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General Discussion
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The present dissertation, in four empirical chapters, employed the central 
concepts and assertions of  the Construal Level Theory (CLT; Trope 
& Liberman, 2010) to identify potential CLT based heuristics that can 
systematically influence the processing and evaluation of  likelihood, 
believability and truth perceptions of  online messages. Below, firstly, we 
summarize the findings of  each chapter. Next, we discuss the implications 
of  the findings for two main research lines: basic research on CLT on the 
one hand, and research examining online heuristics literatures in particular 
on the other hand. We conclude this section on the implications with a 
discussion on the practical implications of  the findings. Finally, we discuss 
the methodological challenges of  applying CLT to the context of  online 
information evaluation and offer insights and suggestions for future research 
that seeks to adopt a CLT approach. 

Summary of the Findings

Chapter 2: Psychological Distance Cues in Online Messages: 
Interrelatedness of  Probability and Spatial Distance
In Chapter 2 we applied the first assertion of  CLT regarding the 
interrelatedness of  the psychological distance dimensions to an online 
communication context to examine the role of  psychological distance 
cues in message processing (Bar-Anan, Liberman, Trope & Algom, 2007; 
Liberman, Trope & Stephan, 2007; Trope & Liberman, 2010). According 
to CLT, all four psychological distance dimensions are cognitively 
interrelated. Due to this interrelatedness, information about the distance on 
one psychological dimension can act as a cue for estimating the distances on 
the other dimensions. For instance, a date in the far future (i.e., far temporal 
distance) is expected to bring a distant place (i.e., far spatial distance) to mind 
rather than a proximal place (i.e., close spatial distance). In this chapter we 
focused on two psychological distance dimensions: spatial and hypothetical 
distances. 

In four experiments we measured whether people form an association 
between the spatial distance of  tweet sources and probabilities of  events 
expressed in tweet contents. Specifically, we tested whether a tweet depicting 
a high probability event would be attributed to a close by tweet source (i.e., 
implying close psychological distance) and a tweet with a low probability 
event to a distant tweet source (i.e., implying far psychological distance).

 In the first two experiments participants were provided with two tweet 



General Discussion 117

source locations – a friend living close by and a friend living far away – 
and two events described in tweets – a highly probable outcome and a less 
probable outcome. Findings from these within-subjects designs confirmed 
our expectations: participants matched tweets with tweet source locations 
based on the available psychological distances cues. In accordance with 
the CLT assertions, the tweet depicting the likely outcome was more often 
attributed to the close by source whereas the tweet depicting the unlikely 
outcome was more often attributed to the distant source. Participants 
were also more surprised when tweet source locations and tweet event 
probabilities did not have congruent psychological distances. 

However, this effect seems to hinge on the amount of  initially provided 
psychological distance information. In the following two experiments (Studies 
3 and 4), participants were provided a reduced amount of  psychological 
distance cues. Specifically, in Study 3, participants were presented with both 
tweets involving the likely and the unlikely outcome but only learned about 
one (not both, as in Studies 1 and 2) of  the sources (i.e., either the close or 
the far friend). In Study 4, all participants were informed about the two 
friends (close or far) but were given only one (not both, as in Studies 1 and 
2) of  the tweets depicting the single probability outcome (likely or unlikely). 
Results show that in Study 3, in which participants received only one spatial 
cue, the expected association between spatial and hypothetical distance cues 
was only weakly observed, and the association could not be observed in 
Study 4 in which participants received only one probability cue. 

In summary, participants utilized psychological distance cues in tweets 
and displayed expectations for highly probable events to happen in nearby 
and less probable events to happen in faraway locations. However, this 
association diminished when participants received limited psychological 
distance information. Particularly the comparison of  two probabilities 
appeared to foster the expected association.

Chapter 3: So Close No Matter How Far: The Relative Influence 
of  Spatial and Social Distance on Likelihood Perceptions of  
Online Information
Similar to Chapter 2, Chapter 3 also applied the first assertion of  CLT 
about the interrelatedness between the psychological distance dimensions 
(Bar-Anan et al., 2007; Liberman, et al., 2007; Trope & Liberman, 2010). 
In Chapter 2, we showed an association between the spatial distance of  the 
source of  a tweet and the probability of  the event shared in the tweets. In 
Chapter 3, we built on this finding by adding another psychological distance 
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dimension – social distance – to the equation. In an online survey study, we 
examined the relationship between the perceived spatial and social distance 
of  news event locations and the likelihood perceptions of  these news events. 
Specifically, we examined whether news events with ambiguous baseline 
credibility (i.e., events that do not have very high or very low plausibility, 
accuracy etc.) are systematically perceived as more or less likely simply 
depending on how spatially and socially distant they are perceived by the 
receiver. 

In line with the CLT assertions, we expected that available psychological 
distance information (i.e., spatial and social distances) would influence how 
people judge the likelihood of  the news events. Results showed that people 
perceived the ambiguous online news events as more likely to the extent 
that they occurred in countries they perceive as socially closer. When used 
as sole predictor, perceived spatial distance also significantly predicted 
likelihood perceptions; however, this effect disappeared when social distance 
was included as a second predictor. Overall, results presented in Chapter 3 
suggest that psychological distance cues can systematically influence users’ 
likelihood judgments of  online news, and that social distance information 
might be more important than spatial distance information in influencing 
these judgments. 

Chapter 4: Construal Level and Psychological Distance 
Congruency Influences Believability of  Online Information
In Chapter 4, we focused on the second main assumption of  CLT, which 
states that the psychological distance of  stimuli is interrelated with how 
concretely or abstractly they are construed (Bar-Anan, Liberman & Trope, 
2006; Fujita, Henderson, Eng, Trope & Liberman, 2006; Liberman, Trope, 
McCrea & Sherman, 2007; Liberman & Trope, 2008; Trope & Liberman, 
2010). According to CLT, psychologically close stimuli are represented 
concretely, whereas psychologically distant stimuli are represented abstractly. 
Vice versa, concrete representations can bring psychologically close situations 
to the mind, while abstract representations can bring psychologically distant 
ones. Given this association between distances and levels of  representations, 
the psychological distance of  information and people’s mindset orientations 
can be congruent or incongruent (Hansen & Wänke, 2010). When there 
is a congruency between mental representations and information, fluency 
is experienced in processing (Kim, Rao & Li, 2009). Fluency and ease 
of  processing are in turn linked to enhanced truth judgments (Alter & 
Oppenheimer, 2008; Reber & Schwarz, 1999). Accordingly, psychological 
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distance information should be perceived as truer if  processed in a congruent 
as compared to an incongruent mindset. Relatedly, a few studies initially 
tested the influence of  CLT based congruencies (e.g., congruency between 
linguistics and mindset construal) on truth outcomes in offline contexts 
and showed an enhanced truth effect for congruent conditions (Hansen & 
Wänke, 2010; Wright et al., 2012). 

Based on these findings, we conducted an online experiment to 
examine how the spatial location of  an online news item (spatially close 
vs. far) and readers’ mindset construal orientations (concrete vs. abstract) 
interact to influence the believability of  online news. Following CLT 
predictions, we expected to find enhanced believability judgments for the 
online news message when the psychological distance cues in the message 
were congruent with participants’ mindset orientations. Results partially 
confirmed our expectations. We found that the believability of  the provided 
online news report increased when participants maintained an abstract 
mindset while reading the spatially distant version. However, there was no 
effect of  congruent matching between psychological distance and construal 
level on believability for the spatially close version. Overall, Chapter 4 
provides partial evidence for a CLT based congruency heuristic, according 
to which the believability of  news messages is enhanced if  psychological 
distance cues and reader’s mindset orientation match. 

Chapter 5: Construal Level and Psychological Distance 
Congruency and Online Truth Judgments
Similar to the previous chapter, in Chapter 5, we focused on the second 
assumption of  CLT regarding the interrelatedness between psychological 
distance and construal level in an online communication context (Bar-
Anan et al., 2006; Fujita et al., 2006; Liberman et al., 2007; Liberman & 
Trope, 2008; Trope & Liberman, 2010). In a laboratory experiment, we 
manipulated the psychological distance of  a set of  tweets (spatially close 
vs. spatially far) and the readers’ mindset construal orientations (concrete 
vs. abstract) to create congruent and incongruent information-mindset 
conditions. Based on CLT assumptions and findings that link congruency 
and fluency to truth judgments (Alter & Oppenheimer, 2006; Hansen 
&Wänke, 2010; Kim, et al., 2009; Reber & Schwarz, 1999), we expected 
to see a truth enhancing effect for the congruent matches. Specifically, we 
expected tweets that involved close psychological distance cues to be rated 
more often and faster as true when read with a concrete mindset as opposed 
to an abstract one. Similarly, we expected tweets with psychologically distant 
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cues to be rated more often and faster as true when read with an abstract 
mindset. 

However, the results of  this study did not reveal the expected 
congruency effect on truth judgments and reaction times, because no 
interaction effect was observed between psychological distance cues in 
tweets and participants’ mindset construal orientations. However, we did 
observe a main effect of  psychological distance. Tweets featuring close 
psychological distance cues were rated more frequently and faster as true 
than tweets featuring far psychological distance cues. Accordingly, results of  
Chapter 5 suggest a truth-enhancing effect of  psychological closeness and 
indirectly of  concreteness, but failed to bolster the assumption of  a truth-
enhancing effect of  congruent information-mindset conditions.

Implications of the Findings

Findings of  the present dissertation have several implications for two main 
research lines. Below, firstly, we discuss the implications of  the findings for 
the CLT literature and, secondly, continue with the implications of  the 
findings for the heuristic approaches to online credibility judgments. We 
conclude this section with the potential practical implications of  the current 
findings. 

Implications for Construal Level Theory
The present dissertation holds several applied, theoretical and methodological 
implications for the CLT literature. Firstly, regarding the domain where the 
theory is applied, and to the best of  our knowledge, the present studies 
are the first to apply the CLT framework to credibility related outcomes 
(e.g., likelihood, believability, truth) in online message processing. Such an 
application of  CLT to online contexts holds important theoretical insights 
for understanding how CLT operates.

Psychological distance dimensions in online contexts.  As 
discussed in earlier chapters, CLT has not been widely examined in online 
communication contexts. However, it is important to determine whether the 
association between psychological distance dimensions, which are primarily 
based on offline experiences, transfer to online settings. According to CLT, 
people’s center of  experience roots in the here, now, with the self  and in 
reality (i.e., reality as opposed to hypothetical situations; Trope & Liberman, 
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2010) and, therefore, people’s experiences typically involve dimensions 
that share the same psychological distance. Due to the nature of  these 
experiences and what they imply for people, dimensions become cognitively 
associated. Hence, when information about one dimension is not available, 
people might routinely extrapolate the missing information from the known 
distance of  another dimension (Maglio, Trope & Liberman, 2013; Trope & 
Liberman, 2010). 

However, online communication contexts feature many situations in 
which psychological distances co-occur less consistently (Backstrom, Sun & 
Marlow, 2010; Norman, Tjomsland & Huegel, 2016; Katz & Byrne, 2013). 
For instance, online users can effortlessly follow (immersive) live stream 
events taking place in distant locations and in different time zones. They 
can also engage in direct or live conversations with previously unreachable 
socially distant others such as celebrities and politicians. While some of  these 
experiences may not be entirely new–after all one can have long distance 
conversations over the phone or watch events happening in distant locations 
on a TV– the new online technologies plausibly create more frequent and 
realistic experiences than previous media did. Accordingly, the prevalence 
of  online experiences involving incongruent dimensions might affect the 
cognitive interrelatedness principle of  psychological distance dimensions, 
and, more specifically, if  this principle still holds in an online context.

Based on our findings we firstly conclude that, in general, psychological 
distance dimensions are cognitively associated in online contexts as 
predicted by CLT. However, we also argue that for stronger associations 
to be formed, the distance dimensions or psychological distance cues need 
to be both sufficient as well as being useful or informative within the given context. 
Speaking for the first argument that psychological distance dimensions are 
cognitively associated in online contexts as predicted by CLT, in Chapter 
2, in accordance with CLT assertions, we showed that participants 
matched spatially close locations with tweets that involve likely outcomes 
and spatially distant locations with tweets that involve unlikely outcomes. 
Moreover, participants expressed more surprise for the situations that involve 
incongruent matching of  dimensions than the congruent ones (Studies 1 and 
2). Similarly, in Chapter 3, we showed that likelihood perceptions of  online 
news items were significantly predicted by social distance perceptions; the 
news events were perceived to be more likely within closer social contexts. 
These findings clearly suggest that associations between psychological 
distance dimensions are activated as expected by CLT in the processing of  
online communication.
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While our findings qualify this general pattern, they also suggest a 
boundary condition as we observed situations where the provided amount 
of  psychological distance cues did not seem sufficient to activate the 
association between the dimensions. For instance, as reported in Chapter 
2 on the distance matching effect (Studies 1 and 2), participants were given 
information about both the likely and the unlikely outcomes in tweets and 
the spatially close and far tweet sources and were able to form an association 
between these different dimensions. However, when distance dimensions 
were presented partially, the results weakened (Study 3) or completely 
disappeared (Study 4). Although inconclusive at this point due to alternative 
methodological explanations, it makes sense to suggest that presence of  
psychological distance information is not always sufficient to automatically 
activate psychological distance and to from associations with other distance 
dimensions. Specifically, this would imply, for example, that just because an 
isolated message includes an unlikely event (or information about a location, 
time etc.) people may not immediately focus on the hypotheticality of  this 
message and represent it in terms of  its psychological distance. Accordingly, 
they may not form the expected associations with other distance cues. 
Furthermore, on which psychological distance dimension people rely on 
when inferring non-provided psychological distance information seems 
to depend on the context. In Chapter 3, social distance, but not spatial 
distance, was found to be a significant predictor of  likelihood perceptions 
of  online news events. We argued that this effect was probably due to the 
stronger implications for social distance with regards to news involving 
social situations.

In summary, based on these findings, we believe that in order to 
observe an influence of  one psychological distance dimension on the 
others, the initially provided distance information needs to be recognized, 
sufficient, and meaningful. Because we generally assume that the cognitive 
interrelatedness of  psychological distances serves as the basis of  a heuristic to 
infer the believability of  information, it could be argued that the activation 
of  this heuristic is also context-specific. Only if  the initially provided 
psychological distance cue seems meaningfully related to the believability 
of  the information (e.g., as a social distance cue might seem related to the 
believability of  social events), the heuristic is activated. This logic, if  correct, 
would closely resemble the idea of  heuristics as an “adaptive toolbox” 
(Gigerenzer & Selten, 2001; Gigerenzer & Todd, 1999), which suggests 
that heuristics are domain-specific rather than being domain-general. This 
means that heuristics are utilized only under specific conditions and only 
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some of  the cues can be used to form a decision while other cues can be 
discarded.

 Primacy of  psychological distance dimensions. Another 
contribution of  the present dissertation to CLT relates to the discussion 
about the primacy of  certain dimensions and the interaction between 
dimensions when they are manipulated simultaneously. According to CLT, 
some dimensions might be more “basic or influential” than the others 
(Trope & Liberman, 2010, p.444). For instance, it is suggested that spatial 
distance might be a more central dimension given that it is learned earlier 
and it is used to understand other dimensions such as temporal distance 
(Boroditsky, 2000). Similarly, social distance is also suggested to be one of  
the more influential dimensions because the difference between the self  and 
the other – which underlies the social distance dimension – is a particularly 
strong and important cognition (Trope & Liberman, 2010). While CLT 
discusses the potential of  spatial and social distances to be more influential 
than the others, this is still speculative, because studies investigating multiple 
dimensions are very scarce (Soderberg, Callahan, Kochersberger, Amit, & 
Ledgerwood, 2014). 

The findings of  Chapter 3 contribute to the discussion about the 
primacy of  dimensions. In Chapter 3, we have tested the relative influence 
of  two “central” dimensions; spatial and social distance perceptions on the 
likelihood judgments about online news reports. In this study we found that 
social distance was a stronger predictor of  likelihood than spatial distance. 
Although not conclusive given that we neither tested all dimensions 
simultaneously nor used different contexts and outcomes, findings from 
Chapter 3 suggest that in the context of  social news events social distance 
information might be more influential than spatial distance information. 

Findings from a pilot study we conducted (see Appendix for the 
results) also support the primacy of  social distance over spatial distance 
with regards to another outcome: behavioral intentions to sign an online 
petition. In this study we observed the strongest intentions to share a petition 
when the petition was shared on social media by a socially close friend 
and when it involved a spatially close location (i.e., closing of  an animal 
shelter in Amsterdam). The second strongest intentions to sign the petition 
(significantly lower than the first situation) occurred when the close friend 
shared a petition involving a spatially distant location (i.e., closing of  an 
animal shelter in Athens). These intentions were both significantly stronger 
than when a socially distant friend shared the petition about a spatially close 
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location. The weakest intentions were observed when the socially distant 
friend shared a petition about a spatially distant location. The findings from 
this study showed that, even though social distance and spatial distance are 
both important predictors of  behavioral intentions to share a petition, social 
distance was a more influential predictor. 

Accordingly, we generally observed that social distance exerted 
a stronger influence on outcomes such as likelihood and behavioral 
intentions than spatial distance. However, we are cautious to infer from 
this observation that, social distance represents a more basic or influential 
dimension than spatial distance. It has been suggested that, after a certain 
degree of  psychological distance is perceived based on a given distance 
cue, the influence of  additional dimensions may be weakened (Maglio et 
al., 2013). In addition to this, our general observation could have resulted 
from the fact that, social distance – at least in our studies – because it was 
more informative in the provided contexts, cued the initial psychological 
distance and, therefore, reduced the effect of  additionally provided spatial 
distance information. Future studies examining the joint influence of  
several psychological distance cues on outcomes such as believability can 
benefit from paying closer attention to “context-dependency”, that is, the 
extent that cues or initially provided psychological distance information are 
meaningfully related with the general context or the “judgment task”. 

Methodological implications. Finally, the present dissertation 
offers methodological contributions to the CLT literature. Firstly, two meta-
analyses on CLT research have shown that most of  the studies that examine 
psychological distances so far only focused on the effect of  temporal distance 
dimension and have ignored other dimensions (Soderberg et al., 2014). 
Particularly studies on social and hypothetical distances are reported to be 
lacking within the CLT literature. In the present dissertation (Chapter 2 and 
Chapter 3) we contribute to this literature by examining these understudied 
dimensions. Secondly, while most studies examined the effect of  psychological 
distance on abstraction, the reverse pattern, that is, the effect of  abstraction 
on psychological distance perceptions, has not been fully investigated 
(Soderberg et al., 2014). In Chapters 4 and 5, we contributed to overcoming 
this research gap by examining the effect of  consistency between construal 
level and psychological distance information on believability and truth 
judgments. In order to test this, we firstly manipulated the mindset of  the 
user and then provided them with the psychological distance information to 
see whether construal level of  the users interacted with the evaluation of  the 
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message involving the distance information. 

Implications for the Heuristic Approaches to Online Credibility 
Judgments
The present thesis also offers important insights into research on online 
credibility judgments, leading to new avenues for future research. Aiming 
at an integrative view on the findings of  the present dissertation, we 
propose two key implications for research on online credibility heuristics 
(Metzger, Flanagin, & Medders, 2010; Metzger & Flanagin, 2013; Sundar, 
2008). Specifically, we propose two believability heuristics that users might 
commonly rely on when processing online information and that have not 
yet been introduced to the present literature. First of  these heuristics is a 
content-based “psychological distance heuristic” that relies on the perceived 
psychological distance activated by the available distance cues. The second 
one is a “cue congruency” heuristic that is based on the congruency between 
the perceived psychological distance activated by the cues and construal 
level of  mental representations. 

Psychological distance heuristic. In the present dissertation 
we have shown how perceptions of  psychological distance influences 
likelihood and truth judgements. In Chapter 2, we observed that people 
utilize psychological distance cues embedded in tweets and form a cognitive 
association between the likelihood information in message contents and 
spatial distances. Likely situations presented in tweets were associated with 
sources in close spatial distances and unlikely situations depicted in tweets 
were associated with sources in far spatial distances. In Chapter 3, we 
found that events covered in short online news reports were perceived to be 
more likely in socially close contexts. Accordingly, on the one hand, when 
presented with a likely message, people ascribe this to nearby places (and 
vice versa; Chapter 2), and on the other hand we see that people ascribe 
higher likelihoods to the same events if  they think the events are happening 
in socially close locations (and vice versa; Chapter 3). Similarly, we have also 
shown in Chapter 5, that ambiguous tweets involving events that take place 
in spatially close locations were rated more often and faster as true than 
tweets involving events taking place in spatially distant locations.  

Based on these findings showing enhanced likelihood and truth 
judgements for closer psychological distances we propose an overarching 
mechanism according to which psychological proximity increases 
believability. We assert that likelihood judgements are essentially judgments 
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about whether something could (or did) actually happen or not. For instance, 
if  we deem that an event or a situation is very likely, it means that we believe 
that it can actually occur. We would believe such an event that we deemed 
as likely more readily than an event we deemed to be unlikely. Accordingly, 
we suggest that under uncertainty, people will judge the likelihood and 
veracity of  an event described in an online message as higher (and, thus, the 
whole message as more believable) when the message primes psychological 
proximity rather than far psychological distance. Similarly, a message about 
a likely event will be associated more with situations or locations that have 
low psychological distance to the receiver and an unlikely event will be 
associated more with situations and locations that have high psychological 
distance.

The presence of  such a psychological distance heuristic is, in fact, in 
line with previous research that showed higher truth judgments for linguistic 
concreteness (Hansen & Wänke, 2010) and concrete mindsets (Wright et 
al., 2012). We think psychological proximity increases believability and 
truthiness (i.e., the subjective “gut feeling” of  truth; Newman, Garry, 
Bernstein, Kantner & Lindsay, 2012) due to a number of  related processes. 
Firstly, as suggested by CLT, psychological proximity marks the ways in 
which stimuli can be directly experienced and determines what stimuli may 
imply for people. Therefore, different distance dimensions share a common 
meaning and association (Trope & Liberman, 2010). When psychological 
proximity is cued via a distance dimension such as a close spatial or social 
distance cue, then hypotheticality dimension is also activated, leading to 
increased likelihood and relatedly believability perceptions.

 Secondly, psychological proximity may enhance likelihood and 
believability via concreteness. Psychologically close stimuli happen nearby, 
involve people similar to us, happen in a time close to now and involve 
probable situations. Naturally, we know more about things happening closer 
to our center of  experience and therefore can represent them more concretely, 
vividly and with more detail compared to distant situations. Concreteness 
has been linked with enhanced truth judgements and moreover, vividness of  
representations has been suggested to be a mediator between concreteness 
and truth judgments (Hansen, & Wänke, 2007). While not investigated 
in the present dissertation, another metacognitive process namely the 
availability heuristic might have a similar role that may link psychological 
proximity, concreteness and truth. Availability heuristic refers to the ease 
of  remembering or mentally construing events; events that can be readily 
construed are perceived to be more frequent and likely compared to events 
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that are harder to construct (Tversky & Kahneman, 1975). It is possible 
that, psychologically close situations being more concrete and vivid, land 
themselves to more “available” constructions, compared to psychologically 
distant situations. Faster truth judgments for spatially close tweets that we 
observed in Chapter 5 also seem to support the idea that we can form easier 
representations of  information that involves psychologically close contexts. 
While these potential mediating metacognitive processes require further 
investigation, we can conclude that psychological distance cues embedded 
in online messages, such as information about spatial locations and social 
distances, activate the psychological distance heuristic: if  the cues induce 
a low psychological distance, then the message will seem more likely and 
true, and, therefore, more believable than when the induced psychologically 
distance is high.

Cue congruency heuristic. The second implication of  the current 
findings for online credibility literature is the identification of  an online 
believability heuristic based on the congruency between psychological 
distance and construal level. Katz and Bryne (2013), in their theoretical 
work about potential applications of  CLT to mobile persuasion, referred 
to this type of  congruency as “cue congruency” and defined it as a match 
between the psychological distance information in messages and the level of  
abstraction in people’s mindsets. When there is cue congruency (i.e., when 
reading about a psychologically close event while maintaining a concrete 
mindset) this information is expected to be processed more fluently due to 
the interrelatedness between psychological distance and construal level as 
suggested by the CLT framework (Bar-Anan et al., 2006; Fujita et al., 2006; 
Herzog, Hansen, & Wänke, 2007; Liberman & Trope, 1998; Wakslak & 
Trope, 2009). Processing fluency refers to the feeling of  ease experienced 
during information processing and it has been linked to positive cognitions 
such as liking, confidence and truth (Alter & Oppenheimer, 2009, Reber 
& Schwarz, 1999; Winkielman, Schwarz, Fazendeiro, & Reber 2003). In 
the present dissertation we tested whether online messages involving cue 
congruency between psychological distance and mindsets would lead to 
enhanced believability judgments. Indeed, in Chapter 4 we have shown 
the initial evidence for this cue-congruency heuristic. We have found 
that ambiguous online news events were rated as more believable if  they 
happened in spatially distance locations and were read while maintaining 
an abstract mindset construal compared to a concrete mindset construal. 

While there have been some findings that showed enhanced truth 
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judgments for a congruency between psychological distance and construal 
level in offline contexts, these studies employed quite different methods 
of  achieving congruency such as matching linguistic concreteness of  
sentences with perceptual psychological distance cues (Hansen & Wänke, 
2010; Wright et al., 2012). Therefore, the findings from Chapter 4 provide 
initial evidence for the cue congruency heuristic. This suggestion is only 
tentative, of  course, as in Chapter 4, we did not find a significant effect for 
the match between the spatially close location and the concrete mindset. 
We speculated that this might be due to a failure in effectively inducing 
psychological proximity in the close distance condition. We have chosen 
United States (as participants were from the US) as the location of  the 
news event to cue spatial proximity. However, as also seen by participants’ 
distance ratings, the US were not perceived as particularly psychologically 
close. Perhaps it would have been possible to observe the cue congruency for 
the match between close psychological distance and concrete mindsets if  we 
had used more specific locations (e.g., specific cities) that could have been be 
represented more concretely and vividly. However, this remains speculative 
and requires further empirical scrutiny. 

Secondly, in Chapter 5, we tested the effects of  congruency between 
psychological distances and construal level again with a different experimental 
design but only found a main effect of  close psychological distance on 
truth perceptions. These findings add certain boundary conditions to the 
suggested cue congruency heuristic. In general, we suggest that, in order 
to see an enhancement of  believability due to cue congruency, we need to 
successfully (1) induce psychological proximity or distance with the message, 
(2) ensure that construal level orientations are successfully primed and (3) 
construal level orientations are applied to the judgment. The enhanced 
truth judgments for tweets that involve spatial proximity cues compared to 
tweets with far spatial distance cues suggests that inducing different levels 
of  psychological distance was successful in Chapter 5. It seems that either 
the primed construal level orientations were not strong enough or were 
not transferred to the judgment task. We further discuss the reasons and 
limitations of  mindset manipulations in the following sections. However, 
overall, in light of  the findings of  Chapter 4, the general assumptions 
of  CLT, existing empirical findings confirming the interrelatedness of  
psychological distance and construal levels (Bar-Anan et al., 2006; Fujita et 
al., 2006; Wakslak, Trope, Liberman, & Alony 2006; Herzog et al., 2007; 
Liberman & Trope, 1998; Liberman et al., 2007; Wakslak & Trope, 2009), 
and other initial findings from offline studies linking this interrelatedness to 
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truth (Hansen & Wänke, 2010; Wright et al., 2012), we tentatively suggest 
that cue congruency represents another relevant heuristic that influences 
online credibility judgments and deserves further empirical examination.

In conclusion, the present dissertation contributes to research on 
identifying heuristics that underlie users’ perceived credibility of  online 
messages by proposing two new heuristics based on CLT. Firstly, we showed 
that proximity induced by psychological distance cues that are embedded 
in online message content can enhance believability of  information 
under uncertainty. Secondly, we propose that the congruency between 
psychological distance cues and the construal level of  the mindset might 
shape another heuristic that potentially influences the believability of  online 
messages. Taken together, these heuristics represent an important addition 
to the list of  already suggested heuristics that are based on technology, 
user motivations, and social interactions (Metzger et al., 2010; Metzger & 
Flanagin, 2013; Sundar, 2008) by highlighting content based heuristics. In this 
case, content refers to psychological distance information that is potentially 
commonly included in online messages. 

Practical Implications
The findings of  the present dissertation hold implications for several 
online communication fields such as marketing, risk communication, and 
journalism where presence of  psychological distance cues and construal 
level of  representations can influence persuasive outcomes.

Marketing communication. As discussed briefly in the introduction 
chapter, online commerce is one of  the areas that has seen excessive growth 
in the last decade due to the developments of  online technologies. As 
commerce increasingly shifts to online settings, so does commerce related 
behaviors like word-of-mouth (WOM). Electronic word-of  mouth (eWOM) 
is a powerful form of  marketing communication and has been shown to 
affect individual level and firm level outcomes such as willingness to pay, 
levels of  trust, engagement, sales, revenues and stock prices (King, Racherla 
& Bush, 2014). Therefore, it has garnered the attention of  marketing 
professionals and researchers alike (Vermeulen & Seegers, 2009). Several 
characteristics of  eWOM make the present findings relevant for this type of  
research, namely the omnipresence of  various psychological distance cues, 
an ambiguous veracity of  information due to anonymity of  sources and 
disinformation (e.g., fake reviews), a high volume of  information, and the 
salience of  content and linguistic cues (e.g., concreteness) due to eWOM’s 



Chapter 6130

textual format (Choi, Seo & Yoon, 2017; King, et al. 2014; Malbon, 2013). 
Based on our findings we suggest that when evaluating an ambiguous 

eWOM message, presence of  psychological distance cues denoting proximity 
will increase the believability of  these messages. For instance, based on the 
suggested proximity-heuristic, we expect that a temporally close review 
that is coming from a spatially close reviewer will be judged as truer than a 
temporally and spatially distant review. Similarly, it is possible that reviews 
involving closer spatial locations in general appear more believable than 
reviews about distant locations. Next to this, if  reviews contain probability 
information, the perception of  these messages might be affected by the 
presence of  other psychological distance cues. For instance, when users read 
about a hotel review that involves a (generally) rare event, this event may be 
deemed more likely if  it happened at a hotel in a spatially distant location 
compared to a spatially close one. This, in turn, might also affect the overall 
believability of  the review.

Finally, based on the cue-congruency heuristic, it might be possible 
to boost the effectiveness of  a review by matching the construal level of  
the reader and the psychological distance of  the message. For instance, 
persuasiveness of  a review may benefit from a concrete writing style that 
focus on the “how” if  it concerns a spatially close location or if  it is about 
a recent event. In contrast, a more abstract writing style and a focus on the 
“why” factors might fit better with a spatially distant location or an event 
that is not very recent. 

Risk communication. Next to marketing communication, the 
findings of  the present dissertation hold implications for risk communication 
as well. Effective risk communication mainly aims to align objective 
estimation of  risks such as a health or an environmental risk with public’s 
own subjective perception of  the risk (Lundgren & McMakin, 2013). Given 
that risk perceptions are essentially based on making likelihood judgments, 
the present findings offer important insights into predicting risk estimations 
and for developing ways to enhance or attenuate publics’ perceptions of  
risk to create a better alignment with experts’ risk estimates. While some 
risks are more concrete as they come with easy-to-imagine and immediate 
consequences (e.g., risks of  driving under the influence), others risks are 
more abstract and feature unknown or long-term consequences (e.g., effects 
of  genetically modified foods). This makes it harder to communicate these 
risks effectively and to promote mitigation behaviors (Zwickle & Wilson, 
2013). 
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Climate change is one such abstract risk topic. Climate change features 
a high psychological distance: people tend to think that climate change 
will happen in the future, affect other people that live in distant countries, 
and perceive it as an uncertain outcome (Spence, Poortinga & Pidgeon, 
2012). It is suggested that this high psychological distance associated with 
climate change causes a barrier in engaging with mitigation behaviors 
(Lorenzoni, Nicholson-Cole & Whitmarsh, 2007; Milfont, Evans, Sibley, 
Ries & Cunningham, 2014). By using CLT, it is possible to overcome this 
psychological distance barrier in effective risk communication with regards 
to climate change. Based on our findings, we suggest that climate change and 
its consequences should be discussed with regards to psychologically close 
contexts, for instance, by describing its local, current and highly probable 
consequences (e.g., floods) instead of  relatively more distant and abstract 
outcomes (e.g., effects in distant locations or statistics). Explaining climate 
change with regards to one’s own immediate experiences or in other words 
by bringing it psychologically closer should boost associated likelihood 
and believability judgments. Similarly, cue-congruent communication that 
highlights how to tackle climate change in the near future and in local 
surroundings versus how to tackle it in the general future and on a global scale 
may effectively enhance mitigation behaviors. These recommendations can 
also be applied to communicating other risks relating to health or security 
as well. 

Journalism. Another related field where the present findings 
pose practical implications is journalism, particularly with regards to 
communicating about distant human tragedies and suffering. In general, 
disasters are distant events for the Western audiences as they mostly 
affect geographically and socially distant others (Joye, 2015). In order to 
make these foreign events more relevant, comprehensible and appealing 
to audiences, journalists adopt a practice referred to as “domestication”. 
Domestication refers framing a distant event within the local contexts of  
the audiences (Clausen, 2004; Huiberts & Joye, 2018). For instance, while 
reporting about an earthquake in a distant country such as Japan, journalists 
from Europe can interview tourists from the home country of  the viewers 
or discuss relevant issues for the home country (i.e., earthquakes and old 
nuclear plants in home country) (Joye, 2015). 

While research about mediated distant suffering and domestication has 
been growing, so far these studies mostly use discourse analysis to examine 
news reports to identify different ways of  domesticating news (Huiberts 
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& Joye, 2018). However, we believe that domestication research or other 
efforts to increase caring for distant tragedies potentially have a lot to gain 
from an understanding of  the CLT framework. For instance, a recent study 
investigating public attention and sentiment to the Ebola outbreak in 2014 
has shown that, public attention (measured by the number of  tweets sent 
from the Netherlands) only responded to the spatial and social distance of  
the real-life events relating to the epidemic (Lent, Sungur, Kunneman, van 
de Velde & Das, 2017). Specifically, rather minor events about the epidemic 
that occur in spatially close locations created more reactions than severe 
events taking place far away. Moreover, for spatially distant locations, social 
distance of  the effected parties determined public’s attention. These findings 
underlie the importance of  the psychological distance of  events for inducing 
caring or attention for important world events.

The present dissertation offers further empirical support for the 
potential usefulness of  domestication practices by underlining the role of  
psychological distance for believability outcomes. Based on the present 
dissertation we recommend the adoption of  the CLT framework for 
enhancing the communication of  distant tragedies by systematically 
targeting the different psychological distance dimensions to influence the 
concreteness of  the news messages and ultimately to bring the situation 
psychologically closer to the audience. Similarly, creating consistencies 
between the psychological distance and construal levels can also benefit 
important outcomes such as compassion felt towards to the victims and 
consequently helping behavior.

In summary, the present findings, and the resulting idea of  two 
CLT-based heuristics that drive message credibility or believability, offer 
various implications for fields such as marketing communication, risk 
communication, and journalism where psychological distance might hinder 
effective persuasion, engagement, and induction of  pro-social behavior. 
Generally, these outcomes would be enhanced by bringing the situation 
psychologically closer to the recipient. This can be achieved by making 
the psychologically proximal cues more salient in a message or focusing on 
the proximal consequences of  the situation at hand. Moreover, creating a 
consistency between the psychological distance of  information and construal 
level of  these representations (i.e., creating a “how” focus, using concrete 
language for psychologically close information and creating a “why” 
focus and using an abstract language for distant information) should ease 
information processing and increase fluency and enhance persuasiveness 
of  messages.
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Methodological Considerations and Future Research

In this final section we would like to highlight some of  the methodological 
challenges of  applying the CLT framework to understanding heuristic 
evaluations of  online messages. Being aware of  these challenges can be 
beneficial for future research that would like to adopt the CLT framework 
for examining similar outcomes.

Previous knowledge. Firstly, one of  the main challenges 
encountered in the present dissertation is to control for people’s previous 
knowledge as reliance on the suggested heuristics require people to be 
uncertain with regards to the judged information. Accordingly, this leads to 
a challenge in creating realistic stimuli (i.e., messages) without confounding 
the hypotheticality dimension or the likelihood judgments with regard to 
the message. Realistic messages generally include various concrete details 
regarding psychological distance dimensions such as specific locations, 
actors, time and events. However, as more details are included in a message, 
the hypotheticality dimension or likelihood perceptions regarding the event 
described in the message might be increasingly influenced by previous 
knowledge of  users. For instance, if  one is interested in the effect of  spatial 
distance on message believability and uses actual locations in the stimuli, 
people’s previous knowledge and existing associations about these locations 
and the events described in the message plausibly influence (and might even 
dominate) their likelihood perceptions of  the event. For example, people 
might be convinced that the temperature never raises above 40 degrees 
in London, and, thus, this belief  will dominate how they judge a related 
message, independently of  psychological distance cues (e.g., proximity, or 
congruency with a close or far away source). In these cases, the message 
will not be perceived as more or less believable because of  the distance 
information provided, but because the user firmly believes in or knows about 
the likelihood of  the described event. Such “context effects” have been 
examined with regards to certainty judgments and it has been shown that 
previously formed associations might even override objective probability 
estimates (Windschitl & Weber, 1999). For instance, due to previously 
formed associations, people might believe it is less likely to rain in Madrid 
than in London even if  confronted with weather forecasts predicting a 5% 
chance of  rain for both cities (Windschitl & Weber, 1999). Accordingly, the 
mechanisms proposed by CLT, and the suggested believability heuristics, 
seem to work best (or even at all) under uncertainty, if  people cannot rely on 
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existing knowledge to form a judgment. 
One way to counter the problem of  existing knowledge or firmly held 

beliefs when examining the role of  CLT mechanisms in the processing of  
messages is to only use objective distances such as kilometers instead of  
concrete locations (i.e., 10 km away or 100 km away instead of  Madrid or 
London) and objective event outcomes like probabilities (i.e., as in Chapter 
2) to reduce the amount of  previous knowledge people might bring to 
the situation. However, this might create rather unrealistic or artificially 
appearing stimuli and messages in turn. Another way we tried to encounter 
this issue was by pre-testing the events conveyed in messages on their 
baseline ambiguity. By only using events that consistently received a mid-
scale baseline ambiguity score (i.e., not highly likely /believable /accurate 
or unlikely /unbelievable /inaccurate) we attempted to control the inherent 
likelihood of  events described in messages while maintaining a higher level 
of  realism. However, even with pre-testing stimuli, the influence of  previous 
knowledge and existing associations on the outcome variables cannot be 
entirely dismissed. Future research may tackle this problem by looking at 
existing real-world stimuli on a large scale (e.g., content analysis of  existing 
messages such as tweets) to observe how distance dimensions interact with 
different outcomes such as credibility, liking, sharing, buying or any other 
variable of  interest (Lent et al., 2017).

Construal level manipulations. A second challenge arose when 
testing the effect of  the consistency between psychological distance of  
messages and construal level of  the users. In the present dissertation we 
attempted to create psychological distance and construal level consistency 
by manipulating the psychological distance cues in the messages and 
manipulating the construal level of  participants’ representation styles - or 
in other words - participants’ mindset construal. In order to do this, we 
followed the methodology applied in previous research (and made use of  the 
how and why task; Freitas, Gollwitzer & Trope, 2004; Fujita et al., 2006b; 
Wright et al., 2012). Other existing methods of  manipulating the construal 
level of  the mindsets include a task in which participants are required to 
provide subordinate exemplars (e.g., “An example for a furniture is ______”) 
or superordinate categories (“A table is an example of  ______”) to prime 
low-level and high-level mindsets respectively (Fujita et al., 2006; Wakslak 
& Trope, 2009). Another alternative is the Navon task, which requires 
participants to focus on local or global features of  visual stimuli (Navon, 
1977; Wakslak & Trope, 2009; Wright et al., 2012). 
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While these different methods of  priming mindset construal have been used 
in previous research, so far there has been no study that tests the effectiveness 
of  these different manipulations. Similarly, in the present dissertation we 
were also unable to achieve consistent findings regarding the how and why 
task. The lack of  systematic research on the effective ways of  manipulating 
mindset construal makes effective testing of  the cue-congruency heuristics 
more difficult. Additionally, all existing methods of  manipulating construal 
level are quite artificial and therefore difficult to integrate into practice. 
It is important to formulate ecologically valid ways of  manipulating the 
construal level and ideally in a way that does not require participants to 
complete an additional task. Specifically, the ideal situation would be to 
manipulate psychological distance cues and mindset construal within the 
same message. One way to achieve this would be to formulate messages 
with a how-focus to prime low-level and with a why-focus to prime high-
level mindsets. However, the effectiveness of  this proposal and the existing 
methods of  manipulating the mindset construal need to be scrutinized by 
further research.

Concluding Remarks

In conclusion, this dissertation contributes to the growing research on 
heuristic evaluations of  online credibility by adopting a construal level theory 
(CLT) approach. By applying the main assertions of  CLT, we showed novel 
heuristic processes that influence important credibility related outcomes 
such as likelihood, believability, and truth judgments with regards to online 
messages. Based on our findings, we firstly propose a psychological distance 
heuristic which influences the likelihood and truth judgments of  ambiguous 
online messages. As psychological distance cues denote higher levels of  
proximity, these messages will be perceived as more believable. Secondly, 
we propose a cue congruency heuristic that may enhance the believability 
of  online messages when psychological distance cues and construal level 
orientation of  the representations are congruent. These findings have 
theoretical contributions for both the CLT and online credibility literatures. 
They also have practical implications for different communication fields 
where these heuristics can be used to boost the persuasiveness of  messages 
and the engagement of  users.






