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This paper shows that individuals evaluate an unhealthy food to be less tasty when they consume it in front of a mirror. This is

because self-focused individuals attribute the discomfort of acting against the standards of healthy eating to the food taste. Three

studies confirmed the effect and examined two moderating factors.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Recent studies show an alarming increase in obesity in the 

United States with 74.1% of the population over 15 years old 
considered overweight (Streib 2007). Various organizations are 
dealing with this issue and trying different weight-loss strategies 
such as low-carbohydrate diets, physical exercises, fat burning or 
appetite reducing pills, and fat removal surgeries. At the same time, 
others are looking for more self-driven ways of controlling obesity 
by changing people’s eating habits and introducing standards of 
healthy eating. The aim of these standards is to promote eating of 
healthy foods and prevent unhealthy eating practices. Emphasizing 
by media and many food producers through calorie or fiber intake, 
smaller portions, and reduced fat or fat-free products, standards of 
healthy eating have been widely accepted. However, there are still 
many people who do not follow these standards though they believe 
that it is harmful for them.

One of the critical aspects of unhealthy foods, which attracts 
people’s attention and convince them to choose it over a healthy 
option, is the taste of unhealthy foods. Research has shown that 
regardless of the actual taste, considering a food as less healthy 
makes it more tasty (Raghunathan, Naylor, and Hoyer 2006). Thus, 
making an unhealthy food less tasty could potentially reduce its 
consumption and help people to practice healthy food consumption. 
Therefore, in this research, we investigated the possibility of mak-
ing unhealthy foods less tasty without changing their ingredients.

Past research has shown that self-focused people tend to com-
pare themselves with standards of correctness (Duval and Wicklund 
1972), and experience positive affect when they act in concert with 
standards, and negative affect when they act in opposition to stan-
dards (Duval, Silvia, and Lalwani 2001). The person who feels the 
positive or negative affect does not immediately know why he or 
she has such feelings (Oatley and Johnson-Laird 1996). Moreover, 
research has shown that self-focused people tend to attribute posi-
tive events to self and negative events to external factors (Duval, 
Silvia, and Lalwani 2001).

Since mirror, as a self-awareness enhancing tool, can be 
used as a decorative item in many food consumption settings, this 
research examined if, and under what conditions, eating a food 
product in front of a mirror affects its taste perception. According 
to the reviewed literature, it is expected that eating a healthy or an 
unhealthy food in front of a mirror generate positive or negative 
feelings since standards of healthy eating are widely accepted. 
Therefore, we propose that if people consume their food in a room 
decorated with mirrors compared to a room without mirrors, they 
will attribute the positive affect of eating a healthy food internally 
to self and the negative affect of eating an unhealthy to the food 
taste as an external factor.

The first study was designed to provide empirical evidence for 
the proposed effect of mirror decoration on food taste. We used fruit 
salad and chocolate cake to represent healthy and unhealthy foods. 
Results confirmed our expectations and showed that participants 
gave a lower overall taste evaluation to the chocolate cake when 
they consumed it in front of mirror compared to the no-mirror 
condition. However, the taste evaluations of the fruit salad were not 
significantly different between the mirror and no-mirror conditions.

Study 2 and 3 investigated two factors moderating the effect 
of mirror decoration on food taste. Research has shown that people 
must perceive themselves responsible for acting against standards 
in order to experience the negative feelings (Duval, Silvia, and 

Lalwani 2001). Accordingly, the second study showed that when 
participants did not perceive themselves to be responsible for eating 
the unhealthy food (i.e., when they think that there is no choice 
and they have to do it), they did not give a lower evaluation to the 
taste of the unhealthy food in the mirror condition compared to the 
no-mirror condition. 

Research has also found that simplicity of the connection 
between cause and effect is an important factor for the attribution 
system; and people tend to attribute the effects to the most plausible 
causes (Duval, Silvia, and Lalwani 2001). Therefore, we expected 
that introducing a more plausible cause for the negative affect would 
move the attribution of discomfort away from the unhealthy food 
taste. Study 3 supported this expectation and showed that when we 
introduced music as a more plausible cause of the negative affect, 
participants did not evaluate the taste of the unhealthy food to be 
lower in the mirror condition compared to the no-mirror condition.

In sum, this research contributes to the extant body of literature 
on the self-awareness theory by demonstrating the link between 
the self-awareness and the attribution of feelings induced by the 
self-standards comparison system. At a practical level, results of 
this research suggest that mirror decoration can be used in food 
consumption settings to decrease unhealthy eating practices as 
mirrors make the consumption of an unhealthy food less pleasant.
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