distinctions
between more important and less important
aspects of stimuli, the distinction between object
and context maps onto level of construal: we con-
sider a decontextualized construal of an object as
being of a higher level than a construal rich in
contextual detail.

Figure versus ground distinctions

in visual input

In complex visual arrays, people tend to identify
as the figure elements that are salient — by being
bigger, brighter, and/or more mobile than others.
For example, Masuda and Nisbett (2001) studied
the context sensitivity of American and Japanese
participants with animated vignettes of underwa-
ter scenes. The vignettes featured “focal fish,”
which were large, had lively colors and clear
shapes, and moved actively. In contrast, the back-
ground included smaller water animals, which had
pallid colors and unclear shapes, and moved more
slowly, along with inert objects, such as vegeta-
tion and rocks.

Goal relevance is of course another determinant
of figure/ground decisions. For example, if one is
looking for the letter B among other letters, then
B is the figure and the rest of the letters form the
ground (or the context). CLT predicts that psycho-
logical distance would reduce attention to contex-
tual elements and increase focus on the figure. For
example, memory for the context (e.g., the non-
focal elements in a visual array) should be poorer
if the visual array presents a place that is more
geographically distal, a place to be visited in the
more distant future, a place to be visited by a more
distal person, or a place to be visited with less
likelihood. To the best of our knowledge, this
prediction still awaits empirical examination.

Dispositional versus situational attributions

In social psychology, the object vs context dis-
tinction has been applied to individuals behaving
in a situation. A prominent example is Heider’s
(1958) classic notion that the behavior “engulfs
the field” and the common finding that situational
forces receive little attention from most observers
of the behavior (at least in Western cultures), who
identify the actor and his or her dispositions as the
object and the situational forces as the (relatively
less important) context (e.g., Jones, 1979).
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Consistent with this analysis is the correspond-
ence bias, whereby people tend to attribute the
behaviors of others to internal, dispositional
causes even when they are aware of situational
constrains (Gilbert & Malone, 1995; Jones,
1979).

According to this analysis, dispositional factors
constitute high-level construals, which should
receive more weight with increased psychological
distance, whereas situational factors constitute
low-level construals, which should receive less
weight with increased psychological distance. In
other words, according to CLT, the correspond-
ence bias should intensify with psychological
distance. In line with this prediction is the actor—
observer effect in attribution, which describes the
tendency for people to attribute others’ behaviors
(e.g., failing an exam) to dispositional causes
(“because he is stupid”) while attributing one’s
own behaviors to situational causes (‘“because
the exam was unfair”’; e.g., Heider, 1958; Jones
& Nisbett, 1987). This classic finding lends some
support to construal-level theory’s prediction,
because others are, by definition, more distant
than the self. However, differences in amount of
information and/or differences in informational
salience could account for these effects as well.
Thus, an important question is whether psycho-
logical distance affects the tendency to give a
dispositional attribution for an actor’s situation-
ally constrained behavior, controlling for the
nature and amount of information given.

Nussbaum, Trope, and Liberman (2003) found
an answer in the affirmative. Participants were
students at an Israeli university, and they read an
essay purportedly written by another student argu-
ing in favor of Israel’s withdrawal from Southern
Lebanon (which was then occupied by Israel). In
the constrained condition, participants were told
that the writer was instructed to write the pro-
withdrawal essay, and in the unconstrained condi-
tion, they were told that the writer was free to
express his/her own opinion. Correspondent atti-
tude inferences in the constrained condition were
greater after participants had made judgments
regarding the writers’ distant (vs near) future
behaviors. Henderson et al. (2006) replicated this
effect manipulating spatial distance: that is, per-
ceivers were more likely to ignore situational
information and draw correspondent inferences
when the actor was believed to be spatially remote
vs proximal. Thus, increasing temporal or spatial
distance of the actor’s behavior increases the ten-
dency for perceivers to draw correspondent infer-
ences even when amount and type of information
given is held constant.

Could the reverse direction of influence hold?
That is, would making dispositional rather
than situational attributions for actors’ behaviors
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facilitate thinking about those actors as being
temporally, spatially, or socially remote? Stephan,
Liberman, and Trope (2010b) found support for
this prediction with social distance. They found
that participants who first provided a dispositional
(vs situational) explanation for a person’s action
thought that the actor was less similar to them, and
allocated him or her less of their resources. In
another study (Stephan et al., 2010a), a similar
manipulation made people address the actor in a
more polite manner, signifying a greater sense of
social distance.

It is worth noting that people from different
cultures do not make as sharp a distinction
between figure and ground (for reviews, see
Nisbett, Peng, Choi, & Norenzayan, 2001;
Norenzayan, Choi, & Peng, 2007). Thus, whereas
individuals from West European and North
American (independent) cultures process stimuli
as isolated from the immediate context, individu-
als from Asian and South American (interdepend-
ent) cultures process stimuli in a more contextual
manner, attending more to the relationships
between the focal object and the field. Accordingly,
people from interdependent cultures seem to be
less prone to perform the correspondence bias
(e.g., Miller, 1984; for reviews, see Choi et al.,
1999; Norenzayan & Nisbett, 2000). It would be
interesting to examine whether the effects of psy-
chological distance on correspondent attribution
would be attenuated or even reversed among
individuals from interdependent cultures (as
compared to independent cultures).

Contextual primes

Semantic primes influence the impressions and
evaluations people form of other people (for
reviews, see DeCoster & Claypool, 2004; Forster
et al., 2007; Higgins, 1996). Those primes are
oftentimes presented in the context of the target
of evaluation. For example, in the classic study
by Higgins, Rholes, and Jones (1977), partici-
pants’ judgments of a person who engaged in risky
behaviors were influenced by prior exposure to
semantic primes: those who were first presented
with words related to adventurousness (a positive
construct) rated the target more positively
than those primed with recklessness (a negative
construct).

If, as CLT contends, distance focuses attention
on an object and attenuates attention to its context,
then it should also attenuate the effects of contex-
tual primes. Henderson and Wakslak (2010) found
support for this prediction. Building on Higgins et
al’s (1977) paradigm, they primed participants
with words related to adventurousness or reckless-
ness. They then presented them with pictures of
individuals performing behaviors (skydiving,
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motor biking) that are ambiguous with respect
to being either adventurous or reckless. As pre-
dicted, judgments of the targets were influenced
by the prime when the target was described as
spatially close (Study 1) or as likely to repeat the
behavior (Study 2), but not when the target
was described as spatially distant or unlikely to
repeat the behavior.

Subordination

Feature A is subordinate to feature B when A
depends on B more than B depends on A. Consider,
for example, arguments in favor of an action
(pros) and against an action (cons). In deciding
whether to undertake an action, cons are subordi-
nate to pros because the subjective importance of
cons depends on whether or not pros are present
more than the subjective importance of pros
depends on whether or not cons are present. For
instance, if we know that a medical treatment has
some health benefits (i.e., pros), we would inquire
about its potential side effects (i.e., cons) before
making a decision. But if the treatment has
no benefits, we would decide against taking it
without further inquiry about its side effects.
In contrast, we would inquire whether a medical
treatment has health benefits whether or not it has
side effects. Thus, the importance of side effects
depends on whether the treatment is known to
have benefits, but the importance of benefits
is independent of whether the treatment is known
to have side effects. Subordinate features, more
than superordinate features, may vary without
changing the meaning of the object. Relations of
subordination exist not only between arguments in
favor and against an action, as just explained, but
also between ends and means, desirability and
feasibility, and value and probability in positive
bets, as well as causes and effects.

Because subordination is a property that defines
features as high level versus low level, we expect
that superordinate features would be more salient
relative to subordinate features as the psychologi-
cal distance from the object increases. We now
turn to examine how this prediction bears out with
different manifestations of subordination. Because
we believe that goals are especially important
cognitive structures, we discuss subordination of
goals in a separate section.

Arguments in favor versus against an action

As explained above, in deciding whether to under-
take an action, cons are subordinate to pros,
making pros higher-level construals than cons.
Therefore, pros should become more salient as
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temporal distance from the action increases,
whereas cons should become less salient as
temporal distance from the action increases. Eyal,
Liberman, Trope, and Walther (2004) asked
participants to generate arguments in favor
and against new (i.e., non-routine) near-future or
distant-future actions, such as introducing a new
exam procedure (e.g., switching to open-ended
questions instead of multiple-choice questions,
Study 2), social policies (e.g., restricting private
cars in the city center, Study 3), and a variety of
personal and interpersonal behaviors (e.g.,
approaching a fellow student and offering to write
an assignment together, Studies 4-6). As pre-
dicted, in all the studies, participants generated
more pros and less cons as temporal distance from
the actions increased.

In an extension of these findings, Herzog,
Hansen, and Winke (2007) suggested that, if pros
are more salient as temporal distance increases
and cons are more salient as temporal distance
decreases, then an increase in temporal distance
should make it easier to generate pros and more
difficult to generate cons. Furthermore, because
attitudes tend to be more in line with content when
the retrieval is experienced as easy (Winke &
Bless, 2000), the ease of retrieval associated with
generating pros and cons of near- and distant-
future activities should influence attitudes toward
those activities, even when the number of argu-
ments is held constant. In a test of these ideas,
participants read about a proposed action that was
to happen in the near or distant future, and were
instructed to write down either four pros or four
cons regarding the activity. As expected, partici-
pants (a) found it easier to generate pros and
more difficult to generate cons when the issue
concerned the distant rather than near future and
(b) had more favorable attitudes toward the action
when it was to occur in the distant future.

Value versus probability in positive bets

In the normative expected utility model, probabil-
ity and payoffs combine multiplicatively and
therefore have symmetric weight in determining
the attractiveness of gambles. Our studies, how-
ever, have demonstrated that people tend to view
the probability of winning as subordinate to the
payoff: i.e., people tend to think that probability is
important only if the payoff is high, but that
payoff is important regardless of whether the
probability of winning is high or low (Sagristano,
Trope, & Liberman, 2002, Study 1). This estab-
lishes payoffs as pertaining to a higher construal
level than probabilities, and entails a prediction
by CLT that people would assign more weight
to payoffs and less weight to probabilities in
deciding for the more distant future.
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A series of studies on preference for near- and
distant-future gambles tested this prediction
(Sagristano et al., 2002). For example, one of the
studies assessed monetary bids for gambles to
be played on the same day or 2 months later.
Participants were presented with a set of 20 bets
that varied in probability of winning (0.1, 0.3, 0.5,
0.7, and 0.9) within each of four levels of expected
value ($4, $6, $8, and $10), and were asked to
state the amount of money they were willing to
bid to play each gamble. The prediction was that
near-future participants would prefer to sacrifice
payoff for better odds, whereas distant-future
participants would be willing to risk poorer odds
for higher payoffs. As expected, for near-future
gambles, bids were higher for high-probability
and low-payoff bets than for low-probability and
high-payoff bets, whereas for distant-future
gambles, bids were higher for low-probability
and high-payoft bets than for high-probability and
low-payoff bets.

It would be interesting to test whether other
dimensions of psychological distance would
have a similar effect. For example, would betting
for another person rather than for oneself, buying
tickets for a gamble that is unlikely to take
place, or about outcomes taking place in other
countries (e.g., the Football World Cup) rather
than in one’s own country make one prefer more
risky bets?

Causes versus effects

Effects are subordinate to causes because, by
definition, effects depend on causes but causes do
not depend on effects. In the cognitive literature
on concept representation and categorization, a
concept’s causal features are considered to be
more central than its effect features, because
causes are less mutable and afford greater induc-
tive power (Ahn, 1998; Ahn, Kim, Lassaline, &
Dennis, 2000; Kim & Ahn, 2002).

Would a psychologically distal perspective
facilitate representation of events in terms of their
underlying causes rather than effects? Rim,
Hansen, and Trope (2010) found a relationship
between temporal distance and the frequency of
generating causes and effects. Participants were
initially induced to be in a temporally distal or
proximal mindset by imagining their lives 1 year
later or the next day, respectively. Subsequently,
they were asked to generate causes or effects for a
series of events (e.g., getting a tooth cavity).
Those in the temporally distal condition imagined
the events as occurring on the day 1 year later,
which they described before; those in the tempo-
rally proximal condition imagined the same events
as occurring the next day. As predicted, partici-
pants generated more causes when they had been
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initially placed in a temporally distal mindset and
imagined events as occurring at that distant-future
time. They generated more effects when they had
been placed in a temporally proximal mindset and
imagined events as occurring at that near-future
time. There is also evidence for the reverse direc-
tion of causality. One study showed that when
participants generated causes (vs effects) for vari-
ous events, they believed that the events were
likely to take place in the more distant future.
Additional studies extend these ideas using less
obtrusive measures to examine spontaneity of
inference generation and look into other instances
of distance (e.g., spatial distance, social distance,
power, and hypotheticality).

Subordination of goals

Actions can be represented in terms of the reasons
why one performs an action, the ends, or in terms
of how the action is performed, the means
(Vallacher & Wegner, 1989). Means are subordi-
nate to ends because means derive their value
from ends rather than vice versa. For example, if I
need to get a cab in order to get to the airport, then
how important it is for me to get the cab derives
from the importance of getting to the airport, but
the importance of getting to the airport does not
derive from the importance of getting the cab.

Research has found that, when given a choice,
people tend to represent psychologically more
distal actions in terms of high-level ends rather
than low-level means. For example, participants
tended to describe more distant future activities
(e.g., studying) in high-level terms (e.g., doing
well in school) rather than in low-level terms (e.g.,
reading a textbook; Liberman & Trope, 1998).
Similar effects emerged when actions were to take
place in a more spatially distant location (Fujita et
al., 2006), when the actions were framed as less
likely to actually take place (Wakslak et al., 2006),
and when the actor was less similar to the per-
ceiver (Liviatan et al., 2008).

It seems also that activating higher-level goals
leads people to think of more psychologically
distal events. For example, thinking about an
activity in high-level, why terms rather than low-
level, how terms led people to think of the activity
as taking place in more distant points in time
(Liberman, Trope, McCrea, & Sherman, 2007)
and led to more delayed enactment (i.e., procras-
tination; McCrea, Liberman, Trope, & Sherman,
2008). Similarly, participants who described a
target’s actions in high-level, why terms (vs low-
level, how terms) allocated to him or her less of
their resources, which indicates greater social
distance (Stephan et al., 2010b).
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Desirability versus feasibility

When thinking about an action (e.g., attending a
guest lecture), desirability refers to the value of
the action’s end state (e.g., how interesting the
lecture is), whereas feasibility refers to the ease
or difficulty of reaching the end state (e.g., how
convenient the timing of the lecture is). The feasi-
bility of an action is subordinate to its desirability,
in that desirability is subjectively important
whether the end state is feasible or not, but feasi-
bility is important mainly when the end state is
desirable. For example, if a guest lecture is inter-
esting, we will consider attending it regardless
of whether the timing is convenient or inconven-
ient. However, we will not consider attending
a boring guest lecture just because its timing is
convenient.

Desirability should therefore receive greater
weight over feasibility concerns as psychological
distance increases. Liberman and Trope (1998)
examined this prediction as it pertains to temporal
distance. Participants in one study (Study 2), for
example, made decisions about three situations
(e.g., deciding whether to attend a guest lecture)
that they imagined occurring to them in either
the near or distant future. For each situation, the
desirability of the outcome (e.g., how interesting
the lecture was) and its feasibility (e.g., how
convenient the timing of the lecture was) were
varied between participants. Consistent with CLT,
results revealed that the effect of desirability
increased over time, whereas the effect of feasibil-
ity decreased. Namely, the attractiveness of the
options increased or decreased as a function of
the source of the attractiveness: when outcomes
were desirable but hard to obtain, they were more
attractive when imagined to occur in the distant
(vs near) future; when outcomes were less desir-
able but easy to obtain, they were more attractive
when imagined to occur in the near (vs distant)
future. Similar results have been found for other
distance dimensions, including hypotheticality
and social distance (e.g., Liviatan et al., 2008;
Todorov, Goren, & Trope, 2007; see review by
Liberman, Trope, & Stephan, 2007).

Values as guides of behavior

Values are commonly viewed as abstract, trans-
situational guides for action (Schwartz & Bilsky,
1987). In our terms, values may be conceptualized
as superordinate goals and thus should be more
readily applied to and guide intentions for psy-
chologically more distant situations. Eyal,
Sagristano, Trope, Liberman, and Chaiken (2009)
empirically examined this prediction. One study
used Schwartz’s (1992) value questionnaire to
assess the importance participants assigned to a
wide range of values (e.g., power, benevolence,
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hedonism), and then asked participants to imagine
30 behaviors (e.g., rest as much as I can) and to
indicate the likelihood of performing each behav-
ior either in the near future or in the distant future.
Eyal et al. correlated the rated importance of each
value and the mean likelihood of performing the
behaviors corresponding to that value. As expected,
these correlations were higher when the behaviors
were planned for the distant rather than the near
future, suggesting that people’s values are better
reflected in their intentions for the distant future
than in their intentions for the immediate future or
their actual behavior. For example, being high (vs
low) in hedonism might mean planning hedonic
activities for the distant future, but not necessarily
for the upcoming week.

Extending this line of thought, Eyal, Liberman,
and Trope (2008) argued that people judge
immoral acts as more offensive and moral acts as
more virtuous when the acts are psychologically
distant than near. They showed that transgressions
against core values that are deemed harmless due
to extenuating circumstances (e.g., eating one’s
dead dog) were judged more severely when imag-
ined from a more distant temporal or social per-
spective. Conversely, moral acts which might have
had ulterior motives (e.g., adopting a disabled
child when a government pays high adoption pen-
sions) were judged more positively from temporal
distance. The findings suggest that moral criteria
are more likely to guide people’s judgments of
distant rather than proximal behaviors.

Ideology versus social influence

Ideologies, like values, can be conceptualized
as superordinate goals, and, as such, constitute
high-level constructs. The effect of ideology on
people’s actions and attitudes can be contrasted
with social influence, which, from the perspective
of the actor, can be considered as a contextual,
low-level factor. CLT therefore predicts that social
influence would be stronger when an attitude
object is psychologically near, whereas the effect
of one’s ideology would be stronger with increas-
ing psychological distance.

A series of studies by Ledgerwood, Trope, and
Chaiken (2010) tested the hypothesis that attitudes
would align with those of another person in the
local social context more when psychological
distance is low (vs high). For example, one of the
studies (Study 3) used an anticipated interaction
paradigm, in which participants read about a
policy that would increase the deportation of ille-
gal immigrants starting either the week after (near
future) or the following year (distant future), and
learned that their discussion partner was either in
favor of or against deporting illegal immigrants.
They then privately reported how likely they

would be to vote in favor of the policy. Participants’
voting intentions shifted toward the interaction
partner’s attitude when the policy was set to be
implemented in the near future, but not when it
was to be implemented in the distant future.
However, voting intentions more strongly reflected
participants’ previously assessed ideological
values when the policy was to be implemented in
the distant (vs near) future. Specifically, the more
participants valued preserving the societal status
quo, the more they supported a distant-future
policy that would enforce the deportation of
illegal immigrants.

Theories versus noise

Theories make predictions. From the perspective
of the theory, non-predicted events are incidental
and unimportant. For example, trait theories of
human behavior hold that extraverted people
would tend to behave in an extraverted way. From
these theories’ point of view, non-trait-related
variations in extraversion are considered inciden-
tal and unimportant — they are noise. Of course,
one theory’s prediction is another theory’s noise.
For example, situation theories of human behav-
iors would hold that behavior is determined by
situations, and that individual differences in
behavior are incidental. In terms of CLT, events
that are predicted by theories form higher-level
construals, whereas noise, or theory-unpredicted
events belong to the low level of construal.

Theories are meant to uncover regularities,
and their usefulness for traversing distances is
apparent — theories may help to predict the future,
to understand the perspective of others, and to
simulate hypothetical situations. According to
CLT, psychological distance should increase the
salience of theory-driven prediction and diminish
the weight of noise. This should hold for both
scientific prediction and lay theories, as we now
turn to discuss.

Theory versus noise is scientific prediction

A study by Nussbaum, Liberman, and Trope
(2006, Study 1) examined the confidence of
advanced psychology students in replicating clas-
sic findings in psychology in either the near future
or the distant future. For example, participants
imagined entering a class at the university, either
the next day or a year later (depending on experi-
mental condition), handing the students a list of
words to memorize, and then testing how well
they remember it after moving some of the stu-
dents to a different room. Participants estimated
how likely it is that those tested in the same room
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would outperform, on average, those that were
moved to a different room, thus replicating the
encoding specificity effect (Tulving & Thomson,
1973). Participants were more confident that they
would replicate this effect when they imagined
conducting the experiment in the distant future
than in the near future, especially when reminded
of the theory underlying prediction. The same pat-
tern of results was obtained with other classic
findings in social, cognitive, and developmental
psychology (Nussbaum et al., 2006).

We predict similar effects for other distances —
people would tend to feel that theories work better
for other people, in distal times and places, and in
hypothetical situations rather than in practice.
From a closer perspective, noise would become
more salient and would undermine confidence in
prediction.

Global trends versus local deviations
Continuous processes sometimes show a clear
global trend despite local deviations from that
trend. For example, some experts contend that the
globe is steadily warming over the last 100 years,
although on a more local scale, some season in
some places could be exceptionally cold. It is pos-
sible to see the global trend as a theory and the
local deviation as noise and predict, based on
CLT, that psychological distance would increase
the salience of global trends and decrease the sali-
ence of local deviations.

In a study on spatial distance (Henderson et al.,
2006), NYU participants viewed a series of graphs
depicting information from the years 1999-2004
(e.g., average number of photocopies per student).
The information was said to pertain to the NYU
campus in Manhattan (spatially near condition) or
to the NYU campus in Florence, Italy (spatially
distant condition). Each graph showed either an
upward or downward trend, with the final year
(2004) always deviating from that global trend.
Participants estimated the likelihood that the year
2005 would follow the global trend and the likeli-
hood that it would follow the more recent local
deviation. As expected, spatial distance enhanced
the tendency to predict that the global trend would
persist rather than the local deviation.

Extending the logic of these findings, we could
expect that people would more readily predict
from global trends when they think of the more
distant future, when they think of hypothetical
situations, and when they think of other people
and strangers rather than themselves or close
others. Global warming, for example, would be
more readily detected in noisy data that pertains to
spatially, temporally, and socially more distal situ-
ations, and in hypothetical data more than in real
data. Recession, likewise, would be more clearly
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detected from noisy signals in historical data than
in current economic indicators.

Primacy versus recency effects

The primacy effect refers to the tendency to form
impressions that are more sensitive to the infor-
mation that is presented earlier in a sequence. In
classic studies by Asch and others (Asch, 1946;
Hamilton & Zanna, 1974), when positive traits
(e.g., intelligent) were presented first and were
followed by less positive traits (e.g., envious),
participants formed a more favorable impression
of the target than when the order was reversed.
Different accounts of the primacy effect (Anderson,
1981; Anderson & Jacobson, 1965; Asch, 1946;
Dreben, Fiske, & Hastie, 1979; Hamilton &
Zanna, 1974) all suggest that traits encountered
initially create expectations about the target, which
further organize remaining traits into a coherent
impression, imbuing meaning to these traits and
shifting attention towards traits consistent with the
schema and away from other traits. In some sense,
the initial traits form a schema, or a mini-theory
about the target of impression.

Based on a CLT, Eyal, Hoover, Fujita, and
Nussbaum (2011) have proposed that psychologi-
cal distance should enhance the primacy effect.
In their study, participants read a description of
an applicant for a job to begin the week after (near
future) or 6 months later (distant future). The
description included six traits, presented from
positive (e.g., intelligent) to negative (e.g., envious),
or vice versa. Participants in the distant-future
condition formed more favorable impressions
of the target when positive traits appeared first,
displaying a primacy effect. Consistent with the
predictions and contrary to the primacy effect,
participants in the near-future condition formed
more favorable impressions of the target when
positive traits appeared last.

Self-construal

People have theories not only about the external
world but also about themselves. They seek to
maintain a sense of themselves as a single entity
that has consistent and enduring qualities (Bem &
Allen, 1974). As with other theories, CLT predicts
that people would apply this view to a greater
extent when they think about themselves from
a psychologically more distant perspective
(Wakslak, Nussbaum, Liberman, & Trope, 2008).
Support for this prediction comes from several
studies on temporal distance. Using Linville’s
(1985, 1987) and Donahue and colleagues’ (1993)
measures of self-complexity, Wakslak et al. found
that self-descriptions were more structured and
less complex (i.e., less “noisy”’) when they referred
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to a distant-future self than to a near-future self.
Also related to this point is research by Pronin
and Ross (2006), which shows that people more
likely view their future and past selves than their
present selves in terms of general personality
traits. In a related study, Wakslak et al. (2008)
asked participants to imagine themselves in differ-
ent situations either in the near future or in the
distant future, and indicate the extent to which
their behavior in those situations would reflect
each of the Big Five personality traits. It was
found that in the distant future, compared to the
near future, participants expected to exhibit their
traits more consistently across situations. These
findings suggest that the distant-future self is rep-
resented more in terms of theoretically coherent
structures than the near-future self.

It would be interesting to examine in future
research the effects of other distances on the self-
concept. For example, would thinking of oneself
in an unlikely situation or in a remote spatial loca-
tion make one see oneself in a more coherent
way? Does thinking about ourselves from another
person’s perspective make us see ourselves as
more coherent and predictable?

Symbolic versus analog
representations

The same object can be represented in a symbolic,
digital way, or in an analogical way. Consider a
simple example. “A 2 x 3 x 4 cm? box™ is a sym-
bolic, digital representation of an object. To make
an analog representation of this object, we could,
for example, build a model of the box. Building
the model inevitably imbues the symbolic repre-
sentation of the box with incidental details, such
as material, color, strength, and the means that
hold the surfaces together. Any model or, for that
matter, any simulation is bound to do the same:
namely, add incidental details. Conversely, moving
from an analog representation to a digital one
strips the analog representation of irrelevant
details (or rather, omits details that by the very act
of moving to the digital representation are ren-
dered irrelevant). In terms of CLT then, symbolic
representations are of a higher construal level than
analog representations, such as models and simu-
lations. We examine the implications of this theo-
rizing for the distinction between symbolic and
embodied representations and between words and
pictures.

Symbolic versus embodied representations
Theories of embodied cognition (Barsalou, 1999;
Niedenthal, Barsalou, Winkielman, Krauth-Gruber,
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& Ric, 2005; Winkielman, Niedenthal, &
Oberman, 2008) suggest that mental representa-
tions are embodied: namely, involve motor and
perceptual simulations (Barsalou, 2008). For
example, when representing the concept “water,”
people simulate in their minds activities that
involve interaction with water and include both
motor and sensual information (e.g., drinking,
swimming, walking in the rain, wiping a flooded
floor). In support of this notion, research has
shown, for instance, that when participants had to
verify the plausibility of sentences including
action—object pairs (e.g., “close the drawer”), they
responded faster when the response was compati-
ble with the action (e.g., when responding by
pressing a button away from themselves, thereby
requiring an extension of the arm) rather than
incompatible with it (i.e., when responding by
pressing a button located closer to themselves,
requiring arm flexion; Glenberg & Kaschak,
2002). Thus, it seems that processing the sen-
tences involved simulating the described action, a
simulation which either facilitated or inhibited the
required response. It was also found that, when
processing sentences that describe motor actions,
brain areas in the motor and premotor cortex are
activated in a way corresponding to when per-
forming those same actions (Hauk, Johnsrude, &
Pulvermuller, 2004; Tettamanti et al., 2005).

Is it possible that as psychological distance
increases, representation would be less embodied:
i.e., would contain less perceptual and motor
detail, and would be increasingly more symbolic?
For example, in the experiment describe above,
would the effect of action compatibility be attenu-
ated if the sentences described actions performed
by socially distal people as compared to socially
close people?

Words versus pictures

Pictures are icons, analog representations of
objects, whereas words are symbolic representa-
tions of objects (Amit, Algom, & Trope, 2009a;
Amit, Algom, Trope, & Liberman, 2009b). An
object’s picture bears concrete resemblance to it
and contains incidental details, whereas a word to
describe the same object is abstract and captures
its essence. Even a line drawing of an object
is more concrete than a word representing the
same object.

Consistent with CLT, participants were faster to
identify spatially, temporally, and socially proxi-
mal (vs distal) pictures and faster to identify spa-
tially, temporally, and socially distal (vs proximal)
words on a speeded identification task (Amit
et al.,, 2009a). Furthermore, distance affected
memory for pictures vs words. Using various
dimensions of psychological distance (spatial,
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temporal, and social), Amit, Trope, Rim, and
Algom (2010) found that proximal pictures were
remembered better than distal pictures, and distal
words were remembered better than proximal
words. Thus, words and pictures behave like other
dimensions of high- and low-level construal
and are associated with distance and proximity,
respectively.

CONCLUSION

Understanding the nature of mental construal is
a central goal of many fields in psychology.
One dimension on which construals vary is veridi-
cality — the extent of correspondence between
construals and the objective attributes of the
objects they represent. Understanding what makes
construal more or less veridical has been central to
the study of perception, cognition, social psychol-
ogy, and decision making. Another dimension on
which construals vary is level, which we defined
as the extent of reduction to primary elements that
are central to a representation and omission of
incidental elements. We reviewed various mani-
festations of level of construal that differ in the
mapping of their features onto importance: cate-
gorization, primary and secondary aspects, gestalt,
distinguishing a figure from its context, subordi-
nation, theories versus noise, and digitization of
construals. Across these different manifestations
of level of construal, we suggest that the perspec-
tive of construal level enriches our understanding
of the constructs.

NOTE

nou |

1 Unlike “representation,” “construal” conveys
an active process rather than a passive reflection of
reality. This is the standard view in psychology — even
perceptual processes are subject to “top down”
influences by prior knowledge, conditioning, and
expectations.
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