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Cognitive distance is the distance from one point to another estimated by
a respondent using information from memory and beliefs (Middtelstaedt,
Grossbart and Curtin 1977). It is the mental representation of actual distance
molded by an individual’s social, cultural, and general life experiences. Anko-
mah, Crompton and Baker (1996) used a sample of non-student adults to test
four hypotheses relating to the influence of cognitive distance on choice sets
in vacation selection decisions. The study reported here replicated their study
using the same data collection instrument, but this sample comprised 210
college students who resided in the same community as the original adult
sample. The purpose of the replication was to test the stability of the original
findings in a different population. Students are likely to be relative newcomers
to an area and to reside there intermittently, and as a result may perceive
distance differently from the non-student adults in the original study, half of
whom had lived in the community for more than 10 years. Most cognitive
distance studies reported in the literature use student samples and there is
always concern that such samples are likely to yield atypical results. For this
reason, the original study deliberately used a non-student sample. Thus, a
comparison of the original study results with those from this student sample
offers empirical evidence to assist in evaluating the legitimacy of concerns
about using such samples in cognitive distance studies.

Hypothesis One: there is a significant positive relationship between respondents’ men-
tal ordering of destinations in the late set and the degree of preference for those desti-
nations. Respondents were asked to “Name five places in the United States
you would definitely consider visiting on a driving pleasure vacation of 7 days.”
They were then asked to allocate a total of 100 points among the five desti-
nations to reflect their degree of preference for each alternate destination.
Table 1 shows the order in which destinations were listed and the mean prefer-

Table 1. Destinations in their Late Consideration Sets

Category Number Mean Standard F-value Prob. Duncan
of Cases Deviation Grouping

Destination listed 1 205 27.6 15.1 A
Destination listed 2 207 22.1 12.1 A
Destination listed 3 200 21.0 17.1 B
Destination listed 4 192 17.7 11.1 B
Destination listed 5 188 16.3 9.2 21.66 .00 C
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ence scores associated with each. The ANOVA was significant and a Duncan’s
Multiple Range test showed respondents’ mean preferences for destinations
listed first and second were significantly higher than their mean preferences
for those destinations listed third and fourth which, in turn, were significantly
more preferred than the fifth rated destination. These results generally sup-
ported hypothesis one. In the original study, there was a significant difference
between the first and second ranked destination, which did not appear in the
replication. However, with this exception, the results were consistent with
those reported in the original study. They give credence to the belief that the
mental ordering of destinations provides an accurate indicator of a desti-
nation’s preference status relative to its competitors.

Hypothesis Two: cognitive distance estimates to destinations in the late set will be
significantly more accurate than those to destinations in the inert and reject sets. Data
on inert sets were derived by asking respondents to, “Name 5 destinations in
the USA you have never visited, but which you might consider visiting on a
driving vacation of 7 days if you had additional information about them.” To
derive reject sets, respondents were requested to, “List 5 destinations in the
USA which you would definitely not consider on a driving pleasure vacation
of 7 days.” Respondents were asked to provide distance estimates for each of
the destinations they listed in their late, inert and reject sets. The results
reported in Table 2 and the scatterplots shown in Figure 1 confirmed the
results reported in the original study. The mean was calculated by subtracting
cognitive distance from actual distance, so the minus signs in this table indi-
cate that respondents tended to overestimate actual distance in all three
choice sets. In the scatterplots, cognitive distance was traced on the vertical
axis and actual distance on the horizontal axis. The linearity indicating conver-
gence of the two measures clearly was more pronounced in the late set than
in the other two sets (Figure 1). This was confirmed by the analysis shown in
Table 2 which indicated a significant difference in the mean error margins
between the late consideration set and the other two sets.

Hypothesis Three: destinations in the late set will be associated with cognitive distance
underestimates, while those in the inert and reject sets will be associated with overesti-
mates. Results of paired t-tests to investigate mean differences between actual
and cognitive distances in the late, inert, and reject sets are reported in Table
3. In the original study, the only significant result was overestimation in the
reject set. That result was confirmed in this study but was extended to apply
also to the inert set as hypothesized. Nevertheless, the hypothesis was rejected
because distance to the late set destination was not underestimated as hypo-
thesized.

Hypothesis Four: the degree of cognitive distance underestimation will be significantly
higher for destinations in the action subset of the late set than in the inaction subset
of the late set. Those destinations on which information had been sought were
assigned into the action set, while those on which no information had been
sought comprised the inaction set. Respondents were asked to indicate by a,

Table 2. One-way ANOVA to Investigate Cognitive Distance Error (in miles)

Category Number Mean Standard F-value Prob. Duncan
of Cases Deviation Grouping

Late Set 982 217 511 A
Inert Set 868 2122 846 B
Reject Set 927 2160 722 10.66 .00 B
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Figure 1. Scatterplots of Cognitive Distance Estimates and Actual Distances

“yes” or, “no” answer whether or not they had sought information from any
sources on each of the destinations listed in their late set. A Mann–Whitney
U test revealed no significant differences between the two groups so the
hypothesis was rejected. This contrasts with the original study in which the
hypothesis was confirmed.

Results from Hypothesis One generally reflect the original study’s findings
that there is a relationship between respondents’ mental ordering of desti-
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Table 3. Paired t-tests to Investigate Cognitive Distance Error (in miles)

Category Number of Mean Standard t-value Prob.
Cases Deviation

Late Set 982 217 511 21.08 .28
Inert Set 868 2122 846 24.26 .00
Reject Set 934 2173 721 27.36 .00

nations in their late set and preference for those locations, Similarly, Hypoth-
esis Two was confirmed, replicating the findings of the original study. Hypoth-
esis Three was not entirely confirmed, but it did show that significant
overestimates were not only associated with the reject set, but (as in the orig-
inal study) they were also extended, as hypothesized, to the inert set. The
empirical finding that estimated distances to late set destinations were not
significantly different from the actual distance may reflect a greater familiarity
with these destinations by respondents. The familiarity may be a consequence
of previous visits to them, or of having invested greater effort in information
search relating to them since they were under serious consideration for a
vacation. Hypothesis Four, like number three, was derived from cognitive dis-
sonance theory. Because respondents made the effort to seek information
from destinations, it seemed possible that they would underestimate the dis-
tance. This hypothesis was confirmed in the original study but rejected in this
replication using a student sample. It may be that the magnitude of the search
effort invested by students was less than that of the non-student sample. This
possibility arises because the action set question measured only extensity and
not intensity of the search process. In future studies, it may be useful to extend
the action set measure to include an intensity dimension. On the whole, the
results of this replication using a sample from a student population provided
evidence suggesting the stability of the findings emerging from the non-stud-
ent sample in the original study. Despite some minor differences, generally,
these results offer tentative support for the use of student samples in cognitive
distance studies.M
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