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We introduce a new meta-theory (the I3 Theory) designed to understand how multiple risk factors interrelate to aggravate or mitigate

unhealthy food consumption. We demonstrate that consumers are especially likely to overindulge in unhealthy food consumption if

they encounter an instigating trigger (a visceral food description or a consumption-oriented social context) when an impellor is present

(they are hungry) and they are not inhibited (their self-control resources have been depleted).

 
 
[to cite]:

Eli Finkel, Kenneth  Herbst, and Gráinne Fitzsimons (2011) ,"The Obesity Superhighway: an I3 Theory Analysis of Unhealthy

Food 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/16054/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/16054/volumes/v38/NA-38
http://www.copyright.com/


492492 Advances in Consumer Research
Volume 38, © 2012

The Obesity Superhighway: An I3 Theory Analysis of Unhealthy Food Consumption
Eli Finkel, Northwestern University, USA

Kenneth Herbst, Wake Forest University, USA
Gráinne Fitzsimons, Duke University, USA

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
This paper approaches obesity from a psychological perspec-

tive, exploring the circumstances under which people eat moderately 
versus excessively when they confront an unexpected opportunity 
to consume fattening, unhealthy food. In this paper, we introduce a 
novel meta-theory designed to provide a process-oriented, integra-
tive framework for organizing these risk factors. 

According to I3 Theory (pronounced “I-Cubed Theory”), 
individuals will overeat unhealthy food when Instigating triggers 
are strong, Impelling forces are strong, and Inhibiting forces are 
weak. (The underlined vowels represent the three Is in I3 Theory.) 
Instigating triggers are situational events or circumstances that 
induce a behavioral inclination toward unhealthy consumption 
(e.g., the degree to which the consumer is focused on the viscer-
ally enticing aspects of the food or whether the presence of other 
people triggers moderate versus excessive consumption). Impelling 
forces consist of factors that strengthen the consummatory craving 
individuals experience in response to an instigating trigger (e.g., 
hunger or liking for the food). Inhibiting forces consist of factors that 
increase the likelihood that consumers will override the craving to 
eat the food rather than to act upon this craving (e.g., plentiful self-
control resources or an imminent life event for which the consumer 
wishes to look relatively thin). According to I3 Theory, risk factors 
predict unhealthy consumption not only on their own, but also in 
interaction with risk factors from the other I3 Theory categories. 
Unhealthy consumption is most extreme when instigating triggers 
and impelling forces are strong and inhibiting forces are weak.

In this paper, we examined the effects of two different instigat-
ing triggers, one impelling factor, and one inhibiting factor. The 
instigating trigger in Study 1 (conducted in a supermarket) was 
whether consumers were assigned to think about the food (cinnamon 
rolls) in terms of its appealing gustatory (visceral) properties or in 
terms of its nongustatory (non-visceral) basic ingredients (Mischel, 
Shoda, and Rodriguez 1989). The viscerality manipulation was 
effective. Shoppers in the visceral condition ate significantly more 
grams of cinnamon roll than did shoppers in the focused nonvisceral 
condition and the no-instructions condition.

To test I3 Theory, we predicted grams of cinnamon roll 
eaten from the viscerality manipulation, self-reported hunger and 
depletion, all two-way interactions, and the three-way interaction. 
Consistent with predictions, the Viscerality x Hunger x Depletion 
interaction effect was significant. Simple effects tests revealed 
that the Hunger x Depletion interaction effect was not significant 
in the nonvisceral condition, but it was significant in the visceral 
condition. Follow-up simple effects tests revealed that, within the 
visceral condition, the association of hunger with grams eaten was 
not significant for shoppers who were not feeling depleted, but it 
was significant and positive for shoppers who were. It seems that 
shoppers in the visceral condition remained capable of resisting the 
craving to eat excessively as they became hungrier—unless their 
self-control resources were depleted.

The instigating trigger in Study 2 (conducted in the lab) was 
whether consumers witnessed other people (confederates) consume 
Peanut m&m’s with or without exuberance (Nisbett and Storms 
1974). We also manipulated the impellor (hunger) and the inhibitor 
(depletion) (Schmeichel 2007; Vohs and Faber 2007) using a new 
unhealthy food (Peanut m&m’s).

All three manipulations were effective and powerful. Partici-
pants in the strong modeled exuberance condition ate significantly 
more than did participants in the weak modeled exuberance condi-
tion. Participants assigned to the hungry condition ate significantly 
more than did participants assigned to the nonhungry condition. 
In addition, participants assigned to the depletion condition ate 
significantly more than did participants assigned to the nondeple-
tion condition.

To test I3 Theory, we predicted grams of Peanut m&m’s eaten 
from the three experimental manipulations, all two-way interac-
tions, and the three-way interaction. Consistent with the Study 1 
results, the Modeled Exuberance x Hunger x Depletion interaction 
effect was significant. Simple effects tests revealed that the Hun-
ger x Depletion interaction effect was not significant in the weak 
modeled exuberance condition, but it was significant in the strong 
modeled exuberance condition. Follow-up simple effects tests 
revealed that, within the strong modeled exuberance condition, the 
effect of hunger on grams eaten was not significant for participants 
in the nondepleted condition, but it was significant and positive for 
participants in the depleted condition. Consumers in the strong 
modeled exuberance condition remained capable of resisting the 
craving to eat excessively as they became hungrier—unless their 
self-control resources were depleted.

Taken together, the results of Studies 1 and 2 speak to the 
power of I3 Theory to generate novel approaches to the study of 
unhealthy food consumption. These two studies demonstrate that 
hungry people are likely to indulge in unhealthy consumption when 
faced with an instigating trigger, but only when their self-control 
resources are depleted.
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