
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
Angels and Demons: the Differential Effects of Less Threatening Food Temptations on Consumption

Nina  Belei, Maastricht University, The Netherlands 
Kelly  Geyskens, Maastricht University, The Netherlands 
Caroline  Goukens, Maastricht University, The Netherlands 
Jos  Lemmink, Maastricht University, The Netherlands 

 
This research examines whether and under which conditions less threatening food temptations (e.g., heart-healthy chips and low-fat

chips) are effective in promoting food intake control. We demonstrate the differential effects of temptations with health references and

temptations with low-fat references.

 
 
[to cite]:

Nina Belei, Kelly Geyskens, Caroline Goukens, and Jos Lemmink (2011) ,"Angels and Demons: the Differential Effects of Less

Threatening Food Temptations on Consumption", in NA - Advances in Consumer Research Volume 38, eds. Darren W. Dahl,

Gita V. Johar, and Stijn M.J. van Osselaer, Duluth, MN : Association for Consumer Research.

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/15889/volumes/v38/NA-38

 
[copyright notice]:

This work is copyrighted by The Association for Consumer Research. For permission to copy or use this work in whole or in

part, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at http://www.copyright.com/.

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/15889/volumes/v38/NA-38
http://www.copyright.com/


490490 Advances in Consumer Research
Volume 38, © 2012

Angels and Demons:  The Differential Effects of less Threatening Food Temptations on 
Consumption

Nina Belei, Maastricht University, The Netherlands
Kelly Geyskens, Maastricht University, The Netherlands

Caroline Goukens, Maastricht University, The Netherlands
Jos Lemmink, Maastricht University, The Netherlands

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
This research examines whether and under which conditions 

less threatening food temptations (e.g., heart-healthy chips and 
low-fat chips) are effective in promoting food intake control. We 
demonstrate the differential effects of temptations with health 
references and temptations with low-fat references. 

Conceptualization
Literature provides conflicting findings regarding the effects of 

food temptations on consumers’ abilities to control their food intake. 
While it was generally accepted that tempting food cues trigger 
self-control failure, recent research suggests that temptations may 
have the potential to enhance self-control if the temptations exceed 
a critical level of threat (Fishbach, Friedman, and Kruglanski 2003; 
Geyskens, Dewitte, Pandelaere, and Warlop 2008). Yet, instead of 
increasing the perceived level of threat of food temptations (e.g., 
by making food enticements even more alluring), health organiza-
tions continue to encourage the dissemination of less threatening 
food alternatives.

Our research examines whether and under which conditions 
food temptations for which the perceived level of threat is redu-
ced are effective in promoting food intake control. In a series of 
experiments we compare the effects of hedonic food with low-fat 
references to hedonic food with health references. In contrast to 
low-fat hedonic food alternatives stressing the reduced amount of 
something ‘bad’ (e.g. less fat), healthier versions of hedonic food 
often directly refer to a long-term health goal, thereby emphasizing 
the ‘good’ aspects of the food. In line with prior research, we expect 
that low-fat references on highly tempting, yet unhealthy food lead 
to self-control failure expressed in overconsumption of that food. 
Contrarily, when an unhealthy yet tempting food is made less thre-
atening by making an explicit link to consumers’ long-term health 
goals, we expect self-control to be enhanced, as a result of the 
activation of a health goal. This, in turn, should induce health-goal 
relevant behavior, which is reflected in decreased consumption of 
the food in question, as well as of other unhealthy food. Moreover, 
this activated health goal should result in an increased consumption 
if it results from health references for an inherently healthy food. 

Studies
In a first study (N=109) we examine whether healthier (versus 

low-fat) versions of hedonic food decrease (versus increase) actual 
food consumption. The results reveal that only temptations with a 
direct link to consumers’ long-term health goals lead to a significant 
decrease in actual food consumption, thereby effectively enhancing 
self-control. We observe the same increase in actual consumption 
as was found by Wansink and Chandon (2006) for hedonic food 
with low-fat references. In a second study (N=130), we show that 
the decreased consumption of healthier hedonic food appears to 
be driven by an increased activation of one’s health goals triggered 
by the health reference on the food. Seeing healthier versions of 
hedonic food through the lens of the activated health goal leads to 
less consumption of this food because it remains unhealthy in nature 
and thus does not contribute to attaining the activated health goal. 
Contrarily, no such health goal activation was found for hedonic 

food with low-fat references implying that the increased consump-
tion of low-fat hedonic food alternatives seems to be attributable 
to an implicit license to eat often associated with low-fat food. 
We continue with focusing on the dynamics of health references 
on hedonic food and demonstrate in a third study (N=62) that we 
find the same effects of healthier temptations when consumers 
subsequently consume another food item of the unhealthy product 
category. We replicate this effect in study 4a (N=55) and 4b (N=52) 
in which we switch from hedonic food to hedonic beverages. To 
finally challenge the robustness of the underlying mechanism, we 
conducted a fifth and final study (N=84), in which we show that 
health references on healthy food are able to increase the consump-
tion of that healthier food.

Summary and Contribution
Together, the results illustrate the differential effects of low-

fat references and health references on hedonic food. Both low-fat 
references and health references aim at making the respective food 
appear less threatening to consumers’ long-term goals. Yet, we 
demonstrate the counter effect of health references in that instead 
of reducing the level of threat of the healthier hedonic food, the 
activation of a health goal lets consumers reassess the food as being 
helpful to attain the activated health goal or not. As the healthier 
hedonic food still remains unhealthy in nature, it is considered as 
inappropriate for attaining the activated health goal. Consequently, 
consumers eat less of it than they would of a regular version of a 
hedonic food. Thereby, our study provides clarity on the question 
to what extent the recent hedonic food alternatives promoted by 
health organizations are successful in stimulating more healthy 
eating patterns. Our study contributes to existing literature in that 
we provide evidence that also a less threatening food temptation 
can increase self-control if the food is directly linked to a long-term 
health goal. As such, we complement the research by Fishbach et al. 
(2003) by demonstrating that the combination of a less threatening 
food temptation with a health reference enhances self-control as 
well. Our findings have strong implications for food manufacturers 
in that we show that the strategy to offer healthier alternatives of 
inherently unhealthy food might end up having a counter effect as 
consumers will be careful in not eating too much of such food. In 
contrast, we demonstrate that adding health references on inherently 
healthy food can increase consumption up to 50 %, implying that 
food manufacturers would reap benefits if they remind consumers 
on the healthiness of inherently healthy food. For public policy 
makers our findings imply that not all marketing efforts aimed at 
decreasing the level of threat of unhealthy, yet tempting food have 
negative consequences for consumers’ eating patterns. While we 
again show the detrimental effects of low-fat references on food 
intake, we demonstrate the positive outcomes of health references 
in terms of consumption regardless of whether they are put on 
unhealthy or healthy food. As such, stressing the positive, healthy 
aspects of food appears to be an effective strategy for promoting 
more healthy eating patterns.



Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 38) / 491

References
Coelho Do Vale, Rita, Rik Pieters, and Marcel Zeelenberg 

(2008), “Flying under the radar: Perverse Package Size Ef-
fects on Consumption Self-Regulation,” Journal of Consumer 
Research, 35 (October), 380-90.

Critser, Greg (2003), Fat Land: How Americans became the 
fattest People in the World. New York: Mariner/Houghton 
Mifflin.

Fazio, Russell H. (1990), “A practical guide to the use of re-
sponse latencies in social psychological research,” in Review 
of personality and social psychology, C. Hendrick and M.S. 
Clark, eds. Vol. 11. Newbury Park CA: Sage.

Ferguson, Melissa J. (2008), “On becoming ready to pursue a 
goal you don’t know you have: Effects of nonconscious goals 
on evaluative readiness,” Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 95 (6), 1268-94.

Ferguson, Melissa J. and J. A. Bargh (2004), “Liking is for do-
ing: Effects of goal pursuit on automatic evaluation,” Journal 
of Personality and Social Psychology, 88, 557-72.

Fishbach, Ayelet, Ronald S. Friedman, and Arie W. Kruglanski 
(2003), “Leading us not unto temptation: Momentary allure-
ments elicit overriding goal activation,” Journal of Personal-
ity and Social Psychology, 84, 296-309.

Geyskens, Kelly, Siegfried Dewitte, Mario Pandelaere, and Luk 
Warlop (2008), “Tempt me just a little bit more: The effects 
of prior food temptation actionability on goal activation and 
consumption,” Journal of Consumer Research, 35 (Decem-
ber), 600-10.

National Institutes of Health (2004), “Weight Loss and Nutrition 
Myths,” accessed January 2010, www.win.niddk.nih.gov/
publications/myths.html#dietmyths).

Nestle (2002), Food Politics: How the Food Industry Influences 
Nutrition and Health. Berkley: University of California 
Press.

Raghunathan, Rajagopal, Rebecca Walker Naylor, and Wayne D. 
Hoyer (2006), “The unhealthy=tasty intuition and its effects 
on taste inferences, enjoyment, and choice of food products,” 
Journal of Marketing, 70 (October), 170-84.

Wansink, Brian and Pierre Chandon (2006), “Can “low-fat” 
nutrition labels lead to obesity?” Journal of Marketing Re-
search, XLIII (November), 605-17.


