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In this research, the author proposes that consumers hold two main lay theories about low-nutrient food (e.g. low-fat food). They

believe that low-nutrient food is healthy and/or that it is tasteless. In three studies, the author provides evidence of the fact that these

lay theories are predominant among consumers and that they are related in different ways to BMI, weight concern and intuition that

unhealthy food is tasty. The author finds that in comparison with “tasteless” theorists, “healthy” theorists infer that low-fat products

are lower in calories and can be eaten in larger portions and more frequently. However, low-sugar claims encourage the belief that

low-nutrient food is tasteless and consequently counterbalance biased estimation of low-nutrients food that results from perceived

health benefits. Finally, the author proposes that this debiasing effect results from the reduction in anticipated eating enjoyment.
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Do health claims always lead to obesity? The role of consumers’ lay theories about low-
nutrients food in quality and quantity estimation

Pierrick Gomez, Reims Management School and Université Paris Dauphine, France

Past research has indicated that consumers’ evaluation of health claims is prone to bias. These judgments errors affect both quality and 
quantity estimation of food products. For example, when making inferences from nutrition information, consumers tend to overestimate the 
health benefits of food products (Roe, Levy and Derby, 1999). Thus, consumers tend to rate higher a product on other nutrition attribute when 
a health claim is displayed. Recent research has also pointed to the role of health halos, created by health claims or food stereotyping, in 
calories overestimation (Chandon and Wansink, 2007; Chernev and Gal, 2010).

The impact of low-fat claims has often been studied in past research (e.g., Chandon and Wansink, 2006; Finkelstein and Fishbach, 2010). 
To our knowledge, the effect of low-sugar claims has not yet been addressed. However, there is a differential perception between fat and 
sugar. Fat is perceived as an unhealthy ingredient whereas sugar is strongly associated to hedonic pleasure (Fischler, 2001). One can argue 
that low-fat claims may reduce anticipated consumption guilt whereas low sugar claims may decrease anticipated consumption pleasure. For 
this reason, we suggest that low-sugar claims lead less to judgment errors in quantity estimation. This research highlights the underlying role 
of lay theories about low-nutrients food. We suggest that people can subscribe to the view that low-nutrients food is associated with healthi-
ness or to the view that low-nutrients food and tastiness are inversely correlated. We examine this in three field studies.

In study 1, we tested our basic proposition. Ninety eight people (N=98, 27 years old, male 51%, 22.3 BMI) took part to the survey. Our 
objective was twofold: to demonstrate that people hold lay theory about low-nutrients food and to test the difference of perception between 
sugar and fat. People tend to believe (those who rated their agreement from 5 to 7 on a 7 points scale) that low-nutrients food are less pleasur-
able (65.3%), have bad taste (44.8%), are healthier than regular food (38.8%) and are food that can help them to overcome weight problem 
(55.1%). This is initial evidence supporting the prevalence of our lay theories about low-nutrients food. It should be noted that difference has 
been found among dieters and people who believe that healthiness and tastiness are negatively correlated. Results revealed that high fat foods 
are perceived to be less healthy (t=-5.957; p<0.001) and less tasty than high sugar foods (t=-6.626; p<0.001).

Study 2 was designed to test whether estimation of nutrition quality and quantity decisions differs when the product is labeled as “low 
sugar”. Respondents were 86 students recruited to participate in a survey on consumer food preferences (N=86, female 52%, age 20, BMI 
21.4). Participants were assigned to one of three conditions and saw low-sugar cookies, low-fat cookies or regular cookies. Consistent with 
our hypothesis, analysis revealed that participants who saw cookies labeled as low-sugar claim (vs. regular) believed that it was healthier 
(8.291; p<0.01) but intended to consume it less frequently (F=13.492; p<0.001). This result may occur because of a decrease of anticipated 
consumption pleasure when participants are exposed to a low-sugar label (F=7.964; p<0.01). Further analysis show that anticipated consump-
tion pleasure induces lower frequency of consumption (r=-0.466; p<0.01) and higher perceived serving-size (r=0.28; p<0.05).

Study 3 tested whether lay theories about low-nutrients food may reverse this finding. Following past research on lay beliefs (e.g. 
Mukhopadhyay & Johar, 2005), participants (N=148, 56% male, 32 years old, BMI 22.6) read a paragraph, based on available scientific 
information, which either stated that low-nutrients food are useful to reduce calories intake (low-nutrients food=healthy belief) or that nutri-
ents-reducing technology diminishes food tastiness (low-nutrients food=untasty belief). As expected, respondents who read the low-nutrients 
food=healthy passage (vs. low-nutrients food=untasty) are more likely to believe that low-nutrients food help people to manage their weight 
(F=5.276; p<0.05) and less likely to believe that low-nutrients food are pleasurable (F=4.958; p<0.05). Then, the experimental task involved 
estimating the calories content and appropriate consumption (frequency consumption and appropriate serving size) of low-sugar and low-fat 
cookies. Our results show that low-nutrients labelling do not influence consumers’ estimation of nutrition quality and quantity. The results 
revealed a significant main effect of lay beliefs about low-nutrients food. Respondents in the low-nutrients food=healthy condition tend to 
overestimate the number of calories of cookies (by 26 calories or 35%; F=4.257; p<0.05) and the amount they believe to be an appropriate 
serving-size (by 27%; F=4.023; p<0.05). Importantly, lay conception of low-nutrients food affect anticipated consumption pleasure. Con-
firming our supposition, anticipated pleasure (marginally so, F=3.600; p=0.06) is higher in the low-nutrients food=healthy condition (vs. 
low-nutrients food=untasty condition). Again, analysis revealed that lower anticipated consumption pleasure decrease perceived serving-size 
(r=0.29; p<0.01) and frequency of use estimation (r=-0.31; p<0.01). The data further show that dieters intend to consume more frequently 
low-nutrients food if they had read the unhealthy article than the untasty one (F=4.568; p<0.05).

Across three studies, we provide evidence that people hold mainly two lay conceptions of low-nutrients food and that these beliefs may 
underlie the difference of perception between low-fat and low-sugar food products. Thus, low-sugar labels reduce frequency of consumption 
because of a decrease of anticipated consumption pleasure. The accessibility of these beliefs can be influenced and affect people’s perception 
of health claims.
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Are modern Chinese getting more materialistic? – A study of materialism with longitude 
and cross-cultural comparisons 
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China, as one of the fast-growing developing economies, has experienced strong economic development in recent years. The up-surging 
materialism brought forth by the economic growth in China has attracted attentions from both practitioners and academics. However, most 
existent research on materialism has been conducted in Western, developed economies dominated by individualistic values. Few studies on 
materialism in developing economies are available in the literature.  Although there has been some recent attention to the historic rise of con-
sumer culture and materialism in China (Clunas 1991), both the popular and scholarly prototypes of materialism is either Western European 
or American.  Some researchers have also explored cultural variation in materialism to some degree (Ger and Belk, 1996), but there is still a 
surprising lack of highly culture-specific understandings of materialism. Therefore, a challenging for both practitioners and academics is how 
to understand the materialism phenomenon in countries with fast-growing economies and dominant collective values (e.g., China).

The aim of this study is to understand the materialism tendency in modern China. We look for answers to such questions as “Is the 
current Chinese generation becoming more materialistic than the earlier generation?” and “Are they becoming more materialistic than their 
Western counterparts?”  To do so, we first applied the Model of Goal-directed Behavior (MGB) (Perugini and Bagozzi 2001)) to examine the 
decision making process of people’s actual choice between materialist and non-materialist lifestyles.  Then, we developed cognitive schemas 
to map the motivations underlying such choices.  In order to explore how rapid economic growth influences materialism tendencies, we 
conduct a longitude comparison of cognitive schemas between two samples of Chinese respondents with a ten-year period difference (Year 
1998 vs. Year 2008).  Finally, a cross-cultural comparison of cognitive schemas between Chinese and American respondents was conducted 
in order to understand how modern Chinese differ from their Western counterparts in materialism tendencies.

THEORY
Materialism is defined as “a set of centrally held beliefs about the importance of possessions in one’s life” (Richins and Dawson, 1992).  

It has been treated as general values that are presumed to apply universally across contexts. Richins and Dawson (1992) measured three di-
mensions of materialism: acquisition centrality, acquisition as the pursuit of happiness, possession-defined success.  Further, some researchers 
explored cultural variation in materialism (Ger and Belk 1996) and claimed people from collective cultures are less materialistic than those 
from individual cultures.  Inglehart (1990) also argued that materialism relates to affluence: materialism will peak and begin to decline after 
a certain level of affluence is reached and lower order needs have been met. 

In this study, instead for studying materialism as general values, we investigate an actual choice between materialistic vs. non-material-
istic lifestyles.  The model of goal-directed behavior (MGB), an extension of the theory of planned behavior (TPB), was applied to capture 
the decision making process. In the MGB, anticipated positive and negative emotions and past behavior are included in addition to attitudes, 
subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control.  Further, desire is added as the mediator between all antecedents and intentions, and 
functions as the central motivational process transforming reasons for acting into actual decisions to act.  

Cognitive schemas were further developed to map the motivations underlying such lifestyle choices.  Cognitive schemas are “learned, 
internalized patterns of though-feeling that mediate both the interpretation of on-going experience and the reconstruction of memories” 
(Strauss 1992). We argue the motives constitute the reasons for behavior and justify or rationalize one’s chosen behavior.  They are presented 
in a hierarchical cognitive schema, connected through means-ends linkages.  

METHOD 
Two waves of survey were conducted. The first was conducted in both China and US in Year 1998. Respondents from two Chinese Uni-

versities in South-eastern China and from one US University in Middle-West answered a qualitative motive elicitation part in the question-
naire and provided motives for choosing between a materialistic vs. a non-materialist lifestyle. 330 complete questionnaires were obtained 
in China and 362 in US.  The second wave of survey was conducted in one Chinese University in Southern China in Year 2008, where 322 
complete questionnaires were collected. The survey included an identical qualitative part for eliciting motives for lifestyle choice and a quan-
titative inventory of closed-ended questions measuring variable in the MGB.  

RESULTS
The finding from the MGB (Year 2008) showed that in the decision making process of lifestyle choices, subjective norms, anticipated 

positive emotions and perceived behavioral control are significant predictors of desire and intentions to pursue a materialistic lifestyle for 
Chinese respondents.  On the other hand, desire and intentions to pursue a non-materialistic lifestyle were significantly affected by attitudes, 
anticipated positive emotions and perceived behavioral control.  In order to understand why social norms are important for Chinese respon-
dents to choose a materialist lifestyle, we developed cognitive schemas to further explore their motivations underlying the choices. The results 


