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ABSTRACT
The aim of this article is to highlight the role of consumer’s

goals, in this case the “health” goal, in the cognitive representations
and perception of food products, in particular “health foods.” On the
basis of the goal theories used in a categorical approach in informa-
tion processing, we show that the salience of health goals has a
significant influence on the perceived typicality of the products in
the health food category. The consumption context and the overall
hierarchy of the goals sought constitute moderating variables.

INTRODUCTION
For several years, following a trend already seen in North

America and Japan, “health” argument has provided an opportunity
to develop products on the French food market. The increasing
number of product launches claiming to be “healthy” illustrates
consumers’ interest in “alicaments” (medicated foods) and a grow-
ing awareness of better nutrition. Treating the question of diet as an
integral part of a general public health policy, awareness campaigns
are undertaken by the authorities to promote among the consumers
products with high nutritional value. Whether it is a matter of
individual worries (as a result of food safety crisis) or firms’
marketing concerns, the socio-economic context thus appears to
favour products with a strong health image. However, faced with
the profusion of supply on the one hand, and the diversity of
consumers’ expectations on the other (health, pleasure, well-being,
ethics, ecological concerns etc.), consumer’s choice is becoming
more and more complex. The increasing number of views on
nutrition provided by media, the medical profession and authorities
reinforce this trend, while messages concerning products “health”
value are often contradictory.

Therefore, it is worth examining how the consumer perceives
“health foods” according to his own motivations and personal
expectations. We should therefore pay particular attention to per-
sonal goals as individual determinants of food choices linked with
health. The interest in goals is justified not only by their cognitive
dimension directed towards action, but also by their motivational
and affective content whose role is supported by theoretical models
of health behaviour (Self-Regulation Models of Carver & Scheier,
1982; Cognitive Social Theory of Bandura, 2004).

In this article, we are concerned with the role of goals in mental
representations and in the organization of information about prod-
ucts (specifically health foods) in a category-based framework of
information processing. We propose therefore to define the mecha-
nisms whereby personal goals (i.e. health goals) affect products’
perception within cognitive categories called “goal-derived catego-
ries” (Barsalou, 1983, 1991) depending on goals organization and
on goal salience. We will use the concept of typicality as a key
construct in categorization theory. Our purpose is to show that, in
the “health food” category:

– the perception of product typicality is significantly influ-
enced by health goals salience and by other competing
goals pursued by the consumer,

– the influence of health goals salience on product typicality
varies according to the consumption context (Figure 1).

Goal theories will be explored in order to highlight the hierar-
chical organization of goals in memory and their instrumental links

with concrete products and behaviour. Within the theoretical ac-
counts of categorization, typicality concept will be used in order to
introduce health goals salience as an antecedent of typicality in the
health food category (defined as a goal-derived category).

The results of a quantitative survey will then be presented in
order to test the research hypotheses.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUNDS
Goal theories assume that goals are organized within a hierar-

chical structure (Carver & Scheier, 1982) based on instrumentality
links. Goals of lower order, closely linked to action levels, consti-
tute concrete means for reaching higher, more abstract and more
stable goals (Gutman, 1982). The closeness between goals and
behaviour appears at three levels: through goal structure; goal
accessibility and goal content.

In fact, the hierarchical structure defines different goal’s levels
of abstraction: abstract, central and operational (Bagozzi &
Dabholkar, 1994), which exert a driving role on behaviour by
guiding towards actions or towards concrete products which con-
form with goals.

Goal accessibility (Higgins & King, 1981; Wyer & Srull,
1981; Förster et al., 2005) or goal “salience” (Ratneshwar et al.,
2001) refers to the “level of awareness of the goal” through levels
of attention and intention of working memory (Austin and
Vancouver, 1996). Acting in a significant way on perception and
cognitive representations (Ratneshwar et al., 2001), goal salience is
a necessary condition for the commitment to behaviour, notably as
regards health. Previous studies show that goal salience depends on
motivation (Förster et al., 2005), on situation (Vallacher & Wegner,
1985; Ratneshwar et al., 2001), and on frequency and recency of
prior activations (Förster et al., 2005). The notion of content of
goals refers to classifications of outcomes or states that individuals
approach or avoid in their behaviour according to the origin of these
states (internal or external), their nature, or to their meaning.
Although the number of goals that an individual is able to pursue is
relatively limited (Austin & Vancouver, 1996), studies show that
the pursuit of multiple goals may lead to goals conflict when these
are of a contradictory or incompatible nature, which may have
many consequences on behaviour. Two possibilities may therefore
be envisaged as regards the use of goal theories in the field of
consumer behaviour:

– one is focused on motivation and its effect on behaviour,
– the other corresponds to knowledge about products orga-

nization in memory. This aspect has been particularly
developed by Barsalou (1991) who has shown that goals
influence products’ cognitive representations and form
“goal-derived categories” (example: category of products
to eat when dieting).

Goals will therefore be involved in categorization process and
thus in consumers’ choice.

RESEARCH HYPOTHESES
Typicality is a central concept in categorization theory. Cog-

nitive psychology shows that, apart from its role in determining
object membership and positioning within a category (Mervis &
Rosch, 1981), there is a strong positive relationship between



Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 35) / 283

typicality and attitude (Loken & Ward, 1987; Nedungadi &
Hutchinson, 1985), preferences, and the product choice within a
category (Changeur & Chandon, 1995). Typicality judgments are
very useful in understanding consumer’s choice. Much research has
been carried out on variables determining the level of perceived
typicality. Among these variables, the literature gives the following
determinants: familiarity (Loken & Ward, 1990), frequency of
instantiation (Barsalou, 1985), family resemblance, attributes struc-
ture (Loken & Ward, 1990), ideal (Barsalou, 1985) and coherence.

Behind of these determinants of typicality, we postulate in this
research that, in the case of goal-derived categories (Barsalou,
1991):

H1: Pursued goals salience, which represents the ideal of the
category determines products’ typicality.

Thus, in the “health food” categories, products’ level of
typicality is determined by the salience (and activation level) of
health goals. In fact, according to Barsalou (1991), the ideal of the
category influences both the category’s membership and its mem-
bers’ typicality. Moreover, Förster et al. (2005) suggest that great
accessibility of goals and the constructs related to them make it
possible to detect the most effective environmental stimuli in the
pursuit of these goals, thus improving the probability of their
attainment. According to this point of view, goal salience seems to
be correlated with typicality, insofar as the most typical members
are, according to Barsalou (1983, 1991), those which best serve to
reach the goal sought.

In addition, cognitive psychology and marketing show that for
each consumption situation, there are corresponding goals sought
by the individual. The activation of situational goals occurs, accord-
ing to Förster et al. (2005) under the effect of environmental
variables which automatically trigger the process of their pursuit
(Schwarz et al., 2003). Goals salience is thus influenced by the
context, which can make certain goals more accessible and more
prioritized than others. Furthermore, Ratneshwar et al. (1991;
1997) have shown that for each situational goal there are corre-
sponding specific benefits which are rendered salient by situational
factors, for which specific products can be used in order to attain
fixed goals. Starting from the principle that, in a categorization
context, products which best satisfy the category goal are the most
typical, this suggests that typical products should correspond best
with the consumption context in order to respond to the category
objective. We therefore postulate that:

H2: The influence of goal salience on products’ typicality in
goal-derived categories is moderated by the appropriate-
ness level of these products for the context.

However typicality does not depend only on personal goal
salience but also on the accessibility of the other goals in the
hierarchy. Decision theories postulate that the individual gives
more attention and subjective value to products capable to satisfy a
need or a given goal as long as this need is active (Lewin, 1935;
Klinger, 1975; Förster et al., 2005). From this point of view,
attention to and usefulness of products vary according to the
intensity or the importance of goals, which they serve (Brendl et al.,
2003).

Studies have focused on the influence of active goals on the
attractiveness of products or behaviour related to these goals
(Klinger, 1975; Brendl & Higgins, 1996; Ratneshwar et al., 1997;
Ratneshwar et al., 2000; Brendl et al., 2000). Theses works suggest
that the level of goal salience has an influence on product prefer-
ence, and that a “devaluation effect” may be driven by products that
are perceived as irrelevant as regards active goal (Brendl et al.,
2003; Förster, et al., 2005). Moreover, the effect of active goals is
reinforced by their protection against environmental stimuli which
do not compete with their attainment (Brendl et al., 2000; Brendl et
al., 2003; Förster, et al., 2005). Among these factors, we suggest
that competing goals could affect main goal’s effect in the evalua-
tion of products according to their level of importance or intensity.

If we assume that, in goal-derived categories typicality is
influenced by goal salience level, and by taking into account that a
given individual is able to pursue several consumption goals
simultaneously, we assume that:

H3.a: The effect of goal salience on typicality is significant
when competing goals are not highly rated

H3.b: The effect of goal salience on typicality is not signifi-
cant when at least one of the competing goals is highly
rated

If we take the case of health goals as an example, their effect
(assumed to be significant) on typicality can be seen as follows
(Figure 2).

METHODOLOGY
To test these hypotheses, we have chosen the health food

category. The interest in food products is justified by their close link

FIGURE 1
The role of health goals in the health food category
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with health goals and by the diversity of objectives, which underlie
their consumption (biological, cultural, economic, social and psy-
chological).

An exploratory qualitative study was made as a first step
among 22 individuals in order to identify perceptions of health
foods. A lexical analysis showed that health goal could be broken
down into three main subordinates goals: the need for a balanced
diet, the prevention of illness and the desire for food security (in
terms of health risks). The analysis also revealed 3 consumption
contexts in which health goals were particularly salient: breakfast,
sport and snacking context. Associated with these 3 situations, a list
of 145 products was submitted to 3 judges to select products
belonging to the health food category. 44 products were selected
unanimously by the 3 judges to be used in a quantitative study in
order to test our research hypotheses. 15 out of these products
(Table 1) were retained for the final experiment (5 products per
situation).

404 participants took part in the 2nd phase of the survey (the
quantitative phase), spread uniformly over 3 experimental groups
according to the usual socio-demographic criteria (sex, age, educa-
tional level and size of housing area).

As a first step, the salience of health goals was evaluated in
order to understand how this variable could influence food percep-
tion and product classification into categories. Thus, we submitted
the participants to a product categorization task based on the work
of Murphy and his colleagues (1999, 2001, 2003) and Berger &
Bonthoux (2000) in cognitive psychology. This task succeeded in
defining the nature of associations made among the products and in
distinguishing the nutritional and health links (e.g. calcium and
milk) of the taxonomic categorizations (e.g. milk and cheese).
Another task, suggested by the work of Ratneshwar et al. (2001),

was given to the participants in order to evaluate the degree of
similarity between products pairs (on a 7-point scale (from “very
different” to “very similar”). The authors had checked that per-
ceived similarity between health-related products were correlated
with health goal salience. Thus, when products sharing few com-
mon traits were judged similar as regards a given goal, this shows
a high level of goal salience in the consumer’s cognitive represen-
tations.

We also included in the measurement of health goals salience
a motivational dimension which, according to Higgins et al. (1981),
is an important determinant of goal accessibility which has been
excluded from earlier research. We evaluated motivation in the
tasks linked to health foods by way of a 7-point scale adapted from
Maheswaran (1994), also used by Odou (2000), ranging from
“don’t agree at all” to “agree completely”:

“When I choose health foods:
    I read carefully the information on the pack
    I am keen to read the product description
    I am keen to find out more about the product”

Finally, a score for health goals salience is obtained by the
average of the measurements of motivation, similarity and associa-
tions between products.

The suitability of products in the consumption context was
measured on a scale adapted from Jean (2000) going from 1 (not at
all suitable) to 7 (completely suitable) in response to the following
question: “Please indicate to what extent each of the following
products seems to you suitable for [context]’.

In order to measure the hierarchy of goals pursued by consum-
ers, we have made use of goal theories where objects and concrete

FIGURE 2
Conceptual model and research hypothesis

TABLE 1
Products retained for the final experiment

1French pastry containing strips of chocolate

TSAFKAERB TROPS GNIKCANS

tnassiorcetalocohC 1 cinagrO,
tiurferuP,egnarO,daerblaemelohw

rettuB,eciuj

,tiurfiwiK,srabygrene-hgiH
adoS,eciujtiurF,rabetalocohC

,rabetalocohC,elppA,rabalonarG
regrubmaH,spihC
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goals represent means of reaching abstract goals. So we have used
some criteria sought in food products consumption in general,
which reflect higher pursued goals, including “health”, namely:
price, taste, freshness, origin, packaging, respect for the environ-
ment, ease of preparation, label and health. For each of the 3 studied
contexts, we established a classification of these criteria according
to their perceived importance by the participants. This variable
(importance) was measured using an Osgood scale with 7 points,
ranging from “not at all important” to “very important” in response
to the following question: “Can you indicate to what extent you
attach importance to each of the following criteria in your choice
of foods?”

Typicality was evaluated by the way of the representativeness
of products as regards health food category. A 7-point scale ranging
from 1 (not at all representative) to 7 (completely representative)
was used in response to the following question: “In your opinion, to
what extent is each of these products representative of the health
food category?”

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Table 2 shows results of linear regressions of health goals

salience as an antecedent of typicality in the 3 studied contexts. The
regression model was as follows:

Typicality=constant+salience+conformity+coherence+attributes
structure+sharing of attributes+subjective
expertise1+E

where “salience” is the variable which describes the salience of
health goals; “conformity” is the conformity of the products with
the ideal of the category (Barsalou, 1985) or the degree to which
products permit health goals attainment; “coherence” describes
perceived coherence between products and category (Dawar &
Anderson, 1994); “attributes structure” describes the degree to
which products possess the category attributes (Odou, 2000);
“sharing of attributes” describes the difference between products
and category in the degree of possession of these attributes; “sub-
jective expertise” refers to the perception that the individual has of
his level of competence in the health food category.

Although the prediction quality is lower in sport and snacking
than in breakfast situation (where R2=55.68 %), a large part of
typicality is correctly predicted by health goals salience.

Regression coefficients are all positive but not significant in
all contexts, notably in sport context (p=0.605). Hence, we find that
health goal salience is not a significant determinant of typicality in
every situation. Consequently, (H1) is only partially supported by
theses findings.

To test the moderating effect of products adequacy for the
context, we first tested the distribution normality of this variable
before dividing observations into two groups. Actually, it is as-
sumed that normally distributed variables can be transformed into
nominal variables with a threshold effect around the mean (ob-
tained for the variable context adequacy). ANOVA analysis is then
used to compare typicality effects in the two groups (Group 1, has
considered products as inappropriate for the situation, and Group 2
as appropriate). ANOVA results (Table 3) show that the differences
in typicality evaluation in the two groups were significant at the 5%
level threshold in the 3 situations (p=0.05; 0.007 et 0.000 respec-
tively). This result confirms that context adequacy of products has
a moderating effect on their typicality in health food category,
which partly explains the variability in the effect of health goal
salience on typicality.

In order to analyze the influence of goals conflict in the
hierarchy, we established a classification of the different product
criteria sought by participants in the 3 studied contexts (Table 4).
We selected health competing factors according to their “perceived
importance” ratings. Thus, we assumed as competing with health
factors those that obtained a greater “importance” rating.

According to this classification, we notice that, in breakfast
situation, “taste” and “freshness” get better ratings (first and second
position respectively) and thus seem to be more valued than health
considerations (3rd position). They are therefore considered as
competing with health concerns. By introducing “taste” and “fresh-
ness” concerns with health in the regression model, we were able to
study the combined effects of all these factors on typicality.

Table 5 shows that, in breakfast situation, “taste” and “fresh-
ness” variables has not a statistically significant influence on
product typicality. However, health factor has a significant influ-
ence at the 5% threshold (p=0.030). Therefore, our (H3.a) hypoth-
esis is consistently supported.

Actually, sport situation allows us to analyze the influence of
health criterion with interaction with highly valued competing
criteria which have significant influence on the dependent variable
(typicality). Table 5 shows that in this situation (sport), taste,
freshness, environmental aspects and price are more valued than
health goals (more highly rated by participants). Whereas health
contribution is not significant in sport situation (p=0.881), taste
variable (p=0.050) and respect for the environment (p=0.002) are
significant at the 5% threshold. Freshness and price variables have

TABLE 2
Results of linear regressions of health goals salience as antecedent of the typicality in different contexts

R2 t βββββ

tsafkaerB %44.55 79.1 *902.0

tropS %88.51 25.0 951.0

gnikcanS %67.12 54.2 *944.0

level%5tatnacifingis*

1According to our results expertise variable has no significant
influence on typicality. The other variables used in the regression
model are the classical typicality determinants in marketing and
psychological literature.
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no significant influence on typicality. These findings show that
taste and respect for the environment factors may have an inhibitory
effect on health considerations. Introduced into the regression
model, they contribute significantly to explain typicality variance.
The hypothesis (H3.b) is supported by these results. In snacking
situation, table 5 shows that health dimension influences typicality
(p=0.006) whereas the competing criteria, i.e. taste and freshness,

do not contribute in the same way. Their influence on typicality is
in fact not significant (p=0.240 and 0.739 respectively).

Considered as a whole, we have therefore validated the hy-
pothesis (H1) and shown that salient health goals influence per-
ceived typicality in health food category in certain situations.
Theses findings are particularly relevant when goal-related prod-
ucts are assumed to match the consumption context (H2). This

TABLE 3
Differences in typicality ratings according to context adequacy (on 7-point scale)

TABLE 4
Classification of criteria sought in food consumption according to their perceived importance

naeMycauqedA naeMytilacipyT AVONA

1puorG 2puorG 1puorG 2puorG serauqsfomuS ldd tsetF

tsafkaerB 68.3 99.5 49.4 42.5 08.2 1 050.0=p

tropS 61.4 95.5 49.4 42.5 78.4 1 700.0=p

gnikcanS 81.4 59.5 91.4 87.4 45.01 1 000.0=p

tsafkaerB tropS gnikcanS

woR noiretirC naeM noiretirC naeM noiretirC naeM

1 *etsaT 22.6 *etsaT 20.6 *etsaT 72.6

2 *ssenhserF 30.6 *ssenhserF 17.5 *ssenhserF 41.6

3 htlaeH 21.5 *tnemnorivnE 58.4 htlaeH 32.5

4 ecirP 99.4 *ecirP 18.4 tnemnorivnE 01.5

5 tnemnorivnE 76.4 htlaeH 46.4 ecirP 19.4

htlaehhtiwderapmocsrotcafredro-rehgiH*

TABLE 5
Combined effects of the different food requirements sought on typicality

tsafkaerB

NOITACIFISSALCAIRETIRC βββββ t

htlaeH *902.0 49.1

etsaT 820.0 21.1

ssenhserF 520.0 91.1

tropS

htlaeH 310.0 51.0

etsaT *571.0 49.1

ssenhserF 190.0 59.0

tnemnorivneehtroftcepseR *392.0 81.3

ecirP 611.0 83.1

gnikcanS
htlaeH *984.0 45.1

etsaT 031.0 81.1

ssenhserF 890.0 33.1

level%5tatnacifingis*
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influence of health goal salience is more important as health
competing goals are less influential. (H3.a). Once other goals of the
hierarchy are valued compared with health criteria (when the
individual considers other criteria in his food choice), health goals
influence on typicality becomes less important (H3.b).

CONCLUSION
The main conclusion of this research offers evidence and

insights on how goals impact categorization process and health
food evaluation by way of two dimensions: goal hierarchy and goal
salience.

Our findings offer additional evidence that the consumer does
not pursue a health goal alone, but that there may be interactions
between different goals according to individual priorities and
context. These goals interferences may influence product judg-
ments. Our findings are consistent with psychological literature
(Abraham & Sheeran, 2003), which suggests that goal theories
consider the possibility of goals conflicts, and the influence of
salient goals. Moreover, the theory of action identification (Vallacher
and Wegner, 1985) emphasizes that context is able to alter the
salience of certain goals in a given situation. Ratneshwar and his
colleagues (1997, 2001) support these findings and show that,
according to situational factors, different goals may take priority,
thus affecting products perception and representations. Our results
are congruent with these assumptions in the sense that, for each
situation there is a different hierarchy of goals and a different
perception of products typicality in health food category. These
results may have important implications in consumer behaviour
research.

First, by manipulating health situational factors (by means of
ads for example) it is possible to activate (or inhibit) other goals,
which would lead to different product evaluations according to
health competing goals. On the operational level, notably that of
product management, typicality concept could be used to respond
to consumer needs. To improve a product “health” image, it is
possible to reinforce its perceived typicality as regards health food
category or specific goals sought by the consumer. This could be
done for example by devaluating its perceived typicality as regards
goals that compete with health. Such a strategy favours a better
positioning, especially when products serve double needs: nutrition
and pleasure, health and “terroir”, health and naturality etc. This
research accentuates the need to consider different consumer con-
cerns specially those to which he gives priority. Since, for example,
for one consumer pleasure is the main motive in food consumption,
to lessen products typicality as regards health goals seems to be a
prudent strategy by reinforcing enjoyment image, taste and flavour
instead of product medicinal aspects.

Finally, although analyzing consumer behaviour using goal
theories may appear a deterministic and functionalist approach, this
study shows that it is possible to guide consumer choice through
marketing by using the concept of “goal salience”. By encouraging
a suitable nutritional discourse and by controlling the actual “food
cacophony”, the consumer can be guided towards a balanced diet,
favorable both to his health and to his various expectations.

Some limits can be drawn at the end of this research and open
doors to further investigations:

Analyzing food behaviors as being determined by goals can
rise some interrogations as for the rigidity of this deterministic
and functionalist approach. In order to understand the reality
of food consumption and the consumer as a socialized indi-
vidual, it would be interesting to include into the model the
ecological variables underlining the role of the agents of

influence, the culture or the social environment which can
have as much influence on perceptions and choices (Steptoe et
al., 1995; Pliner & Mann, 2004) as personal motivations.

Another limit concerns the experimental procedure and the
categorization task in particular which, in our case, requires
reasoning in terms of products and “ health food “ rather than
of “healthy eating”. However, healthy behavior analysis re-
quires to think food not only in terms of combinations of
products but in terms of balance, preparation process and
consumption, which could make difficult the task of products
evaluation in our experimentation and limit the external valid-
ity of the results. It would be useful, in a future research, to
associate with the categorization tasks, others aspects, as for
example, the origin of the products, their mode of preparation
or their consumption.

In our research, we focused on the intrinsic attributes of the
products related to their functionality and their degree of confor-
mity to health goals. While being conscious that other extrinsic
attributes can influence the evaluation of the products, it would be
interesting to study the categorization schemes privileged by the
consumer that can be related to the goal, the brand, the product
category or the area of origin.
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