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The organic food segment has experienced considerable growth over the past two decades, sales of organic food and beverages have

grown from $1 billion in 1990 to $24.8 billion in 2009. The purpose of this study is to understand how a consumer’s attitudinal

preferences toward organic food intersect with organic food labels in impacting consumers' attitude towards organic brands. We used

a 2 (self-view prime: independent or interdependent) x 2 (benefit type: promotion or prevention) x 2 (benefit focus: personal health

benefits or environmental benefits) between-subject design.  Our findings underscore the importance of focusing on personal health

versus environmental health in organic food labels.
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The Role of Self-Regulatory Focus, Self-View, and Benefit Focus 
in Attitudes Toward Organic Brands

Ioannis Kareklas, Washington State University, USA
Jeffrey Carlson, University of Connecticut, USA

The organic food segment has experienced considerable growth over the past two decades (Organic 2010). According to the Organic 
Trade Association (2010), U.S. sales of organic food and beverages have grown from $1 billion in 1990 to $24.8 billion in 2009. Extant 
research suggests two main attitudinal and behavioral influences of organic food consumption: 1) concern for one’s health (e.g., Chen 2009) 
and, 2) concern for the environment (e.g., Squires et al. 2001; Wandel and Bugge 1997). However, despite these influences, Hughner et al. 
(2007) observe that the majority of organic researchers have focused mostly on the demographic differences of consumers, at the expense of 
important behavioral influences (e.g., attitudes, goals, etc.).  Hence, the purpose of this study is to understand how a consumer’s attitudinal 
preferences toward organic food intersect with organic food labels in impacting consumers’ organic food attitudes. Given the relative impor-
tance of the concern for one’s own health and concern for the environment in regards to organic food, we test how the manipulation of such 
factors can interact and subsequently affect consumers’ attitudes toward an organic brand.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
The theoretical foundations for this study stems from two areas.  First, is that the view of self intersects and in influenced by broad soci-

ety (see Fiske et al. 1998 for a review).  This often results in an independent focus (e.g., unique individual characteristics, concern for one’s 
health) or interdependent focus (e.g., one’s self defined by others, a focus on greater good for society, etc.).  The second conceptual foundation 
is regulatory focus theory (Higgins 1997). Aaker and Lee (2001) show promotion-focused message are more persuasive on individuals with 
an active, independent self-view. However, prevention-focused messages are more persuasive if an individual has an active, interdependent 
self-view.  Given that a focus on one’s self or for the environment drives organic food attitudes and purchase intention, we study how preven-
tion and promotion-framed food messages intersect with one’s active self-view.   Based on Aaker and Lee’s (2001) findings, one can expect 
promotion-framed messages to more effective with an active, independent self-view and a prevention-framed message to more effective with 
an active, interdependent self-view. Our study addresses how this process is impacted by the focus of the organic food labels, whether they 
highlights personal health benefits versus environmental benefits (a common practice in organic food labeling).

METHOD
We examined evaluations of an organic brand of milk called Farmer’s Cow. While this is an existing brand sold in Connecticut, it was 

presented to participants at a large west coast university as “a new brand of organic milk,” produced by a group of six local dairy farms, that 
is now available in their local grocery stores. We used a 2 (self-view prime: independent or interdependent) x 2 (benefit type: promotion or 
prevention) x 2 (benefit focus: personal health benefits or environmental benefits) between-subject design.

Existing research has shown that self-view and regulatory focus can be activated using a situational prime (Aaker and Williams 1998). 
The situational prime we used to activate the desired self-view was manipulated by using a picture focusing on an individual or group of 
people, accompanied by text. Regulatory-focus was manipulated through differences in text (e.g., a prevention message emphasized the 
presence or absence of negatives).  Finally, benefit focus was manipulated by exposing half the participants to messages that focused on the 
environment versus a focus on personal health).  All manipulations scored in the expected direction on manipulation check questions.  Our 
dependent variable, attitude toward the brand, was measured using three seven-point scale items (α = .93). 

RESULTS
Results show a significant three-way interaction (F (1, 188) = 8.53, p = .004) between the factors.  If the focus in on environment (F 

(1, 101) = 5.70, p = .019), a promotion-farmed message (M = 5.63, SD = 1.06) is more persuasive than a prevention-framed message (M 
= 5.32, SD = 1.17) with an active independent self-view.  However, a prevention-farmed message (M = 5.58, SD = .70) is more persuasive 
than a promotion-framed message (M = 4.89, SD = 1.13) with an active interdependent self-view.  If the focus in on personal-health (F (1, 
85) = 4.01, p = .049), a prevention-farmed message (M = 5.54, SD = 1.10) is more persuasive than a promotion-framed message (M = 5.03, 
SD = 1.16) with an active independent self-view.  However, a promotion-farmed message (M = 5.69, SD = .88) is more persuasive than a 
promotion-framed message (M = 5.59, SD = 1.49) with an active interdependent self-view.  

DISCUSSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH
The results of this study make several theoretical and practical contributions.  First, it extends previous works on self-view and regula-

tory focus and shows that promotion-framed messages are not always most persuasive with an independent self-view (or that prevention-
framed message are not always most persuasive with an interdependent self-view).  In other words, “I” do not always seek pleasure and “we” 
do not always avoid pains. Specifically, if an organic food message focuses on the environment, then “I” avoid pain and “We” seek pleasure. 
We do find, though, that Aaker and Lee’s original finding does apply to messages that focus on personal health.  This finding underscores 
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that in an organic food context, a focus on personal health versus environmental health is important. In our next study, we are exploring the 
mechanism that helps explain these results.  Second, we believe the results of this study can inform practitioners in the design of better or-
ganic food messages (e.g., labels). Finally, consumers’ can also better understand the often overlooked forces that impact their daily purchase 
attitudes and decisions.
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Is Negative Brand Publicity Always Damaging? The Moderating Role of Power
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As consumers have increasing access to multiple sources for product information (e.g., blogs, television, news outlets, etc.), the ability 
to manage negative publicity becomes increasingly difficult. Prior research has demonstrated that consumers place more weight on negative 
than positive information in forming judgments (Eagly and Chaiken, 1993) showing that negative publicity can cause substantial harm. For 
example, the recent events surrounding British Petroleum’s oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico have led to detrimental effects on the brand. 

We know that negative publicity can be damaging for brands ((Menon et al. 1999; Tybout et al. 1981). Surprisingly, little research has 
focused on characteristics of the message recipients and how they might influence responses to negative publicity (Ahluwalia, Unnava and 
Burnkrant, 2000; Monga and John, 2008). In this vein, we examine the effect of consumers’ power on responses to negative publicity. Power 
is an important characteristic to study, as it is ubiquitous and highly malleable. In many instances throughout our daily life, we may be shifting 
between a high power (e.g., meeting with a subordinate) and a low power (e.g., meeting with a boss) mindset. Aside from these situational 
variations, power is also conceptualized as an individual difference which varies across consumers (Anderson and Galinsky, 2006).

In this research, we suggest that high power individuals are less likely to be affected by negative publicity than low power individuals. 
Galinsky et al. (2008) find that high power people possess more freedom from influence of external forces compared to low power people. 
High power people are less influenced and constrained by salient information in the environment, because power increases sensitivity to 
internal states and increases confidence in one’s own thoughts (Brinol et al., 2007). This sensitivity to internal states suggests that high power 
individuals may rely more on their own thoughts about the brand and are less likely to be influenced by negative publicity information, 
compared to low power individuals. Thus, upon exposure to negative publicity, brand evaluations of high power individuals would be more 
favorable than those of low power individuals.

In study 1, we test our hypothesis using a power manipulation (Galinksy et al., 2008) in a 2 Power: High, Low) x 2 (Stimuli: negative 
information, control) between subjects design. In the high power condition, participants wrote about a situation in which he/she controlled 
the ability of another person or persons to get something they wanted. In the low power condition, participants wrote about a situation in 
which another person controlled the ability of the participant to get something he/she wanted. Next, participants in the negative information 
condition were exposed to a press release stating that BMW was experiencing manufacturing problems on their new line of cars. Participants 
in the control condition (who served as a baseline) were not exposed to the press release. Subsequently, participants rated the BMW brand on 
attitude and belief scales. As expected, when exposed to the negative information, participants in the high power condition rated the brand 
more favorably than participants in the low power condition. In contrast, there were no differences between low and high power participants 
in the control condition. Further, high power participants also weighted the negative information less heavily than did low power participants. 

In study 2, we examine the role of source credibility (Brinol et al., 2004). We anticipate that when negative information originates from 
a less credible source, high power individuals would be less susceptible to the negative publicity than low power individuals (as in our prior 
study). However, for a more credible source, which is likely to be a more powerful source, we expect that high power individuals would 
be more likely to attend to the negative publicity and their brand evaluations would decrease. As a result, differences in brand evaluations 
between low power and high power individuals would dissipate.


