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A B S T R A C T

Due to the uncertainty and unpredictability of service experiences, customers often read other customers’ stories
in online reviews before choosing a service provider. These stories include details about the storyteller, such as
where she or he lives and when she or he experienced the service encounter. These details can make the reader
feel near to or far from the service experience described in the story. In this study, we investigate how this near
or far feeling — psychological distance — influences service expectations. Drawing from construal level theory
(CLT), we propose that psychologically distant (vs. proximal) stories enhance customers’ service expectations by
promoting a high- (vs. low-) level construal of the information presented and find broad support for this ex-
pectation using Yelp.com review data and lab experiments. This research contributes to the services marketing
literature by revealing how seemingly innocuous aspects of stories embedded in online reviews influence service
expectations.

1. Introduction

Stories convey human experiences (Levine, 2017); thus, it is a
common marketing practice to encourage customers to tell their stories
about service experiences via online platforms such as Yelp.com ((Black
& Kelley, 2009; Umashankar, Ward, & Dahl, 2017). Research suggests
that most customer reviews tell a story rather than merely describe
specific service features (Jurafsky, Chahuneau, Routledge, & Smith,
2014). Such stories are bound in time (e.g., experienced last night vs.
three months ago) and space (e.g., in town vs. out of town). Conse-
quently, consumers are likely to differ regarding how near or far they
feel (i.e., how psychologically proximal or distant they feel) from the
story being told. This study explores how the psychological distance
engendered by customer stories in reviews (hereafter, customer stories)
affects other customers’ service expectations.

The notion of psychological distance is implicit in customer stories
because such stories are not part of the reader’s direct experience
(Trope, Liberman, & Wakslak, 2007). When reading the stories of
others, consumers travel mentally along psychological distances to ex-
perience the service depicted in the story (Wong & Wyer, 2016). This
mental process is referred to as construal, while the abstractness level
that characterizes the construal is termed construal level (Norman,
Tjomsland, & Huegel, 2016). Construal level theory (CLT) postulates
that greater psychological distance induces a high or abstract (as

opposed to low or concrete) construal level, which elicits a desirable
effect (from marketers’ perspective) on subsequent consumer behaviors
(Trope & Liberman, 2000).

As Table 1 reveals, extant research to date on psychological distance
in services has primarily examined how the fit between the psychological
distance implied by the service consumption situation (e.g., purchasing
tomorrow vs. three months later) and key service attributes (e.g., tan-
gible/concrete vs. intangible/abstract features) impacts customer re-
sponses. This body of research has found that customer outcomes are
enhanced when a construal fit exists between the psychological distance
implied by the consumption situation and the attributes of the service
experience (Ding & Keh, 2017; Holmqvist, Guest, & Grönroos, 2015; Jin
& He, 2013; Pizzi, Marzocchi, Orsingher, & Zammit, 2015). On the other
hand, a related but smaller body of research has found negative impacts
of psychological distance on consumer outcomes. For example, an in-
crease in the psychological distance between a customer and a retailer
negatively affects customer outcomes (Darke, Brady, Benedicktus, &
Wilson, 2016; Lii, Pant, & Lee, 2012). Similarly, it has been found that
temporal distance, which refers to the duration between the dining time
and the review writing time, has a direct negative effect on reviewers’
restaurant evaluations (Li, Zhang, Meng, & Zhang, 2019). By contrast, it
has also been found that high construal positively influences evaluations
of the past event when reviewers write about their own experiences
(Huang, Burtch, Hong, & Polman, 2016).

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2020.01.044
Received 20 June 2019; Received in revised form 19 January 2020; Accepted 20 January 2020

⁎ Corresponding author.
E-mail addresses: nlee01@udayton.edu (N.Y. Lee), snoble@utk.edu (S.M. Noble), azablah@utk.edu (A.R. Zablah).

Journal of Business Research xxx (xxxx) xxx–xxx

0148-2963/ © 2020 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Please cite this article as: Na Young Lee, Stephanie M. Noble and Alex R. Zablah, Journal of Business Research, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2020.01.044

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/01482963
https://www.elsevier.com/locate/jbusres
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2020.01.044
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2020.01.044
mailto:nlee01@udayton.edu
mailto:snoble@utk.edu
mailto:azablah@utk.edu
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2020.01.044


Ta
bl
e
1

Su
m
m
ar
y
of
Ke
y
St
ud
ie
s
on

Th
e
Eff
ec
ts
of
Ps
yc
ho
lo
gi
ca
lD

is
ta
nc
e
on

Se
rv
ic
es
Ev
al
ua
tio
n.

St
ud
y

Th
eo
ry

O
bj
ec
t
th
at
en
ge
nd
er
s

Ps
yc
ho
lo
gi
ca
ld
is
ta
nc
e

IV
D
V

M
od
er
at
or

M
ed
ia
to
r

M
ai
n
Fi
nd
in
gs

D
ar
ke

et
al
.

(2
01
6)

CL
T

D
ir
ec
t
ex
pe
ri
en
ce
:p
hy
si
ca
l

pr
es
en
ce

(v
s.
ab
se
nc
e)
of

re
ta
ile
r

Pe
rc
ei
ve
d
ps
yc
ho
lo
gi
ca
l

di
st
an
ce

Pu
rc
ha
se
in
te
nt
io
n

N
/A

Tr
us
t

Re
du
ci
ng

ps
yc
ho
lo
gi
ca
ld
is
ta
nc
e
us
in
g
si
m
pl
e
w
eb
si
te

ta
ct
ic
s
(e
.g
.,
im
ag
es
of
offi

ce
bu
ild
in
g
or

re
ta
il
st
or
e

ow
ne
r’s

na
m
e
an
d
ap
pe
ar
an
ce
)
ov
er
co
m
in
g
di
st
ru
st

an
d
en
co
ur
ag
in
g
fir
st
-ti
m
e
pu
rc
ha
se
.

Pi
zz
ie
t
al
.

(2
01
5)

CL
T

D
ir
ec
t
ex
pe
ri
en
ce
:e
la
ps
ed

tim
e
fr
om

th
e
se
rv
ic
e

ex
pe
ri
en
ce

El
ap
se
d
tim

e
be
tw
ee
n

co
ns
um

pt
io
n
ex
pe
ri
en
ce

an
d

its
ev
al
ua
tio
n

Sa
tis
fa
ct
io
n
ju
dg
em

en
t

N
/A

N
/A

Sa
tis
fa
ct
io
n
ju
dg
em

en
ts
hi
ft
ov
er
tim

e
as
a
re
su
lt
of

th
e
di
ffe
re
nt
ps
yc
ho
lo
gi
ca
lm

ec
ha
ni
sm
s
su
ch

th
at

in
di
vi
du
al
sw

ill
as
si
gn

gr
ea
te
rw

ei
gh
tt
o
m
or
e
ab
st
ra
ct

th
an

to
m
or
e
co
nc
re
te
at
tr
ib
ut
es
w
he
n
ev
al
ua
tin
g

di
st
an
t
(v
s.
pr
ox
im
al
)
pa
st
se
rv
ic
e
ev
en
t.

D
in
g
an
d
Ke
h

(2
01
7)

CL
T

Co
ns
um

pt
io
n
si
tu
at
io
n:

vo
uc
he
r
ex
pi
ra
tio
n
da
te
,k
ey

at
tr
ib
ut
e
ta
ng
ib
ili
ty
.

Co
ns
um

er
co
ns
tr
ua
ll
ev
el

Se
rv
ic
e
ev
al
ua
tio
n,

w
ill
in
gn
es
s
to
pa
y

Se
rv
ic
e
ty
pe

(e
xp
er
ie
nc
e
vs
.

cr
ed
en
ce
)

Im
ag
er
y
vi
vi
dn
es
s

Co
ns
um

er
s
w
ith

hi
gh

(v
s.
lo
w
)
co
ns
tr
ua
ll
ev
el
re
ly

m
or
e
on

in
ta
ng
ib
le
(v
s.
ta
ng
ib
le
)
at
tr
ib
ut
es
in
se
rv
ic
e

ev
al
ua
tio
n,
w
hi
ch

is
m
ed
ia
te
d
by

im
ag
er
y
vi
vi
dn
es
s

Ji
n
an
d
H
e

(2
01
3)

CL
T

Co
ns
um

pt
io
n
si
tu
at
io
n:

pu
rc
ha
se
tim

e
Sc
op
e
of
gu
ar
an
te
e
(f
ul
lv
s.

sp
ec
ifi
c)

Ev
al
ua
tio
ns

of
se
rv
ic
e

Pu
rc
ha
se
de
ci
si
on

tim
ef
ra
m
e

G
ua
ra
nt
ee
us
ef
ul
ne
ss

Fu
ll
sa
tis
fa
ct
io
n
gu
ar
an
te
es
m
or
e
st
ro
ng
ly
in
flu
en
ce

de
ci
si
on
s
in
th
e
di
st
an
tf
ut
ur
e,
w
hi
le
at
tr
ib
ut
e-
sp
ec
ifi
c

gu
ar
an
te
es
m
or
e
st
ro
ng
ly
in
flu
en
ce

de
ci
si
on
s
in
th
e

ne
ar
fu
tu
re
.

Ji
n
et
al
.

(2
01
4)

CL
T

Re
vi
ew

po
st
in
g
da
te

Re
vi
ew

po
st
in
g
da
te

Pe
rc
ei
ve
d
in
flu
en
ce

of
re
vi
ew

Pu
rc
ha
se
de
ci
si
on

tim
ef
ra
m
e

Co
ns
um

er
en
ga
ge
m
en
t
in
to
a

re
vi
ew

Re
ce
nt
(v
s.
ou
td
at
ed
)
re
vi
ew

s
ar
e
re
pr
es
en
te
d
at
a

re
la
tiv
el
y
lo
w
er
(v
s.
hi
gh
er
)
co
ns
tr
ua
ll
ev
el
w
hi
ch

m
at
ch
es
th
e
tim

ef
ra
m
e
of
th
e
ne
ar
(v
s.
di
st
an
t)
-fu
tu
re

co
ns
um

pt
io
n
de
ci
si
on
.T
hi
s
co
ns
tr
ua
lfi

t,
in
tu
rn
,

en
ha
nc
es
co
ns
um

er
pr
ef
er
en
ce
s
th
ro
ug
h
co
ns
um

er
en
ga
ge
m
en
t.

M
ia
o
an
d

M
at
til
a

(2
01
3)

CL
T

Co
ns
um

pt
io
n
si
tu
at
io
n:
sp
at
ia
l

pr
ox
im
ity

fr
om

th
e
ot
he
r

cu
st
om

er

Be
ha
vi
or
s
of
ot
he
r
cu
st
om

er
s

Se
rv
ic
e
en
co
un
te
r

sa
tis
fa
ct
io
n

Ps
yc
ho
lo
gi
ca
ld
is
ta
nc
es
fr
om

ot
he
r
cu
st
om

er
s

N
/A

Th
e
eff
ec
t
of
ot
he
r
cu
st
om

er
s’
ne
ga
tiv
e
be
ha
vi
or
s
on

th
e
fo
ca
lc
us
to
m
er
’s
se
rv
ic
e
en
co
un
te
rs
at
is
fa
ct
io
n
an
d

sy
m
bo
lic

em
ot
io
na
lr
es
po
ns
es
ar
e
m
or
e
pr
on
ou
nc
ed

in
th
e
cl
os
e
(r
at
he
r
th
an

di
st
an
t)
di
st
an
ce

co
nd
iti
on
.

St
ud
y

Th
eo
ry

O
bj
ec
t
th
at
en
ge
nd
er
s

ps
yc
ho
lo
gi
ca
ld
is
ta
nc
e

IV
D
V

M
od
er
at
or

M
ed
ia
to
r

M
ai
n
Fi
nd
in
gs

H
ol
m
qv
is
t

et
al
.

(2
01
5)
*

CL
T;
va
lu
e

cr
ea
tio
n

Co
ns
um

pt
io
n
si
tu
at
io
n:
fu
tu
re

se
rv
ic
e
in
te
ra
ct
io
n

Ps
yc
ho
lo
gi
ca
ld
is
ta
nc
e

Se
rv
ic
e
ex
pe
ct
at
io
n,

w
ill
in
gn
es
s
to
in
te
ra
ct
io
n

N
/A

N
/A

G
re
at
er
ps
yc
ho
lo
gi
ca
ld
is
ta
nc
e
he
lp
s
w
ith

un
de
rs
ta
nd
in
g
of
co
m
pl
ex

co
nt
ex
t-s
pe
ci
fic

fe
at
ur
es
of

th
e
se
rv
ic
e
in
te
ra
ct
io
n.

H
ua
ng

et
al
.

(2
01
6)

CL
T

Co
ns
um

pt
io
n
ex
pe
ri
en
ce
s;

re
st
au
ra
nt
lo
ca
tio
n
an
d
th
e

tim
e
w
he
n
th
e
re
st
au
ra
nt
is

vi
si
te
d.

G
eo
gr
ap
hi
ca
ld
is
ta
nc
e
(i
.e
.,

di
st
an
ce

be
tw
ee
n
re
vi
ew

w
ri
te
r
an
d
th
e
re
st
au
ra
nt

be
in
g
re
vi
ew

ed
);

Re
vi
ew

st
ar
ra
tin
g
(r
at
ed

by
re
vi
ew

er
).

Te
m
po
ra
ld
is
ta
nc
e
(i
.e
.,

au
th
or
in
g
re
vi
ew

af
te
rl
en
gt
hy

de
la
y)

Co
ns
tr
ua
ll
ev
el

Th
e
eff
ec
to
fo
ne

ps
yc
ho
lo
gi
ca
ld
is
ta
nc
e
in
cr
ea
se
s
th
e

eff
ec
to
ft
he

ot
he
r
ps
yc
ho
lo
gi
ca
ld
is
ta
nc
es
on

re
vi
ew

po
si
tiv
ity

by
am

pl
ify
in
g
co
ns
um

er
s’
hi
gh
-le
ve
l

co
ns
tr
ua
l.

Va
n
La
er

et
al
.

(2
01
8)

N
ar
ra
tiv
e

Tr
an
sp
or
ta
tio
n

Li
ng
ui
st
ic
Co
nt
en
ts

N
ar
ra
tiv
e
Co
nt
en
ts

A
tt
itu
de

to
w
ar
d
a
st
or
y

N
/A

N
ar
ra
tiv
e

Tr
an
sp
or
ta
tio
n

Re
vi
ew

s
w
ith

de
ve
lo
pe
d
ch
ar
ac
te
rs
an
d
ev
en
ts
as
w
el
l

as
m
or
e
em

ot
io
na
lly

ch
an
gi
ng

ge
nr
es
an
d
dr
am

at
ic

ev
en
t
or
de
rs
ar
e
m
or
e
pe
rs
ua
si
ve

in
te
rm
s
of

tr
an
sp
or
tin
g
cu
st
om

er
s
to
th
e
st
or
y.

Li
et
al
.

(2
01
9)

CL
T

Co
ns
um

pt
io
n
ex
pe
ri
en
ce
:

di
ni
ng

tim
e

Pr
io
r
av
er
ag
e
re
vi
ew

ra
tin
g,

nu
m
be
r
of
pr
io
r
re
vi
ew

ra
tin
gs
.

Co
ns
um

er
re
vi
ew

ra
tin
g

(i
.e
.,
re
st
au
ra
nt
ev
al
ua
tio
n

ba
se
d
on

th
ei
r
vi
si
t

ex
pe
ri
en
ce
s)

Re
vi
ew

te
m
po
ra
ld
is
ta
nc
e

(i
.e
.,
tim

e
di
ffe
re
nc
e
be
tw
ee
n

di
ni
ng

tim
e
an
d
re
st
au
ra
nt

ev
al
ua
tio
n)

N
/A

Co
ns
um

er
s’
re
st
au
ra
nt
ev
al
ua
tio
n
is
in
flu
en
ce
d
by

pr
io
r
av
er
ag
e
re
vi
ew

s
an
d
re
vi
ew

in
g
te
m
po
ra
l

di
st
an
ce
s
ne
ga
tiv
el
y
in
flu
en
ce
s
on

co
ns
um

er
s’

re
st
au
ra
nt
ev
al
ua
tio
n.

Li
ie
t
al
.

(2
01
2)

CL
T

Co
ns
um

pt
io
n
si
tu
at
io
n:

se
rv
ic
e
pr
ov
id
er
fa
m
ili
ar
ity

Pe
rc
ei
ve
d
se
rv
ic
e
re
co
ve
ry

eff
or
t

W
O
M
an
d
re
pu
rc
ha
se

in
te
nt
io
n.

Ps
yc
ho
lo
gi
ca
ld
is
ta
nc
e

Sa
tis
fa
ct
io
n,
fir
m

tr
us
t

Im
pa
ct
of
fir
m
’s
se
rv
ic
e
re
co
ve
ry
eff
or
to
n
sa
tis
fa
ct
io
n

an
d
tr
us
ti
n
th
e
fir
m
w
ill
be

gr
ea
te
rw

he
n
th
e
de
gr
ee
of

ps
yc
ho
lo
gi
ca
ld
is
ta
nc
es
(i
.e
.,
fa
m
ili
ar
ity

an
d
si
m
ila
ri
ty

w
ith

th
e
se
rv
ic
e
pr
ov
id
er
)
is
lo
w
.

Th
is
st
ud
y

CL
T

M
en
ta
lr
ep
re
se
nt
at
io
n
of

an
ot
he
r
cu
st
om

er
s
st
or
y

Ps
yc
ho
lo
gi
ca
ld
is
ta
nc
e

Se
rv
ic
e
ex
pe
ri
en
ce

ex
pe
ct
at
io
n

Se
rv
ic
e
Ty
pe
;c
re
de
nc
e
vs

ex
pe
ri
en
ce

H
ig
h
co
ns
tr
ua
l

D
is
ta
l(
vs
.p
ro
xi
m
al
)
st
or
ie
s
en
ha
nc
es
se
rv
ic
e

ex
pe
ct
at
io
ns

th
ro
ug
h
hi
gh

co
ns
tr
ua
l.

N
ot
es
:N

/A
=

no
ta
pp
lic
ab
le
;

*
Co
nc
ep
tu
al
pa
pe
r.

N.Y. Lee, et al. Journal of Business Research xxx (xxxx) xxx–xxx

2



While these foundational studies have established that the psycho-
logical distance that customers feel from their own service experiences
plays an important role in shaping their exchange outcomes, the extant
literature has so far been silent on how the psychological distance that
customers feel from other customers’ experiences (as conveyed in cus-
tomer stories) affects their service expectations (and, by extension, their
service outcomes). This is an important knowledge gap that needs
further exploration because the indirect experience gained through
customer stories has been shown to significantly impact readers’
choices of service providers (Kirmani, Hamilton, Thompson, & Lantzy,
2017), and psychological distance cues (i.e., time or place/when or
where the service experience occurred) are pervasive in almost all (if
not all) customer stories.

To begin to address this important knowledge gap, this study seeks
to answer the following research question: What impact does the psy-
chological distance conveyed by customer stories have on readers’
service expectations? Building on CLT and the understanding that (1)
service experiences in a review are bound in space and time (Jin, Hu, &
He, 2014), (2) psychological distance permeates nearly all customer
stories, and (3) high construal (as opposed to low construal) enables
customers to transport themselves to the reviewer’s service experience,
we propose that psychologically distant stories (henceforth, distal
stories) have a greater impact on consumers’ service expectations (than
proximal stories) by promoting a high-level construal of the informa-
tion presented in the story. Simply put, we anticipate that customer
stories about service experiences occurring a few months ago (vs. last
night) or out of town (vs. in town) will promote high-level construal
and, thus, have a significantly greater impact on readers’ service ex-
pectations than proximal (or low-level construal) stories. We refer to
this process as a distal story effect mechanism and examine this phe-
nomenon across four studies using a chain-of-experiments approach
(Lamberton & Diehl, 2013) in both field and lab settings.

The first two studies employ a moderation-of-process approach
(Spencer, Zanna, & Fong, 2005) using data culled from Yelp.com (Study
1) and a controlled lab experiment (Study 2) to establish how the
psychological distance induced by service type (i.e., credence vs. ex-
perience service) alters readers’ responses to other customers’ stories.
Studies 3A and 3B measure a conceptual mediator (i.e., narrative
transportation, which refers to the extent to which consumers are being
carried away by the story; Van Laer, Visconti, & Wetzels, 2014) and,
thus, establish the mediation mechanism that accounts for the effects of
psychological distance on readers’ responses to other customers’ stories.
To establish the robustness of our results, service expectations are op-
erationalized in varying ways across the studies, including review
usefulness (Study 1), rapport with frontline employees (Studies 2, 3A
and 3B), and overall service provider evaluations (Studies 3A and 3B).
Across all these studies, we find broad empirical support for our ex-
pectation that as a story’s psychological distance increases, so too do
readers’ expectations about the quality of service that a firm provides.

This article makes several theoretical and practical contributions.
First, we add to the extant literature on psychological distance in ser-
vices by revealing that the psychological distance in a customer’s story
has a desirable effect on readers’ (i.e., potential customers’) service
expectations. This finding is counterintuitive and at odds with prior
research, which suggests that psychological distance reduces desirable
customer outcomes (Darke et al., 2016). Second, we expand the types of
objects from which consumers experience psychological distance.
Whereas previous studies have examined psychological distance from
consumers’ own consumption situations (e.g., a ticket purchase for to-
morrow vs. a year later), this study examines the psychological dis-
tances that consumers experience from other customers’ consumption
experiences. Third, we contribute to CLT and the narrative transpor-
tation literature through theory extension. To the best of our knowl-
edge, this study is the first to integrate CLT and narrative transportation
theories into explanations of story effects on consumers. Finally, our
work offers managerially relevant insights on how to effectively convey

positive service experiences. Drawing on our findings, managers might
increase story effects by soliciting customer stories after a prescribed
delay period or by soliciting stories that are associated with high-level
construal, such as sharing emotional experiences rather than focusing
on conveying the concrete benefits derived from the service encounter.

2. CLT and the distal story effect mechanism

CLT lays the theoretical groundwork for the proposed distal story
effect mechanism, which explains how consumers’ service encounter
expectations are created on the basis of other customers’ stories. CLT
postulates that psychological distance (i.e., a subjective experience that
something is close to or far away from the self, here, and now) yields
construal effects such that psychologically distant (proximal) events are
represented at a high (low) construal level (Förster, Friedman, &
Liberman, 2004). According to CLT, consumers should experience
psychological distance when they attempt to understand the perspec-
tives or past/future events of others because they generate feelings that
are far from the self, or the here and now (Trope & Liberman, 2000). As
such, CLT informs our study that all customer stories are psychologi-
cally distant and, thus, construed at a relatively high level in some
manner (Trope et al., 2007). That is, high construal should be an un-
derlying process mechanism of the mental representation of story
events. A theoretical extension of this high construal process me-
chanism is that stories that engender greater psychological distance
(i.e., distal stories) will induce high construal to a greater extent, and,
thus, will facilitate the mental representation of the story and have a
greater impact on prospective consumers. Building on this line of rea-
soning, we propose a distal story effect mechanism, which posits that
distal stories will have a greater impact on consumers (than proximal
stories) by inducing a high (rather than low) construal level.

3. The usefulness of stories about service experiences

Researchers have used the terms “narratives,” “stories,” and “word-
of-mouth” interchangeably as though they were synonyms (Volkman &
Parrott, 2012); however, they have consistently defined a story as a
storyteller’s account of incidents or events resulting in a transition from
an initial state to a later state (Bennett & Royle, 2004; Van Laer et al.,
2014). Corresponding to this definition, Van Laer et al. (2014) suggest
that story elements include characters (i.e., a storyteller), a plot (i.e., a
sequence of events), setting (i.e., the situation to which the storyteller
connects), climax (i.e., modulation of dramatic intensity), and out-
comes (i.e., resolutions or frustrations). Similarly, Thompson (1997)
postulates descriptions of place, sequence of events, and characters’
feelings and thoughts about the events as key story components. The
story elements identified in these studies suggest that customer reviews
convey service experiences in the form of stories. Indeed, story elements
are particularly effective in conveying service experiences because the
main character (i.e., reviewer) and sequence of events (e.g., service
script) are critical to portraying service experiences (Matilla, 2000).

Recent studies support the idea that stories are effective at con-
veying service experiences, finding that narrativity (i.e., the extent to
which a review tells a story) in customer reviews significantly impacts
the story’s perceived usefulness (Van Laer, Edson Escalas, Ludwig, &
Van den Hende, 2018). When consumers are able to accurately un-
derstand service experiences based on these stories, they will view them
as useful (i.e., perceive reviews as being helpful in learning or making
decisions; Weiss, Lurie, & MacInnis, 2008) when evaluating service
providers (Chen & Lurie, 2013). Consistent with this finding, we predict
that readers perceive customer reviews to be more useful when they use
stories to convey the writer’s service experience. From a service mar-
keting perspective, review usefulness is an important outcome because
useful reviews serve as a basis for creating service provider expectations
(Kirmani et al., 2017) and determining the relative persuasiveness of
the reviews (Van Laer et al., 2018). Consistent with the preceding
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exposition, we assert that stories are particularly effective at conveying
past customers’ experiences; thus, the usefulness of a review rating will
increase as its content approximates that of a typical story. Thus, we
propose:

H1. As the number of story elements in a customer review increases, the
usefulness of the customer review increases.

4. Construal level and service types

In this research, we propose that distal stories will have a greater
impact on consumers’ service expectations (relative to proximal stories)
by promoting a high-level (i.e., abstract) construal of the story in-
formation. Drawing from CLT, we also theorize that the type of service
reviewed in a story (i.e., experience vs. credence service; see below)
provides a boundary condition that shapes the proposed effect.
Specifically, using a moderation-of-process approach, we anticipate
that the effect of distal stories on customers’ service expectations will be
mitigated or blocked (Spencer et al., 2005) when outcomes associated
with a service experience are concrete or certain.

A well-established service industry typology categorizes services as
either experience or credence services based on uncertainty regarding
service outcomes (Keh & Pang, 2010). Consumers evaluate experience
services (e.g., haircuts, restaurant visits, and hotel stays) with con-
fidence because they can gain tangible and concrete service outcomes
after consuming these experiences (Mattila, 2000). Thus, experience
services are mentally represented in more concrete terms or at low
construal. However, consumers are not confident in their evaluations of
credence services (e.g., doctors or realtors), even after some trial has
occurred (Ostrom & Iacobucci, 1995), as credence services are mentally
represented in more abstract terms via high construal due to the in-
trinsic uncertainty and risk perceptions associated with them (Keh &
Pang, 2010). Building on this line of reasoning, we expect that con-
sumers will mentally represent credence services at a high construal
level, which will then enhance the extent to which stories are re-
constructed. Combined with the high construal engendered by the
psychological distance of these stories (i.e., distal stories), high con-
strual-engendered credence services will have a greater impact on
consumers’ service expectations. However, in the case of stories fo-
cusing on experience services, distal stories will operate on a lower
construal level because their outcomes are more concrete or tangible.
Thus, we propose:

H2a. Distal (vs. proximal) stories have a greater impact on the rated
usefulness of customer reviews for credence services than for
experience services.

5. Construal level and affect-based service expectations

As another important outcome of the distal story effect mechanism,
we consider affect- based service expectations. When consumers con-
strue the event in a story, they take the protagonist’s (i.e., storyteller’s)
perspective (Green & Brock, 2000). Research shows that placing oneself
in a story for mental simulation generates affective responses. For ex-
ample, consumers show more affective responses to ads that stimulate
mental simulation of a product usage situation (Bone & Ellen, 1992;
Taylor & Schneider, 1989). In our study context, we operationalize
affect-based service expectations in response to a story as the expected
rapport established with frontline employees (FLEs). Service expecta-
tions are defined as “the predictions made by consumers about what is
likely to happen during transactions” (Parasuraman, Zeithaml, & Berry,
1988). Thus, rapport established with FLEs, which refers to the enjoy-
able interactions between a customer and FLEs (Gremler & Gwinner,
2008), could be a critical determinant of expected service experiences
(Gremler & Gwinner, 2000; Winsted, 1997). Moreover, rapport is
formed based on affect from interactions and one of the major

consequences of service interactions (Hennig-Thurau, Groth, Paul, &
Gremler, 2006). Thus, we propose expected customer-FLE rapport as an
important consequence of distal story effects. Formally:

H2b. Distal (vs. proximal) stories have a greater impact on expected
customer-FLE rapport for credence services than for experience
services.

6. High construal and narrative transportation

Our proposed high construal explanation for distal story effects is
consistent with narrative transportation accounts regarding the effects
of stories. Green and Brock (2000) define narrative transportation as
the mental state of being carried away by a story, arguing that it is a key
process mechanism of story effects. Supporting their theory, subsequent
research has documented empirical findings showing that a story
achieves persuasion through narrative transportation (Van Laer et al.,
2014). A key theoretical account of story effects based on narrative
transportation is that persuasion is achieved through transportation
when individuals are disconnected from their previous experiences and
the distinction between the real and story worlds becomes blurred
(Green & Brock, 2000). This suggests that transportation occurs when
consumers distance the self from the here and now and then place the
self into the there and then where a customer story is situated. As such,
narrative transportation occurs with psychological distance, making it a
likely proxy for high construal. If our proposed high construal me-
chanism for story effects hold, we can predict that distal (vs. proximal)
stories will enhance narrative transportation, ultimately enhancing
service experience expectations.

We operationalize the service expectations resulting from narrative
transportation as an overall service provider evaluation, in addition to
the expected rapport with FLEs. People have substantially more positive
evaluations of an event when they take the distal (vs. proximal) per-
spective (Pizzi et al., 2015). For example, expectations of personal
events or recollections of past events are more positive than actual
experience itself (Mitchell, Thompson, Peterson, & Cronk, 1997). Such a
“rosy view” from distal perspectives will generate more positive eva-
luations of service providers, since the anticipated positive experiences
gained by transportation tend to be transferred to the evaluation of the
target object (Malaviya & Sternthal, 2008; Mitchell et al., 1997).
Building on this line of reasoning, we propose:

H3. A distal (vs. proximal) story enhances narrative transportation,
which results in increased (a) rapport with FLEs and (b) overall service
provider evaluation.

We test our predictions (see Fig. 1 for our conceptual framework)
regarding distal story effects by manipulating temporal (Study 2 and
3A) and spatial (Study 1 and 3B) distance. We focus on these two di-
mensions for two reasons: (1) they are particularly relevant to service
experiences, which are defined along time and space dimensions (Keh &
Pang, 2010); and (2) they are psychological distance cues commonly
found in online platforms (e.g., posting dates and descriptions of the
timing and place of service experiences). Study 1 examines customer
reviews culled from Yelp.com to test H1 and H2a. The subsequent
studies test the process mechanism of high construal for distal story
effects using a chain-of-experiments approach (Lamberton & Diehl,
2013). We test the mediation mechanism of high construal using a
moderation-of-process approach (Studies 1 and 2) and a measurement-
of-mediation approach (Studies 3A and 3B).

7. Study 1: Customer stories and high construal mediation
through service type

The purpose of Study 1 is to test both H1 (the impact of customer
review story elements on the perceived usefulness of a review) and H2a
(moderating role of service type to establish the distal story effect
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mechanism). Support for H1 will confirm our fundamental assumption
that customer reviews include story elements (i.e., are indeed stories),
which is a critical premise of our research on which subsequent studies
are built upon. Support for H2a will demonstrate the high construal
mediation mechanism of distal story effects.

7.1. Customer stories in a customer review

7.1.1. Design and procedure
To examine whether the extent to which a customer review tells a

story increases perceived usefulness of the review, we randomly sam-
pled 744 customer reviews from Yelp.com culled from 28 service pro-
viders located in three cities across the U.S. Among them, 80 reviews
that complain of service failures were excluded, resulting in 664 re-
views for analysis. The service providers were from five different in-
dustries: real estate agency (119 reviews), hair salon (96 reviews), hotel
(136 reviews), dental office (152 reviews), and auto mechanics (161
reviews).

We focused on 664 positive (as opposed to negative or service
failure) reviews to test our hypothesis for several reasons1. First, we
wanted to avoid introducing valence as a third factor that might have
obscured the proposed theoretical effects. Research grounded in CLT
has found that valence is associated with construal level (Trope &
Liberman, 2000), such that negativity (positivity) activates a more
concrete (abstract) mindset (White, MacDonnell, & Dahl, 2011).
Second, we speculated that negativity effects could override story ef-
fects because negative reviews are more valued than positive reviews
(Chen & Lurie, 2013). Hence, we determined that our focus on positive
reviews only was most appropriate for isolating the psychological me-
chanisms at play. Third, we focused on positive rather than negative
reviews because positive reviews are more prevalent than negative ones
(Fowler & Avila, 2009). Researchers have found that most customer
reviews are positive, such that 90% of Yelp reviews are positive, and
only 10% are negative (Chen & Lurie, 2013).

To test H1, we first measured our independent variable, the number

of story elements in a customer review, by calculating the story element
score. Concerning the story elements, we coded each of the following
based on the definition of the story set forth by Van Laer et al. (2014): a
character (i.e., reviewer), plot (i.e., a sequence of events), setting (i.e.,
the situation that the reviewer connects to), climax (i.e., modulation of
dramatic intensity of the plot), and outcomes (i.e., the end states of the
plot derived from the character’s service experiences, such as satisfac-
tion, recommendations, or revisit intention). See Table 2 for the defi-
nition and operationalization of each element. After coding each ele-
ment from each review text (1 = present, 0 = not present), we
calculated the story element score by summing the number of story
elements identified in each customer review. We then tested the re-
lationships between the story element scores and usefulness counts.
Consumers who read a story rate a review as “useful” if the review
content provided a basis for a choice of service provider (Kirmani et al.,
2017). To summarize, “useful” counts imply the extent to which the
story conveys experiences; thus, H1 is supported if a regression of
usefulness counts on the story element scores shows a significantly
positive relationship.

Since standard OLS regression would likely produce distorted re-
sults due to the violation of heteroscedasticity and normal distribution
assumptions common in count data (Coxe, West, & Aiken, 2009), we
regressed the useful counts on the story element scores using a Poisson
regression. To isolate the effects of narrativity, we coded and controlled
supplementary information that could bias the story effects: review
length and posting age (Pan & Zhang, 2011), use of photo (Weathers,
Sharma, & Wood, 2007), differences in the service provider
(Umashankar et al., 2017), and reviewer gender, which could influence
perceived similarity with a reviewer (Van den Hende, Dahl,
Schoormans, & Snelders, 2012). Thus, our model tested as follows:

USEFULNESS (count) = f (STORY ELEMENTS SCORE, LENGTH,
POSTING AGE,
PHOTO, SERVICE PROVIDER, REVIEWER GENDER)

Where USEFULNESS (count) = total number of usefulness ratings;
STORY ELEMENTS SCORE = number of story elements;
LENGTH = word count in each review;

POSTING AGE = the date the review was posted; PHOTO= 1 if the
review includes a photo and 0 otherwise; SERVICE PROVI-
DER = service providing company coded as a categorical variable from
1 to 27; REVIEWER GENDER = 1 if female and 0 otherwise.

7.1.2. Results and discussion
We first examined the descriptive statistics of story elements. The

mean story element scores of 664 customer reviews that we randomly
selected is 2.24 (SD= 1.29). More specifically, 88.7% of reviews scored

Psychological 
Distance

Service Experience 
Expectation

Credence (vs. 
Experience) 

Services 

H1 

H2A, H2B 

H3A, H3B 

Narrative 
Transportation

Distal vs. Proximal Story Customer Review Usefulness  
Expected Customer-Employee Rapport  

Expected Overall Service Provider Evaluation 

Construal Level

Fig. 1. Conceptual framework. Note: Service experience expectation was measured as customer review usefulness (Study 1), expected customer-employee rapport
(Study 2, 3A, 3B), and expected overall service provider evaluation (Study 3A, 3B).

1 We tested our hypotheses using 80 negative reviews that we dropped. As we
speculated, the results suggest a probable impact of negativity on the construal
level. The interaction pattern between psychological distance and service type
was flipped (β = −1.75, p< .001) in the negative reviews, such that, distal
story increases perceived usefulness of an experiential service story, but it
slightly reduces the usefulness of a credence service story. This flipped inter-
action suggests that valence influences construal level such that negativity ac-
tivates low construal (White, MacDonnel, and Dahl 2011). We need to exercise
caution in the interpretation of this test results due to the lack of power,
however, we should note that negativity comes into play as a third factor that
influences story effect.
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2 or above, 70.2% reviews scored 3 or above, and 47.3% of reviews
scored 4 or above. 24.2% of the reviews scored 5 and only 11.3% of the
review scored 0, which suggests that majority of customer reviews have
some story elements.

To test H1, we ran the Poisson regression model that we specified in
the previous section. The results support that our model is significant
( 2=372.99, p < .001, df = 6). After controlling for length, posting
age, photo, service provider, and reviewer gender, we found a sig-
nificant coefficient for a story element score (β = 0.12, p < .001).
Concerning the control variables, the effects of review length (β = . 00,
p < .001), inclusion of photo (β = 0.91, p < .001), and reviewer
gender (β = 0.57, p < .001) showed significant coefficients for use-
fulness. Coefficient of posting age (β = 0.00, p = n.s.) and service
provider (β = . 00, p= n.s.) were not significant. These results suggest
that for each additional story element a review included, the review
received 1.13 times more “useful” counts with statistical significance
(e.122 = 1.13, p < .001; see Table 3). These results support H1.

7.2. High construal mediation through service type moderation

After confirming that the rated usefulness of customer reviews in-
creased as the number of story elements increased, we proceeded to test
the proposed distal story effect mechanism (H2a) using a moderation-
of-process design approach (Spencer et al., 2005). Although we theo-
rized high construal as a mediating variable, capturing the construal
level as a mediator was unlikely to be successful (Lamberton & Diehl,
2013). Thus, we tested service type (i.e., credence vs. experience)
moderation to examine the mediating role of construal. According to
this approach, distal story effects will be weakened when high construal
is blocked (MacKinnon & Fairchild, 2009). Thus, H2a will be supported
if we find that distal story effects hold for credence services but not for
experience services.

7.2.1. Design and procedure
To examine mediation of high construal, we tested the interaction

between psychological distance (proximal vs. distal) and service type
(credence vs. experience). We operationalized psychological distance as
spatial distance based on the perceived geographical proximity between
reviewer and service provider; if reviewers are in the same city with
service providers, we coded them as a proximal distance (0) and a distal
distance otherwise (1). Since consumers who read a customer review
take the storyteller’s perspectives (Green & Brock, 2000), they will
perceive that service provider is near (vs. away) when it is located in
town (vs. out of town).

Concerning the service type, we identified and coded realtors,
dental offices, and auto mechanics as credence services (1) and hotels
and hair salons as experience services (0) following generally accepted
service type criteria (Hsieh, Chiu, & Chiang, 2005; Ostrom & Iacobucci,
1995). As a result, we obtained 232 reviews from credence services and
432 from experience services. Concerning the reviews with spatial
distance, 392 were proximal stories, and 272 were distal stories.

As a first step in testing the mediation mechanism using the mod-
eration-of-process design approach (Spencer et al., 2005), we examined
spatial distance ×service type interaction using usefulness count as an
outcome variable. Thus, we ran a Poisson regression followed by sub-
group analysis, which has been widely used to identify moderator
variables and to decompose interaction patterns. This approach is ad-
visable for this study in particular, since a categorical × categorical
interaction term in Poisson regression could have a few pitfalls in the
interpretation (Sharma, Durand, & Gur-Arie, 1981). Thus, following the
subgroup comparison procedure by Sharma et al. (1981), we first split
the dataset based on the service type. In each subgroup, credence and
experience service, we conducted a Poisson regression to test the im-
pact of spatial distances on usefulness. Thereafter, we compared distal
story effects in each service type based on the coefficients for each
subgroup. If distal story effects are positive and larger in credence
services than in experiential services, this study provides evidence of a
process mechanism.

7.2.2. Results and discussion
Consistent with Hypothesis 2a, the spatial distance ×service type

interaction was marginally significant (β = 0.27, p = .06). To de-
compose the interaction pattern, we conducted subgroup analysis and
compared the coefficient of Poisson regression. In the credence service
groups, as spatial distance increased, story usefulness also increased
(β = 0.21, p = .06). Conversely, in the experience service group, the
distal story effect was not significant (β = -. 01, p > .8). The results
suggest that distal story increased the perceived usefulness of the story
when high construal is established (i.e., construal of experiences on
credence services), but the effects are attenuated to the point where it
does not have a significant impact on the perceived usefulness of the
story when high construal is interrupted (i.e., construal of experiences
on experience services). Moreover, two slopes were significantly dif-
ferent, such that the distal story effects were significantly stronger in
the credence than in the experience services (β = 0.22, SE = 0.11,
t= 2.04, p < .05), thus supporting H2a and providing evidence of the
moderation effects of service type (see Fig. 2). In sum, the distal story
effects were attenuated when high construal was mitigated by

Table 2
Story elements in customer reviews: definitions and operationalizations (Study 1).

Element Definition Studies Operationalization

Character Storyteller, the characters playing a role in the plot Van Laer et al. (2014) Presence of storyteller or description of who experienced the event (0/
1).

Plot The extent to which a text has a temporal sequence of
event or chronological flow

Thompson (1997); Van Laer et al.
(2018)

Presence of temporal sequence or order of the events (0/1)

Setting Context where the service experience is situated or
situation of the events to which character is
connected.

Black and Kelley (2009); Denning
(2004); Van Laer et al. (2018)

Presence of description of the environment (i.e., place or occasion)
where and when the character experienced the event (0/1)

Climax Modulation of the dramatic intensity along the plot Van Laer et al. (2014), Van Laer
et al. (2018)

Presence of unexpected or surprising events resulting in the thoughts or
feelings that differ from what obtained at the beginning of a story (0/1)

Outcomes The end state of the plot derived from the character’s
service experiences

Green and Brock (2000); Van Laer
et al. (2014)

Presence of overall service evaluations such as satisfaction,
recommendations, or revisit intention (0/1)

Table 3
Coefficient estimates of Poisson regression (Study 1).

Estimate e SE

Story element 0.122*** 1.129 0.033
Length 0.002*** 1.002 0.000
Posting age 0.000 1.000 0.000
Photo 0.908*** 2.479 0.081
Service provider −0.001 0.999 0.005
Reviewer Gender 0.570*** 1.768 0.080

*p < .1.
**p < .05.
*** p < .01.
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experience services that were construed at a low level, thus providing
support for H2a and initial evidence of a process mechanism of high
construal for distal story effects.

8. Study 2: high-construal mediation for distal story effects

The purpose of Study 2 is fourfold: (1) to ensure the internal validity
of the findings through an experimental replication of Study 1; (2) to
extend our findings to another psychological distance dimension (i.e.,
temporal distance); (3) to test distal story effects using the measure of
service expectation (i.e., customer-FLE rapport); and (4) to rule out
alternative explanations.

To achieve these goals, we first designed a scenario-based experi-
ment using a fictitious company with a subtle manipulation. The sce-
nario-based approach also addresses concerns pertaining to widely
varied linguistic cues and sentiments across reviews in Yelp.com in a
field setting. CLT studies address the possible impact of linguistics on
the construal level; thus, one might question whether distal story effects
could be attributed to the use of abstract vs. concrete words. For ex-
ample, nouns commonly found in customer reviews, such as speed and
reliability, lead consumers to construe the events at a high level,
whereas verbs or adverbs, such as “quickly” and “reliably” lead con-
sumers to construe the customer stories at a low level (Jin & He, 2013).
Field data have limitations in addressing these concerns. Second, in
Study 2, we extend our findings on spatial distance (Study 1) into an-
other dimension of psychological distance, temporal distance. We ma-
nipulated temporal distance in this study, attempting to confirm the
robustness of our findings for another dimension of psychological dis-
tance. Third, we test a more-direct measure of service expectation,
expected customer-FLE rapports. Finally, we rule out trust by testing
distal story effect mediations through trust.

8.1. Design, participants, and procedure

Two hundred forty-two members of Amazon Mechanical Turk par-
ticipated for a nominal payment (Mage = 37.81 years; 40.9% women).
We employed a 2 (psychological distance: proximal vs. distant) × 2
(service type: credence vs. experience) between-subjects design, and the
participants were randomly assigned to one of four conditions. To en-
hance realism, we presented an online customer review page scenario
that was designed with the same graphic scheme as that of Yelp.com
(see Fig. 3). Stories were also adapted from Yelp.com with a temporal

distance manipulation: a review about events that occurred three
months ago (vs. yesterday) in a distal (vs. proximal) condition. We
manipulated construal level using service type as used in Study 1:
dental office visit (i.e., credence service) and restaurant visit (i.e., ex-
perience service).

At the beginning of the experiment, the participants were asked to
imagine a situation in which they read an online customer review to
find a service provider. They then read a customer review followed by
questions on expected rapport with FLEs, adopted from Gremler and
Gwinner (2000). The three items were “I would enjoy interacting with
the employee,” “The employee would be related well to me,” and “I
would be comfortable interacting with this employee” (1 = strongly
disagree, 7 = strongly agree; = 0.90). Thereafter, to rule out alter-
native explanations of trust toward the review, we asked trust questions
adopted from Thomson (2006): “How much can you count on the re-
view that you just read,” “How much do you trust the review,” and
“How dependable is the customer review that you read” (1 = not at all,
7 = a lot; = 0.964). To control the factors that influence customers’
response to the review, we queried their familiarity with the events
described in a story (Van Laer et al., 2014); “How familiar are you with
visiting a restaurant for an anniversary?” for an experience service
condition; and “How familiar are you with visiting a dental office for a
regular checkup?” for a credence service condition (1 = not at all fa-
miliar, 7 = extremely familiar). Then, participants responded to a
manipulation check question to measure their mental state of con-
strual—“Select the answer choice that best describes your frame of
mind right now, near/far” on a 7-point bipolar scale adopted from
Allard and Griffin (2017). Finally, the participants provided demo-
graphic information (e.g., age and gender). See Appendix A for key
measures across studies.

8.2. Results and discussion

8.2.1. Manipulation checks
As expected, a mean comparison for the manipulation check con-

firmed that participants in the proximal conditions felt a state of mind
that was more “near” (M = 2.37, SD = 1.48) than did those who were
in the distal conditions (M = 2.88, SD = 1.34; F (1, 240) = 7.94,
p = .01). Thus, the manipulation of psychological distance using the
temporal distance dimension was successful across conditions.
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Fig. 2. Distal story effects and psychological distance (Study 1).
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8.2.2. Distal story effects for service expectation.
Our theory predicted that participants who read a distal (vs. prox-

imal) story will have more positive service expectations toward a ser-
vice provider in the credence (vs. experience) service condition. To test
our prediction, we conducted an ANCOVA while controlling gender and
story familiarity, which could have a significant impact on attitudes
toward the story content (Van Laer et al., 2018).

A 2 (psychological distance: proximal vs. distant) × 2 (service type:
credence vs. experience) ANCOVA, using rapport with FLE as the de-
pendent variable, produced marginally significant interaction effects (F
(1, 236) = 3.581, p = .06). Neither main effect was significant (all
Fs < 1). In addition, we conducted simple effects tests to investigate
whether the effects of psychological distance depended on service type.

The results revealed that distal stories marginally lead to a higher ex-
pected rapport than proximal stories (Mproximal = 5.48, Mdistal = 5.87,
F (1,236) = 2.8, p < .1) in the credence condition; however, these
distal story effects were no longer present in the experience services, as
we predicted in H2b (Mproximal = 5.74, Mdistal = 5.56, F < 1, p= n.s.)

The results demonstrate that when the reviewers evaluate credence
services, a distal (vs. proximal) story enhances customer-FLE rapport
expectation; however, such distal story effects are attenuated for ex-
perience service evaluation. That is, the distal story effects hold when
mental construal stays at a high level (i.e., credence services); however,
they are attenuated when high construal is mitigated (i.e., experience
services). The results from the moderation-of-process approach in this
study support the mediation of high construal for distal story effects

Service 
Type Distal Story Proximal Story 

Credence 

Experience 

Fig. 3. Service type and psychological distance manipulation (Study 2).
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(Spencer et al., 2005). Interaction patterns and simple effects analysis
results were consistent with Study 1 findings; distal story effects hold
for credence services (see Fig. 4). Thus, our experimental replication of
Study 1 findings was successful.

Although we found consistent results from previous studies, several
concerns remain. One concern relates to potential confounds from using
different scenarios for the service type manipulation. More importantly,
our theory suggests that high construal is a process mechanism for
customer story effects across service contexts, although distal story ef-
fects could be strengthened or attenuated depending on the service
context. Thus, we should expect a high construal mediation mechanism
in an experience service context as well. In the next study, we address
these concerns by testing the mediation mechanism of high construal by
measuring a conceptual mediator, narrative transportation.

8.2.3. Trust as an alternative explanations of distal story effects.
To rule out trust as a factor that drives distal story effects, we ex-

amined the relationship between psychological distance and trust. The
results showed an insignificant relationship (F (1,240) = 0.217,
p = n.s.). To find more-conclusive evidence to rule out trust, we con-
ducted a mediation test using Hayes (2017) PROCESS macro (Model 4).
We found a nonsignificant mediation effect of trust. The bootstrap
procedure generated a confidence interval (CI) that includes zero at
95% (−0.2196, 0.1347). Based on these results, we ruled out trust as a
possible mediator for distal story effects.

9. Study 3A: Narrative transportation for temporally distal story
effect mechanism

Study 3A has three purposes: (1) replicate the mediation mechanism
of distal story effects by measuring the conceptual mediator, high
construal, (2) provide conclusive process evidence of high construal by
testing distal story effects in an experience service context, and (3)
examine the robustness of distal story effects to a global outcome
variable, service provider evaluation. To achieve these goals, we mea-
sured narrative transportation as a proxy measure for high construal
engendered by a distal story. We manipulated temporal distance cues in
a scenario by communicating when the service experience occurred. In
addition to testing the distal story effect mechanism for customer-FLE
rapport, we measured overall service provider evaluation as another
consequence variable of the distal story effect mechanism.

9.1. Method

Study 3A utilized a single-factor between subjects design (distal
versus proximal story). We took a scenario-based approach in an online
setting. A total of 62 participants from Amazon Mechanical Turk par-
ticipated (Mage = 31.19 years; 40.7% women). They read a customer
story on mobile app service experiences for coffee ordering. We ma-
nipulated the temporal distance by presenting a story about the events
occurring earlier today (i.e., proximal) vs. three years ago (i.e., distal).
The two scenarios were identical, except for the time of the service
experience occurrence to minimize linguistic effects on the construal
level. Participants read the following2:

Proximal condition:

“Earlier today, I used the Coffee Café Mobile Order app for my
morning coffee routine for the very first time. I parked at my kid's
school, placed my order in the parking lot, took him inside, then
walked over to the Coffee Café and picked up my drink. The app cut
10 min out of my morning routine and is the reason I made it on
time to work today.”
- Busy mom Laura Smith

Distal condition:

“About three years ago, I used the Coffee Café Mobile Order app for
my morning coffee routine for the very first time. On that day, I
parked at my kid's school, placed my order in the parking lot, took
him inside, then walked over to the Coffee Café and picked up my
drink. The app cut 10 min out of my morning routine and is the
reason I made it on time to work that day.”
- Busy mom Laura Smith

First, the participants read a story and were then asked to imagine
that they had arrived at the store and were interacting with an em-
ployee; this task was followed by questions about expected customer-
FLE rapport using the same scales adopted from Gremler and Gwinner
(2000) as the previous studies ( = 0.87). Thereafter, the participants
answered the questions on the overall service provider evaluation,
adopted from Dawar and Pillutla (2000): “Coffee Café is trustworthy,”
“Coffee Café provides high quality coffee and services,” and “Coffee
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Fig. 4. Distal story effects and psychological distance (Study 2).

2 The hypothetical scenario was created referring to the customer story at
https://news.starbucks.com/news/fans-of- starbucks-mobile-order-and-pay
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Café is a desirable brand” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree;
= 0.81). Then, they answered the items measuring narrative trans-

portation; the items were adapted from Green and Brock (2000). Par-
ticipants rated the extent to which they agreed (7 = strongly agree,
1 = strongly disagree) with the statements “I could easily picture the
events in it taking place,” “I had a vivid image of Lauren’s situation in
the story,” and “My thoughts were fully focused on the story”
( = 0.859), followed by story familiarity and demographic questions.
Narrative transportation studies have found that a story receiver’s prior
knowledge or experience of the story topic (Green, 2004) can enhance
story effects (Green, 2004). Moreover, women reported significantly
greater narrative transportation than men (Green & Brock, 2000). Thus,
we included questions about the participants’ app familiarity and coffee
consumption habits and demographic questions to control for gender
and familiarity effects, as in the previous studies. To control familiarity,
we asked, “How familiar are you with the use of mobile apps to pay for
services or products?” (7-point scale anchored at “not at all familiar”
and “extremely familiar”), and “How often do you drink coffee?” (7-
point scale anchored at “never” and “always”). At the end of the survey,
the participants answered temporal distance manipulation check
questions and provided demographic information.

9.2. Results and discussion

9.2.1. Manipulation check
We conducted a manipulation check by asking, “How long ago did

the event depicted in Laura’s story occur?” (7-point scale anchored at “a
long time ago” and “very recently”). The results showed that the ma-
nipulation was successful. The participants in the proximal condition
perceived that the event in the story occurred more recently than did
those in the distal condition (Mproximal = 6.19 vs. Mdistal = 4.19, F (1,
60) = 20.253, p < .001).

9.2.2. Mediation analysis
We conducted a mediation test using Hayes (2017) PROCESS macro

(Model 4) to test the significance of the indirect effects of a distal story
on expected rapport with an FLE through narrative transportation. We
employed coffee consumption habit, app familiarity, and gender as
covariates to control the potential effects of familiarity and gender. We
found support for a distal story effects mechanism through narrative
transportation (i.e., high construal). The bootstrap procedure generated
a CI that did not include zero at 95% (0.0013, 0.4797). More specifi-
cally, the distal story increased narrative transportation
(b = 0.49 t = 1.92, p = .06), which in turn, enhanced expected cus-
tomer-FLE rapport (b = 0.46, t = 3.20, p < .01). The direct effect of
temporal distance on service encounter expectations was not significant
at 95% (t= 0.22, p= .82, CI = [−0.5028, 0.6287]). Thus, the results
confirmed an indirect only mediation effect (i.e., full mediation),
thereby supporting H3a.

We tested overall service provider evaluation using the same pro-
cedure, and the results showed a significant distal effect mechanism for
service provider evaluation, as they did for expected customer-FLE
rapport. The bootstrap procedure generated a CI that did not include
zero at 95% (0.0034, 0.4711). More specifically, the distal story in-
creased narrative transportation (b= 0.49 t= 1.92, p= .06), which in
turn enhanced overall service provider evaluation (b= 0.44, t= 4.62,
p < .01). Thus, we found support for H3b by showing a significant
indirect effect for overall service provider evaluation. The direct effect
of temporal distance on service provider evaluation was not significant
at 95% (t = -0.73, p = .47, CI = [−0.5187, 0.2426]); thus, the distal
story effect mechanism for overall service provider evaluations showed
consistent patterns with customer-FLE rapport.

9.2.3. Discussion
In Study 3A, we found a mediation mechanism of high construal for

distal story effects by measuring a proxy for high construal, narrative

transportation. Thus, stories about the service experiences that oc-
curred in the distant (vs. proximal) past increased narrative transpor-
tation, which in turn enhance service expectations. The mediation test
results supported H3a and H3b by demonstrating that narrative trans-
portation, a proxy for high construal, is a process mechanism of a distal
story effect. This result is consistent with our previous findings in
Studies 1 and 2; thus, the results in this study provide converging evi-
dence of a distal story effect mechanism of high construal. In the next
study, we replicate the findings from Study 3A in another dimension of
psychological distance, spatial distance.

10. Study 3B: narrative transportation for a spatially distal story
effect mechanism

Study 3B was conducted to confirm the robustness of the findings of
Study 3A through an experimental replication in a different psycholo-
gical distance context, spatial distance.

10.1. Method

In Study 3B, we replicated Study 3A findings in a spatial distance
context. We employed the same design —a single-factor, between-
subjects design (distal vs. proximal story). To diversify the participants,
this time, we recruited a total of 86 undergraduate students
(Mage = 21.12 years; 34.9% women). Students voluntarily participated
in the study in return for extra credits. We used the same scenario
employed in Study 3A, but with a spatial distance manipulation—-
storyteller’s location. Since the participants were students at the same
university, their residence was bound to a single city. Thus, we could
ensure that variances in the feelings of distance from the city in a
scenario across participants were minimal. In the proximal condition,
we presented a story from a customer living in the same city as the
participating university students (XXXX, ST),3 and we used a story from
someone living far from the university (Portland, Oregon) in the distal
condition (dummy-coded, proximal = 0; distal = 1). Participants read
the following 4:

Proximal condition

“I often use the Coffee Café Mobile Order app for my morning coffee
routine. I park at my school in XXXX, ST, place my order in the
parking lot, then walk over to the Coffee Café and pick up my drink
on the way to the class. The app cuts 10 min out of my busy morning
routine, and helps me make it to my early morning class on time.”
– Andria Hudson (college student, XXXX, ST)

Distal condition:

“I often use the Coffee Café Mobile Order app for my morning coffee
routine. I park at my school in Portland, Oregon, place my order in
the parking lot, then walk over to the Coffee Café and pick up my
drink on the way to the class. The app cuts 10 min out of my busy
morning routine, and helps me make it to my early morning class on
time.”
– Andria Hudson (college student, Portland, Oregon)

As with Study 3A, the participants were asked to imagine that they
had arrived at the store and were interacting with an employee after
reading a story. A series of questions measuring expected customer-FLE
rapport ( = 0.80), service provider evaluation ( = 0.86), and nar-
rative transportation ( = 0.76) followed. Thereafter, the participants
answered the questions about app familiarity and coffee consumption

3 Although we used the real name of the location in the experiment, for the
purpose of the blind review, we did not disclose the name of the city in the
manuscript.
4 The hypothetical scenario was created referring to the customer story at
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habit. In addition, we asked about visit experiences to the city, which
was in a distal condition, to check if the familiarity of the city influences
distal story effects. At the end of the survey, participants answered a
manipulation check question—“Where did the event depicted in the
story occur?” (7-point scale anchored at “very far away from me” and
“very close to me”)—with demographic questions. All items were the
same as those that we used in Study 3A.

10.2. Results and discussion

10.2.1. Manipulation check
The manipulation check confirmed that the participants in the

proximal condition perceived that the events in the story occurred
closer to them than those who were in the distal condition
(Mproximal = 5.95 vs. Mdistal = 3.02, F (1, 84) = 44.57, p < .001). We
also checked whether the participants in the distal condition used to
visit or live in the city (Portland), which could have influenced our
manipulation. Only two participants in the distal condition had visited
or lived in the city depicted in the distal-condition scenario. Visiting or
living experience did not have a significant relationship with the
mediating variable, narrative transportation (b = 0.43, t = 0.54,
p > .1). Thus, we conclude that our manipulation was successful
without being influenced by visiting or living experiences in distal ci-
ties.

10.2.2. Mediation analysis.
Eighty-six participants completed all the measures necessary for the

analysis. Of these, 41 participants were randomly assigned to the
proximal condition and 45 participants to the distal condition. To test a
mediation mechanism of high construal, we employed the same pro-
cedure that we used in Study 3A. The mediation test results using Hayes
(2017) PROCESS macro (Model 4) supported H3a and H3b, showing a
significant, indirect only effect. The bootstrap procedure generated a
95% bias-corrected CI that did not include zero (0.0044, 0.3553) for the
indirect effect of spatial distance on customer-FLE rapport through
narrative transportation (i.e., distal story → narrative transportation →
customer-FLE rapport expectations). The direct relationship between
spatial distance and service encounter evaluation, after accounting for
narrative transportation, was insignificant (b= 0.16, t= 0.77, p= .45,
CI = [−0.2538, 0.5718]). More specifically, the distal story increased
narrative transportation (b = 0.50, t = 2.20, p = .03), which in turn,
enhanced service encounter expectations (b = 0.30, t = 3.04,
p < .01). We tested overall service provider evaluation using the same
procedure, and it showed the same significant indirect effects of the
distal story as in the service encounter evaluation. The bootstrap pro-
cedure generated a CI that did not include zero at 95% (0.0021,
0.3543), showing that the distal story increased narrative transporta-
tion (b = 0.50, t = 2.20, p = .03), which in turn enhanced overall
service provider evaluation (b = 0.31, t = 3.04, p < .01). The direct
effect of temporal distance on service provider evaluation was not
significant at 95% (t= 0.79, p= .43, CI = [−0.2684, 0.6249]). Thus,
we found support for a significant indirect effect for the distal story
effect mechanism and replicate our findings in Study 3A.

10.2.3. Discussion
Our results replicated Study 3A findings in a spatial distance con-

text. Thus, we found conclusive evidence of a high-construal mediation
mechanism and confirmed that temporal distal story effects can be
extended to another dimension of psychological distance, spatial dis-
tance.

11. General discussion

As reading customer stories becomes routine for a customers in
evaluating a potential service provider, understanding how stories in-
fluence consumers’ expectations of the service encounter ex ante is

essential. In this study, we investigated the mechanism through which
customer stories influence prospective customers’ service expectations.
Building on CLT and narrative transportation theory, we predicted that
distal (vs. proximal) stories would have a greater positive impact on
consumers’ service expectations because they promote a high-level
construal of the story narrated in customer reviews. Taking a modera-
tion-of-process approach (Spencer et al., 2005), we also predicted that
such distal story effects would not hold when high construal is inter-
rupted.

The results from the four studies supported our predictions, de-
monstrating that stories which promote greater psychological distance
(i.e., feeling far) have a larger impact on service expectations and that
story effects are attenuated when consumers construe experience (vs.
credence) service encounters that are construed at high (low) levels due
to the high (low) uncertainty of service outcomes (Studies 1 and 2). The
subsequent studies provided further evidence of the high construal
process mechanism by showing that distal (vs. proximal) stories (i.e.,
stories about events occurring nearby vs. far away or recently vs. a long
time ago) enhance narrative transportation, a process of distancing the
self from reality for a journey into the story world (Green & Brock,
2000), thereby creating a high construal mindset and eliciting a positive
impact on service expectations.

11.1. Theoretical and managerial implications

The present research reveals the psychological mechanism of story
effects that drives consumers’ expectations regarding service experi-
ences. Chiefly, we add to the extant literature on psychological distance
in services, as our findings identify high construal as the mechanism
underlying the effects of customer stories on readers’ service outcomes.
This story-effect account deviates from previous studies that suggest
that psychological distance leads to undesirable customer outcomes,
such as reduced visits or purchase intentions (Darke et al., 2016; Orth,
Lockshin, Spielmann, & Holm, 2018). In addition, we expand the types
of objects that engender psychological distance considered in the extant
literature. Whereas prior service research has focused on the impact of
psychological distance from consumers’ direct past or future experi-
ences (Ding & Keh, 2017; Wakefield & Wakefield, 2018), we examine
the psychological distance that consumers experience from the indirect
consumption experiences obtained by reading other customers’ stories.
We also contribute to the extant CLT and narrative transportation lit-
erature through theory extension. To the best of our knowledge, this
article is the first empirical study to establish a linkage between CLT
and narrative transportation in explaining the high construal me-
chanism of story effects.

Drawing on our findings, we have some normative suggestions for
service managers. For example, while it might seem sensible for cre-
dence service providers to encourage customers to tell their stories
about their recent experiences in order to make them more relevant, we
suggest that the opposite course of action (e.g., encouraging customers
to tell their old stories) might be more beneficial. One suggestion could
be for credence service providers to offer customers who reside in
geographically distant places incentives (e.g., discounts or rewards) to
post their stories about service experiences. Similarly, marketing
managers could delay the time when customers could tell their stories.
For example, marketers could send a reminder to their customers to
post their stories several months later rather than immediately fol-
lowing their visits.

Another suggestion is that marketing managers, particularly man-
agers of experience services, may frame the stories they want customers
to post in a way that does not introduce cues that generate low con-
strual. We have found instances in which low construal interrupts story
effects: the construal of experience services. Thus, particularly for ex-
perience services, managers could incentivize customers to tell their
stories, with an emphasis on affect-based abstract features (e.g., solicit
stories about fun or emotional experiences at restaurants rather than
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concrete benefits, such as discounts or a restaurant’s convenient loca-
tions), which are construed at a high level (Williams & Bargh, 2008).
This would help minimize the introduction of low construal in service
experiences.

11.2. Limitations and directions for future research

The current study also suggests several relevant issues for future
research. In the present study, we dichotomized psychological distance
(i.e., distal vs. proximal) to test distal story effects. However, one might
argue that a distal story that engenders an overly abstract mindset will
make it difficult to generate consumer responses because of the diffi-
culty in picturing the reviewer’s experiences due to lack of familiarity.
On a related note, it is known that a minimum familiarity level is
needed to elicit narrative transportation and simulate indirect service
experiences (Van Laer et al., 2014). Future research could examine non-
linear relationships between construal level and story effects in order to
further our understanding of complicated story effects. Another

possible future research avenue relates to examining social distance.
Although CLT suggests that our findings can be extended to the social
distance dimension (Trope & Liberman, 2010; Zhang & Wang, 2009), it
is also argued that social distance is a key factor that influences cus-
tomer-FLE service interactions (e.g., Dion & Borraz, 2017). Thus, testing
the impact of the social distance generated by the story can provide
meaningful theoretical and managerial implications. Finally, future
research could also address the impact from one review on other re-
views. People read multiple reviews about the same service provider,
and considering that reviews are not read in isolation, one review with
high narrativity could affect subsequent reviews.

Unraveling the effects of customer stories is a complicated and
challenging task, particularly with ever-evolving, technology-mediated,
customer-to-customer, and customer-to-service provider communica-
tions. Many questions remain unanswered. We hope that this study
paves the way toward advancing this increasingly important area of
study.

Appendix A. . Key measures

Study 2 Study 3A Study 3B

Scale (Thompson, 1997) M (SD) α M (SD) α M (SD) α

Customer-FLE Rapport (Gremler & Gwinner, 2000)
I would enjoy interacting with the employeeThe employee would be related well to me
I would be comfortable interacting with this employee

5.65
5.57
5.47
5.91

1.16
1.32
1.33
1.17

0.895 5.48
5.29
5.23
5.92

1.20
1.50
1.38
1.16

0.869 4.92
4.98
4.48
5.31

0.97
1.21
1.17
1.07

0.801

Service Provider Evaluation (Dawar & Pillutla, 2000)
Coffee Café is trustworthy
Coffee Café provides high quality coffee and services
Coffee Café is desirable brand

n/a n/a n/a 5.72
5.74
5.71
5.69

0.95
1.17
1.08
1.10

0.811 5.19
5.21
5.22
5.15

1.06
1.19
1.27
1.14

0.862

Trust (Thomson, 2006)
How much can you count on the review that you just read?
How much do you trust the review?
How dependable is the customer review that you read?

5.10
5.05
5.10
5.13

1.31
1.34
1.38
1.37

0.964 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a

Narrative Transportation (Green & Brock, 2000)
I could easily picture the events in it taking place
I had a vivid image of Lauren’s situation in the story
My thoughts were fully focused on the story

n/a n/a n/a 5.86
6.03
5.60
5.95

1.13
1.19
1.45
1.21

0.859 5.14
5.76
4.64
5.02

1.12
1.10
1.59
1.38

0.762

All scales are 7-point Likert Scale.

Appendix B. Supplementary material

Supplementary data to this article can be found online at https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2020.01.044.
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