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ExTENDED ABSTRACT

Research Background 
In times in which obesity represents a problematic issue in different countries, it is becoming more and more important to understand 

individuals’ food consumption habits1-2. The present work provides a clearer picture of what drives or inhibits healthy/unhealthy eating 
building on regulatory focus theory and temporal construal theory to explain how emotions and social capital predict quantity and quality 
of individuals’ food consumption. Previous research has suggested that both emotions3-4 and social capital5-6-7, here measured by 
social participation6-8are assumed to play an important role in food consumption, but we need a clearer understanding of the underlying 
mechanisms that justify the nature of the relationships and its specific outcomes. 

Regulatory focus theory posits that individuals approach desired states and avoid undesired states through promotion and prevention 
respectively9. All behaviors could be categorized as either approach or avoidance behaviors10. Approach behaviors are the all positive 
behaviors directed towards a certain environment and avoidance behaviors are the opposite11. We use quantity and quality of food 
consumed compared to individual’s perceived eating norm as indicators of approach and avoidance behaviors. Choosing to conform to 
the eating norm is considered as an avoidance behavior and choosing to consume healthier/unhealthier to the eating norm is considered 
to be an approach behavior. 

Temporal construal theory posits that the value individuals’ give to outcomes is time dependant and individuals sometimes put more 
weight on short-term rewards while other times focus more on the long-term rewards12-13. When it comes to quantity/quality of food 
consumed, individuals have a short-termed desired state of fulfillment and pleasure when eating more quantities/unhealthy that could 
lead to long-term undesirable state of gaining weight. However, consuming fewer quantities/healthy have a short-term undesirable state 
of un-satisfaction and perceived bad taste but a long-term desirable state of maintaining or losing weight14. Therefore, both healthier 
and unhealthier food consumption could prompt individuals either to approach or avoid them.

We argue that individuals focusing on short-term rewards are more likely to approach unhealthy items and avoid healthy items. 
However, those focusing on the long-term rewards are more likely to approach healthy items and avoid unhealthy items. Previous literature 
found that individuals in a positive state are preoccupied, in the short-term, to maintain that positive state while individuals in a negative 
state are preoccupied in the short-term to alleviate immediately that negative state15. Therefore, we hypothesize that when it comes to 
emotions (calm and depression) individuals focus on the short-term rewards. Positive emotions like calmness lead individuals to approach 
objects around them 11-17 and in this case approach unhealthy behaviors. Negative emotions such as depression lead individuals to 
avoid objects around them11-17and in this case avoid healthy behaviors. As for participation, it was found to provide affective support 
and increase self-esteem18 and contributes to individuals’ health by promoting positive affect19, by decreasing negative affects20 and 
by buffering stress21. Participation provides individuals with a general sense of contentment and fulfills individuals need to belong and 
therefore we hypothesize that participation makes individuals less preoccupied by short-term rewards and more focused on the long-
term rewards making them more prompt to conform with others and thus avoid unhealthier behaviors. Moreover, as participation could 
act as buffer to negative emotions20 we hypothesize that participation will help depressed individuals succumb their negative emotions 
and thus making them avoid unhealthy behaviors.

METHOD

Design and Procedures
Questionnaires administered through a computer assisted telephone interviewing system were used to test our hypotheses. In 

total 787 participants completed the questionnaire. These participants were randomly selected from census data from the Montreal 
Metropolitan Area. 

Measures
Participants were asked to rate the quantity and quality of food consumed in comparison to their perceived eating norm (what 

they perceive others like them usually eat). We operationalize approach behaviors in terms of participants choosing either to consume 
healthier or unhealthier quantity and quality of food compared to the eating norm. As for avoidance behaviors, we operationalize them 
in terms of consuming the same quantity and quality of food as the perceived eating norm. Choosing to conform to the eating norm is 
considered to be an avoidance behavior since it fulfills the prevention goals that individuals think should be met. Consuming healthier or 
unhealthier than the eating norm is considered to be an approach behavior since it meets individuals’ promotion goals that are those goals 
that individuals aspire to meet22. A 5-point Likert scale measured three types of emotion: Calm, Energy and Depression. A dichotomous 
measure of Participation showed whether individuals participated or not in any of four form of social participation23. 

Results
A multinomial analysis showed that both emotions and social participation play an important role in the quality and quantity 

consumed. Actually, we found that the calmer participants are the more likely they were to say that they consumed more quantities than 
the perceived eating norm. Those that have high levels of depression were less likely to say that they consumed fewer quantities than 
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the perceived eating norm. Those who participate in social activities are less likely to eat less healthy food compared to the perceived 
eating norm. 

Furthermore, social participation played a moderating role on the relationship between depression and the quantity and quality of 
food consumed. Participation seems to buffer the effect of depression on the quality of the food consumed making depressed individuals 
less likely to consume less healthy quality than the perceived eating norm. Moreover, it seems that depressed individuals that participate 
in social activities are better off than non depressed individuals that do not participate in social activities. 

Conclusion and Discussion
In conclusion, this research shows that emotion and social capital captured through social participation have a great effect on food 

consumption and on whether individuals decide to either approach or avoid healthy or unhealthy items. This research also shows that 
participation could be a good mood restoration management tool aiding depressed people in their health habits. Finally, this research 
differs from other research on food consumption in that it shows that different predictors could play differential roles in terms of either 
prompting or preventing individuals from conducting healthy or unhealthy behaviors.

References
Seiders K. and Petty R.D. (2004). Obesity and the Role of Food Marketing: A Policy Analysis of Issues and Remedies. Journal of 

Public Policy and Marketing, 23(2), 153-169.
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2005). The burden of obesity in the United States: A problem of massive proportions. 

Chronic Disease Notes and Reports, 17, 4-9.
Macht M. and Simons G. (2000). Emotions and Eating in Everyday Life. Appetite, 35, 65-71.
Christensen L. and Redig C. (1993). Effect of Meal Composition on Mood. Behav Neuroscience, 107, 346-353.
Kawachi, I., Kennedy, B., Lochner, K., Prothrow-Stith, D., 1997. Social capital, income inequality and mortality. American Journal 

of Public Health 87, 1491-1498.
Moore S., Daniel M., Paquet C., Dube L. and Gauvin L. (2009). Association of Individual Network Social Capital with Abdominal 

adiposity, Overweight and obesity. Journal of Public Health, 1-9. 
Veenstra, G., Lomas, J. (1999). Home is where the governing is: Social capital and regional health governance. Health and Place, 5, 

1-12.
Putnam, R.D., Leonardi, R., Nanetti, R.Y., 1993. Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy. Princeton University 

Press, New Jersey.
Higgins E.T. (2002). How Self-Regulation Creates Distinct Values: The Case of Promotion and Prevention Decision Making. Journal 

of Consumer Psychology, 12(3), 177-191. 
Mehrabian A. and Russell J.A. (1974). An Approach to Environmental Psychology. Cambridge, MA: Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology.
Bitner M.J. (1992). Servicescapes: The Impact of Physical Surroundings on Customers and Employees. The Journal of Marketing, 

56(2), 57-71.
Ainslie G. and Haslam N. (1992). Hyperbolic Discounting. In G. Loewenstein and Elster J. (Eds). Choice over Time (pp. 57-92). New 

York: Russell Sage Foundation.
Elster J. and Loewenstein G. (1992). Utility from Memory and Anticipation. In G. Loewenstein and Elster J. (Eds). Choice over Time 

(pp. 57-92). New York: Russell Sage Foundation.
Raghunathan R., Naylor R.W., and Hoyer W.D. (2006). The Unhealthy=Tasty Intuition and Its Effects on Taste Inferences, 

Enjoyment, and Choice of Food Products. Journal of Marketing, 70 (4), 170–84.
LeBel J.L., Lu J. and Dube L. (2008). Weakened Biological Signals: Highly-Developed Eating Schemas amongst Women are 

Associated with Maladaptive Patterns of Comfort Food Consumption. Physiology and Behavior, 94, 384-392.
Ridgway N.M., Dawson S.A. and Bloch P.H. (1989). Pleasure and Arousal in the Marketplace: Interpersonal Differences in 

Approach-Avoidance Responses.
Wilkinson, R.G., 1996. Unhealthy Societies: The Afflictions of Inequality. Routledge, London.
Hull R.B. (1990). Mood as a Product of Leisure: Causes and Consequences. Journal of Leisure Research, 22, 99-111.
Caldwell L.L. and Smith E.A. (1998). Leisure: An Overlooked Component of Health Promotion. Canadian Journal of Public Health, 

79 (April/May), S44-S48.
Coleman D. and Iso-Ahola S.E. (1993). Leisure and Health: The Role of Social Support and Self-Determination. Journal of Leisure 

Research, 25, 111-128
Chitturi R., Raghunathan R. and Mahajan V. (2008). Delight by Design: The Role of Hedonic Versus Utilitarian Benefits. Journal of 

Marketing, 72(May), 48-63.
Swaroop, S., & Morenoff, J. (2006). Building community: The neighborhood context of social organization. Social Forces, 84(3), 

1665-1695.


