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The current study examines the temporal difference elicited by two common promotions (i.e. points and discount). Results show that

by alternating the time horizon of its promotional offer, intention to choose a healthy food (i.e. salad) over a more appetitive one (i.e.

fries) is significantly increased. Interestingly, these results are most prominent for fast food patrons and hedonists (i.e. those more

likely to be heavy fast foods users).
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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Fast food restaurants (e.g., McDonald’s) are often criticized 

for cultivating unhealthy eating habits and contributing to obesity 
in our society (Brownell and Horgen 2003; Nestle 2003). Despite 
the effort of these restaurants to promote better eating by including 
more healthy items on the menu, the proportion of obese adults in the 
United States remains high (e.g. the national prevalence of obesity in 
adults was 33.8% in 2007-2008, Flegal et al 2010). This phenomenon 
is referred to as “the American obesity paradox” (Heini and Weinsier 
1997) and may partly be explained by the ‘health halo’ effect which 
bias calorie estimates and lead to over-consumption (Chandon and 
Wansink 2007). Apparently, giving consumer more healthy food op-
tions does not necessarily translate to them eating more healthily. 
There is a need to identify ways to promote healthy eating which 
directly influence consumer’s food consumption behavior. 

We explore this question in the domain of fast food restau-
rants and promotional offers. We ask, for example, how having a 
promotional offer with a long (vs. short) time horizon influences 
one’s healthy eating intention. Drawing on Chandon and colleagues 
(2000), we acknowledged that the nature of the product seemingly 
dictate the evaluative emphasis on its promotion. Consequently, we 
propose that because a long time horizon coincides with the long-
term conception of healthy eating, an accumulative, long time hori-
zon promotional offer such as points reward will be more effective 
in inducing healthy eating intention than an immediate, short time 
horizon price discount. 

Deriving from the theory of goal (Fishbach, Friedman, and 
Kruglanski 2003), we further propose that this effect of offer will 
only be evident among individuals whose food consumption deci-
sion is dominated by its sensual appreciation (i.e. hedonist). Our 
reasoning is that hedonist are more likely to have constant struggles 
between taste and health goals, an accumulative offer (i.e. points re-
ward) makes the health goal temporarily more salient and in turn 
increases healthy eating intention. Finally, we predict that patrons 
of a restaurant will be more likely to respond to an offer with long 
time horizon. They will find a delayed reward offer by a long term 
promotion more acceptable because of the perceived level of effort.

Results of study 1 supported our hypotheses. To examine the 
impacts of the independent variable (promotional offer: long time 
horizon vs. short time horizon) on intention to switch, participants 
were randomly assigned to either a points reward (i.e. long horizon) 
or price discount (i.e. short horizon) condition. Points reward and 
price discount were chosen because they are common. More impor-
tantly, they are on the extremes of the time horizon spectrum. On the 
one hand, point rewards require that people repeatedly make pur-
chases over a period of time to obtain the designated reward which 
prompts a long term perspective. On the other hand, price discounts 
provide immediate reward for the purchase which triggers a short 
term perspective.

As predicted, the two-way interaction between promotional 
offer x hedonism is significant (F(1,40) = 5.576, p =.02). A simple 
main effect analysis revealed that for the high hedonism group, the 
intention to switch to salad is significant. Specifically, those in the 
points condition is more prone to make the switch to the healthier 
salad option than those in the price condition (Mpoints = 6.08 vs. Mprice 
= 4.49, F(1, 20) = 4.21, p = .05). Moreover, the two-way interaction 
of promotional offer x patronage is significant (F(1,40) = 4.554, p 

=.04). In particular, patrons are found to be more likely to switch 
to salad than non-patrons in the points condition. The simple main 
effects of promotional offer on neither patron nor non-patron were 
significant (p’s > .05). 

In addition, we believe that two supporting studies in progress 
will corroborate the results of study 1 and our contention about the 
temporal orientation elicited by promotional offers and its effect on 
healthy food choices. First of all, a choice study asks participants to 
choose between a points reward vs. a price discount for the purchase 
of a salad. If our hypothesis holds, more people will prefer the points 
reward in support of our contention that because a healthy food trig-
gers a long term perspective, the promotional offer with the corre-
sponding temporal frame (i.e. points) will more likely be chosen. 
Secondly, a time frame study aims not only to replicate the results 
of study 1 but also to provide a temporal orientation measure. If our 
hypotheses hold, it will provide empirical evidence for our assertion 
that temporal orientation is the underlying process of the differential 
impact of the type of promotional offer.

The results of our study show that different types of offer have 
differential impacts on one’s intention to choose a healthy food over 
an appetitive food. It extends the benefits congruency framework 
(Chandon, Wansink, and Laurent 2000) to a new dimension. We 
show that not only do benefits between product and promotion which 
are congruent in terms of utilitarian or hedonic aspects can improve 
a target choice; one which is temporally congruent has a similar im-
pact. Our results also contribute to literature on loyalty programs. 
Extant loyalty programs literature identified effort required, rewards 
obtained, decisions to join, and likelihood of reaching the reward as 
the most important issues (Kivetz and Simonson 2003). The current 
study suggests that the characteristic of the product of which the loy-
alty program is associated with also play a role.

Interestingly, our results pertain to hedonist – the ones whose 
actions are often dictated by their sensualities. Moreover, results also 
reveal that patrons (i.e. existing customers) of a company tend to 
make the healthy food choice more often when they are given points 
rewards rather than price discounts. The current study renders a con-
crete solution to fast food restaurants for their most prominent clien-
tele. Our typical fast food restaurants goers or patrons fit the profile 
of a hedonist (i.e. those who are more likely to yield to unhealthy yet 
tasty food). A long time horizon offer is shown to have an influence 
on healthy eating especially for this group of people. Concisely, we 
have identified a solution for the loyal-healthy dilemma.
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