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In recent years, a growing consumer movement has drifted away from additive-addled foods and towards organic foods. Consumers

may overgeneralize suspicions of artificial foods to any and all chemicals. Further, negative effects of chemical ingredients may

generalize to unrelated product attributes, such as taste. The current research explores this by demonstrating consumers rate foods

containing chemical-sounding (vs. descriptive) additives as less tasty. Reduced evaluations are demonstrated in study 1. Study 2

shows evaluations are hurt even when the function of the chemical is explained. A suggested third study will demonstrate the effects

expand to actual taste-experience due to top-down processing.
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A Poison by Any Other Name: Aversion to Functional Food Chemicals
Aner Tal, Cornell University, USA

Brian Wansink, Cornell University, USA

In recent years a growing number of consumers has drifted away from additive-laden food and towards organic foods (Greene and Dimi-
tri 2003). In the process, some consumers have developed an aversion to “artificial” foods (Rozin 2005). The passion for organic, additive-
free foods, is a complex and understudied phenomena. One factor potentially driving the movement towards organic food is a growing belief 
that additives are unhealthy. This may indeed be true for some additives, but untrue for others. Consumers, however, may overgeneralize and 
suppose that all additives are “bad for you”. 

In judging a food to be less appealing due to additives contained, consumers may rely on cues leading to intuitive judgment rather 
than on detailed information processing, in accordance with an overall tendency for heuristic processing in the marketplace (Olshavsky and 
Granobis 1979, Hoyer 1984). Particular cues may associationally trigger aversive reactions to products that are perceived to be harmful due 
to additives contained. 

One cue that may be dominant in leading consumers to perceive a product as harmful is the presence of an ingredient that sounds 
“chemical”. Consumers may know that some chemicals are harmful, and generalize that “all chemicals are bad”, similar to other learned 
associations such as “healthy=not tasty” (Ragunathan et al. 2006). Thus, the mere presence of a chemical-sounding ingredient may suffice 
to trigger reduced evaluation of a product. 

Chemical-sounding names may harm product evaluation not just on relevant dimensions (e.g., health). Rather, their effects may general-
ize to other product dimensions. For instance, consumers may anticipate worse taste for products that contain “suspicious” additives. This 
may emanate from contagion from one product dimension to another, or from a generalized negative halo that imbues “chemicalized” prod-
ucts. Such effects might operate in similar manner to how consumers reduce evaluations of products that are touched by disgusting elements 
(Morales and Fitzsimons 2007). 

Study 1: Chemical vs  descriptive name reduces taste evaluation
The first study aimed to test whether consumers would predict lower tastiness for snacks that were reported to have “sodium benzoate” 

(a food preservative) rather than “food preservative”.
Method. Participants (N=52) were shown a picture of a cookie and told that the cookie contained either “food preservative” or “sodium 

benzoate”. They were then asked to rate how tasty they think they cookie is on a taste of 1 (=not at all) to 9 (=very much). 
Results. Participants rated the cookie as less tasty (M=5.3) when reading it contained “sodium benzoate” than they did when reading it 

contained “food preservative” (M=7), p=.001. This despite the relatively innocuous name of the preservative (reminiscent of salt, or, sound-
wise, soda). 

Study 2: Knowledge of chemical function doesn’t undo chemical halo
The second study wanted to examine whether learning of a chemical’s function would undo the negative effects of knowing a product 

contained it. The study also aimed to increase the generality of the previous study’s findings by adding a control condition where participants 
were told the cookies contained “milk chocolate” rather than “food preservative”. In addition, the study contained a different preservative 
name:  “potassium sorbate”. This would allow testing whether there was something special that made “sodium benzoate” abnormally lower 
ratings. Finally, the study contained one additional condition (for a total of 4 conditions) where the words “food preservative” were written 
in parentheses by the chemical additive name. This was meant to examine whether knowing the chemicals’ function would undo their detri-
mental effects on product evaluation. 

Results. There was a significant effect of condition on rated tastiness: F(5, 100)=3.86, p=.003. Ratings were lower for the chemical-name 
conditions (M=5.89) than for the non-preservative condition (M=7) and the food preservative condition (M=6.94). Note that having a food 
preservative did not lower evaluations, only having a chemical-sounding additive reduced evaluations.  Further, evaluations were reduced by 
the chemical presence even when participants knew the function of the additives (M=5.56), p>.5. 



Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 39) / 889

Proposed Study: Confirmatory Processing
A followup study will aim to show that containing chemical ingredients harms not only judgment, but actual product experience and 

choice. Through confirmatory, top-down processing, consumers may come to experience a product as less tasty, congruent with their “chem-
ical-induced” expectations (Ha and Hoch 1989, Shiv et al. 2005).

Further studies may demonstrate the dependence of the aversive reaction to chemical-sounding additives on heuristic processing, show-
ing increased adverse effects of chemical sounding names under cognitive load. 

 In addition, studies will aim to get a better hold of the mechanisms driving the phenomena. Study 2 ruled argues against harmful 
effects of chemical names on product evaluations being due to unfamiliarity (not knowing what the ingredient is). Additional studies will 
explore whether the effects of chemical-names on evaluations are due to negative associations that are activated by chemical names. 
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 Mishap or Justification? Whether Segregating Losses Is Bad or Good Depends on 
Responsibility for the Outcome
Dilney Goncalves, IE Business School, Spain

Gains and losses can often be presented in a piecemeal format or integrated.  For example, the cost of repairing a car can be broken 
down in each individual part and labor.  Gain and loss integration versus segregation has been extensively studied under the framework of 
Mental Accounting theory.  Mental Accounting predicts that people are happier when their gains are segregated and their losses are integrated 
(Thaler, 1985).  Whereas the basic assumption has been well documented, especially in the gains domain, less is known about how people 
process integrated versus segregated outcomes, especially losses.

If negative events can be painful, they can also help people minimize the pain of a loss if they provide reasons that help justify the 
loss.  In this research we examine a loss rationalization hypothesis whereby segregating losses yields more positive evaluations if it helps 
rationalize the loss but yields more negative evaluations otherwise.  When people feel responsible for a loss, they may automatically and 
unconsciously engage in rationalization processes that make the hedonic impact of the event less severe (Gilbert et al. 1998).  If people are 
accountable for a loss they are motivated to rationalize the loss.  When losses are segregated, each component of the overall loss could po-
tentially be a justification.  Thus, a segregated loss would present more opportunities for justification than an integrated one where each indi-
vidual component is a (potential) reason to justify the loss.  We predict that the effect of reasons on the evaluation of losses is moderated by 
the motivation one has to justify the loss such that (1) for people who feel responsible for the loss, reasons help justify the loss, making it less 
painful and (2) for people who do not feel responsible for the loss, reasons for the loss are evaluated as mishaps, making the loss more painful.

The first study tested whether segregating the cause for a loss has an impact independent of segregating the monetary value.  This study 
used a 2 (monetary outcome: integrated vs. segregated) X 2 (cause vs. cause) between-subjects design.  Participants were recruited online and 
were randomly assigned to one of the four experimental conditions.  They read a scenario describing a situation where they had to pay for an 
unexpected expense (car taxes in the first replicate and house repair in the second).  In the integrated monetary frame, participants saw only 
the total amount (e.g., $450).  In the segregated monetary frame, they saw a list of items followed by the total ($260, $90, $80, $20).  Partici-
pants in the cause condition were told that they had to pay for “registration and inspection fees” and “state and CO2 taxes.” Participants in the 
integrated, no-cause condition were not told anything about the source of the taxes.  Those in the segregated, no-cause condition were shown 
a list of non-descriptive items (i.e., A, B, C, D).  After imagining that they were in the situation described, participants stated how unhappy 
they would feel with the expense on a 7-point scale anchored in “not at all unhappy” and “extremely unhappy.” Planned contrasts showed 
that participants in the integrated, no-cause condition felt significantly less unhappy (M=4.42) than participants in the other three conditions 
(M=5.03; p<0.05).  Furthermore, evaluations in the integrated, reasons condition (M=5.03) and the two segregated conditions (Mreasons=4.96; 
Mno-reasons=5.10) did not differ.  This pattern replicates previous research and – in addition – shows that segregating causes has a similar effect 
to segregating the monetary value of the outcome.

The second study, tests the moderating role of responsibility.  This study has a 2 (responsible vs. non-responsible) X 3 (completely-
integrated vs. monetary-integrated vs. completely-segregated) between-subjects design.  Participants in the responsible condition were told 
that they knowingly parked the car in a no-parking zone.  Those in the non-responsible condition were told that they did so unknowingly.  
Participants were told that their car got towed.  Those in the completely-integrated condition were told that they had to “pay $200 to re-


