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Advocating the practice of moderation is based on the assumption that moderation leads to healthier choices. The present research

supports that assumption for low self-control individuals, for whom priming moderation increased preference for healthy choices.

However, for high self-control individuals, priming moderation paradoxically increased preference for indulgent choices.
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Extended Abstract
“Everything in moderation” is often recommended as a way to achieve balance and limit consumption. From chocolate to wine to 

eating out, acting in moderation is expected to combat many problems that deal with consumption excess (e.g., obesity, binge drinking, 
impulsive buying, alcoholism). For example, a recent public service announcement aiming to reduce alcohol consumption features a 
picture of vodka with the slogan “It’s not what you drink. It’s how much you drink that counts. Moderation in all things.” Similarly, another 
advertisement advocating the practice of moderation illustrates a body builder with unnaturally large grotesque muscles accompanied 
by the slogan “Too much of a good thing is still too much. Moderation.” 

However, although the practice of moderation has been prescribed by many, there is no empirical research investigating whether 
moderation actually succeeds in promoting healthy behavior. The objective of this research is to provide a much needed understanding 
of the role moderation plays in consumption behavior.

Past research has shown that individuals license themselves to indulge when they have previously acted in line with a long-term 
goal (Fishback and Dhar 2005; Khan and Dhar 2006). That is, when individuals feel they have made progress toward a long term goal, 
they have less motivation to engage in self-control directed at achieving this goal. This phenomenon, called the licensing effect, indicates 
that when progress toward a long term goal is perceived, individuals often disengage from that goal and act in opposition to it.

The licensing effect has been observed in many domains. For example, dieters’ who felt they made sufficient progress in losing 
weight were more likely to choose unhealthy options (Fishbach and Dhar 2005). Similarly, individuals who were induced to feel moral 
showed less inclination to engage in moral action (i.e., by donating blood) compared to people who were not induced to feel moral 
(Sachdeva, Iliev, and Medin 2009).

The present research applies this logic to the concept of moderation. Thus, we hypothesize that activation of the moderation concept 
leads to a temporary satisfaction of health goals, which in turn makes the individual feel that they are licensed to indulge. Consequently, 
the activation of moderation should result in greater preference for more indulgent items in a choice set. 

Furthermore, individual differences in self-control should moderate this effect. Specifically, individuals who are high in self-control 
can more easily access past behaviors or project future behaviors where they will engage in healthy eating (Wilcox et al. 2009), and 
the resulting increase in activation of past and/or future health behaviors consequently makes these individuals feel more licensed to 
indulge. Thus, the concept of moderation is likely to lead to greater preference for indulgent items in a choice set for individuals who 
are high in self-control. 

To test this hypothesis, participants were assigned to one of two conditions. Participants in the moderation prime condition were 
asked to elaborate on the concept “everything in moderation.” In contrast, participants in the neutral prime condition were asked to 
provide a summary of their favorite movie. Participants were then shown pictures of 5 dessert choices. Based on a pre-test, these choices 
varied in their degree of perceived healthiness (from least to most healthy: chocolate brownie with 6 scoops of ice cream, chocolate cake, 
carrot cake, strawberries with whipped cream, and a bowl of fruit). Participants were asked to indicate their dessert preference. After 
participants completed the prime and the decision task, trait self-control was measured using the 36-item Self-Control Scale (Tangney 
et al. 2004). A regression analysis showed a significant interaction between trait self-control and the priming manipulation in predicting 
the healthiness of food choices. Specifically, among low self-control individuals, the moderation prime was associated with healthier 
choices than the neutral prime, whereas among high self-control individuals the moderation prime was associated with more indulgent 
choices than the neutral prime. These results suggest that moderation has the desired effect on low self-control individuals, but that 
moderation can backfire for high self-control individuals and lead them to prefer indulgent options. 

This study demonstrates a relatively novel effect: the impact of activation of the moderation concept on consumption. Thus, the 
present research makes an important contribution by providing empirical evidence addressing the question of how moderation influences 
consumption decisions. Moreover, these results support the counterintuitive proposition that moderation actually leads to indulgent 
preferences for high self-control individuals, which has serious implications for the use of moderation in efforts to promote healthy behavior.

Future studies will examine the underlying mechanism for this effect. That is, how does moderation satisfy health goals? Presumably, 
moderation puts one in a healthy mindset by invoking past instances where one has satisfied a health goal (e.g., I ate healthy last week) 
or future behavior where one will satisfy a health goal (e.g., I’ll eat healthy tomorrow). This mindset would potentially connect the 
present findings with research on the effect of future choices on self-control, which indicates that when a decision is presented in the 
context of sequential future choices, people optimistically believe they will be virtuous in the future and are thus more likely to indulge 
in the present (Khan and Dhar 2007). In other words, individuals might feel licensed to engage in short-term transgressions because 
they believe they can make up for them in the future. This suggests that the effect of moderation on indulgence might be attenuated if 
participants are asked to think about a choice in isolation rather than a choice that is part of a sequence of choices. If this is the case, 
then (a) high self-control individuals should prefer indulgent items when the choice is made as part of a sequence but not when the 
choice is made in isolation, and (b) it is possible that priming moderation spontaneously invokes thoughts of sequential choices (i.e., the 
realization that moderation can be achieved by balancing past, future, and present choices), and that these thoughts mediate the relation 
between moderation and feeling licensed to indulge. 
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Extended Abstract
Persuading people to eat healthier is a major challenge in modern societies. To prevent diet-related diseases, there are to the best of 

our knowledge two research approaches being discussed. One approach applies powerful economic mechanisms, e.g. higher taxes for 
unhealthy food products. Studies showed that the demand for sugar-sweetened beverages can be reduced significantly by increasing prices 
(Epstein et al. 2010; Brownell and Frieden 2009). The other approach under discussion uses instruments that are grounded in psychology 
(Garg, Wansink, and Inman 2007; Chandon and Wansink 2007). However, both ways are often discussed unrelated to each other. This 
is astonishing assuming that a combination of both ways might positively affect the power of prevention. This holds particularly true 
considering that taxes might have serious consequences for markets and competition and are insofar second best. Against this background 
the aim of our study is to shed light on the interaction between economic and psychological approaches.

Literature both in psychology and economics ties habits and self-control. A pivotal tenet of economics is that incentives promote 
effort and performance (Gibbons 1997; Lazear 2000). In other words, rewards serve as positive reinforcers for the desired behavior 
(Bénabou and Tirole 2004). For psychologists, in contrast, the effect of rewards is more controversial (Deci, Koester, and Ryan 1999). 
They rather argue that self-regulatory strategies promote the initiation of goal-directed behaviors (Gollwitzer 1999; Baumeister and 
Heatherton 1996).

In this research we test whether implementation intention as a self-regulation mechanism and monetary incentives can be used in 
combination to overcome the self-control dilemma and to foster healthy eating behavior. Furthermore we aim to examine which of these 
approaches have a stronger influence and whether interactions might accrue. Thus comparing the two interventions provides insight into 
the interplay between psychological and economic processes underlying the healthy eating behavior.

To achieve this aim we conducted a controlled field experiment using a 2 (Implementation Intention: Formed/Not Formed) x 2 
(Monetary Incentive: Available/Not Available) between-subjects design.

The study was conducted in three sequences with 176 Swiss consumers. Firstly, participants completed a baseline questionnaire 
which was combined with the implementation intention manipulation. The second sequence contained the incentive manipulation followed 
by the redemption of the voucher which measured actual eating behavior. Participants could choose between high-calorie, unhealthy 
snacks (croissants) and low-calorie, healthy snacks (mandarins/grapes). We counted the number of snacks chosen and converted the 
amount into calories (kcal). One week later, all participants completed a follow-up questionnaire being asked for the amount of unhealthy 
snacks they had consumed during the manipulation week.

Following this setup we are able to observe eating behavior before, during, and for one week after the intervention. Our main 
predictions are strongly confirmed. Firstly, the short-term interventions “implementation intention” and “monetary incentives” foster 
to choose the healthy snack. Secondly, participants are dynamically inconsistent: they chose more unhealthy snacks for immediate than 
for advance choice.

Analyses were conducted with SPSS. In a first step, we checked randomization and intercorrelations between all antecedents, as 
postulated by the theory of planned behavior as well as whether these antecedents predicted behavioral intention. Therefore, a multivariate 
analysis (MANOVA) was conducted between participants in the experimental and control groups with respect to the antecedent variables. 
The Levene’s test for each variable was not significant (p>.05), suggesting that the randomization had been successful.

Secondly, healthy eating behavior correlated significantly (p<.01) with all antecedent variables, except subjective norm. As expected, 
habits correlated negatively (-.238, p<.01) with healthy behavior. To test whether the antecedents predicted behavioral intention, we 
regressed behavioral intention on all antecedents. In the regression analysis (R2=.45) both the beta weights of attitude and perceived 
behavioral control were highly significant, β=.56, p<.01, and β=.19, p<.01, respectively, demonstrating that both variables contributed 
uniquely to the prediction of intention.

In a second step, we analyzed the interventions. Overall, 131 of 176 participants redeemed their voucher. As expected, the 
percentage of participants redeeming their voucher for a healthy snack in the control group was low-only 50%. In the experimental 
group “implementation intention” this percentage rises to 78.1%. In the experimental group “monetary incentive” 85.3% choose a 
healthy snack and in the combined experimental group this percentage is 82.9%. A chi-square-test shows high significance among the 
observed frequencies (p<.05).

The relative power of the three experimental manipulations was tested with an ANOVA. The overall F-test of this ANOVA is 
significant, F(3,131)=4.101, p<.05. The multiple mean comparisons (Student-Newman-Keuls-test) show a significant difference between 


