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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
With a comparison of low- versus high-external eaters, this re-

search examines the influence of attention focus to hedonic experi-
ence (compared to a distraction) on the change in hunger feeling and 
hedonic experience, as two important motivational forces, over the 
course of a food consumption episode. 

LITErATUrE rEVIEW
For consumers in current sensation-rich marketing environment, 

various food-related, hedonic cues often override hunger and other 
homeostatic signals and motivate overconsumption (Loewenstein 
1996; Paquet et al. 2010). Furthermore, the pleasure brought by food 
consumption can be enhanced/weakened by external factors, which 
direct/distract the attention toward/away-from the hedonic experi-
ence (Nowlis and Shiv 2005; Shiv and Nowlis 2004; Tal 2008), such 
as the cognitive information about food (Lee, Frederick, and Ariely 
2006; Siegrist and Cousin 2009), the package image (Mizutani et al. 
2010), and expectation on taste (Wansink et al. 2000). Also, the sub-
jective experience of hunger, although is closely tied to the homeo-
static signals, does not necessarily reflect the diminishing need for 
food during eating (de Castro and Elmore 1988). Being exposed to 
food-related cues, be it visual, taste or smell, can turn one’s atten-
tion to the hedonic experience of consumption (Stroebe, Papies, and 
Aarts 2008), and can increase the hunger feeling (Nederkoorn, Smul-
ders, and Jansen 2000). 

An individual propensity that eating is easily triggered by he-
donic rather than homeostatic cues is identified as external eating 
(Rodin and Slochower 1976), and was found to be associated with 
food overconsumption and obesity (Burton, Smit, and Lightowler 
2007). The vulnerability to hedonic cues and the maladaptive eat-
ing behaviors demonstrated among external eaters certainly show-
case the importance of “uncontaminated” hunger signals in keeping 
healthy eating pattern. 

HYPOTHEsEs 
Statically, enhancing one’s hedonic experience can increase the 

hunger feeling; therefore we hypothesize that an attention focus on 
hedonic experience during an eating episode will translate in sus-
tained feeling of hunger, compared to the decline expected under a 
distraction condition. Moreover, we expect that external eaters intrin-
sically tune themselves into a hedonic experience focus states during 
the course of food consumption. Hence, the externally imposed 
hunger-sustaining effects of hedonic focus should not be particularly 
salient for them. By the same token, we expect that a cognitive dis-
traction compared to a hedonic focus can at least initially suppress 
the pleasure rating, but the pleasure suppression effect of cognitive 
distraction is relatively smaller for external eaters than others. We 
also predict that external eaters are less sensitive to hunger feeling 
for the motivation to continue eating, compared to low-external eat-
ers. 

METHOd
Two studies were conducted to examine the hypotheses. The 

procedure for these two studies is similar, except in field study 
(n=52), each participant received a 100 grams of chocolate bar, and 

they were invited to eat as much or as little of the chocolate at home 
within a 20 minutes period; while in laboratory study (n=85), partici-
pants were informed that they had to eat one 5-gram-square choco-
late at regular intervals (for a total intake of 30g) in our laboratory. 
In both studies, Participants were randomly assigned to one of two 
attention focus conditions; one is distraction condition, and the other 
is hedonic-focus condition. In both conditions, participants worked 
on a word puzzle while eating the stimulus. In the hedonic-focus 
condition, participants were prompted to “set the puzzle aside mo-
mentarily. Eat the chocolate and focus exclusively on the sensations 
and feelings it produces in your mouth.” In the distraction condition, 
participants were asked to keep working on the word while eating.

Before the chocolate-eating begins, participants rated their 
current feeling of hunger. Analyses revealed no differences on pre-
consumption hunger between two conditions. Participants rated their 
pleasure right after the first bite of chocolate and completed the same 
measure again after the last bite. When they were done eating, partic-
ipants rated their hunger once again. Participants also reported how 
much they would like to eat (desire) another piece of chocolate after 
their last bite. Participants were identified as high- or low-external 
eaters based on the median split on their external eating score, which 
was obtained from their responses to the Dutch Eating Behavior 
Questionnaire (van Strien et al. 1986).

FIndInGs
Both studies revealed that the hedonic-focus manipulation 

slowed down the decreasing speed of hunger feeling, compared to 
the condition that participants were distracted by cognitive task (in-
teractions: ps<.03). Furthermore, results show that such hunger-sus-
taining effect of hedonic-focus was only salient for low-external eat-
ers, whose homeostatic signals are less “contaminated.” Also, low-
external eaters’ desire to continue eating was significantly predicted 
by self-reported hunger and pleasure (ps<.01), while high-external 
eaters’ desire was only associated with pleasure (p<.01).

The laboratory study, which strictly controlled the consumption 
environment, volume, and speed, clearly demonstrated that the “im-
munity” to attention focus manipulation demonstrated on high-exter-
nal eaters’ self-reported hunger may be largely due to high-external 
eaters’ predisposition of hedonic experience focus, which imposed a 
similar influence as sensory-focus experimental condition. As shown 
in figure 1; first, the initial impact of attention focus on pleasure was 
significant for low-external eating group (p<.001), whereas hedonic-
focus/distraction manipulation did not impact high-external eaters 
first-bite pleasure. This implies that high-external eaters’ predisposi-
tion effectively directs their attention to the hedonic signals there-
fore insensitive to the externally imposed attention focus. Second, 
in terms of the changing course of pleasure, high-external eaters did 
not experience pleasure decrease as low-external eaters did (p<.001). 
This suggests that the hedonic-experience focus predisposition 
makes high-external eaters enjoyed more hedonic experience during 
the food consumption than low-external eaters did.
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Figure 1: First- and Last bite Pleasure ratings by Attention 
Condition and External Eating Group - Lab study

Panel A: Low-external Eating Participants
 

Panel B: High-external Eating Participants

COnTrIbUTIOns
To our knowledge, this research is the first analyses on the im-

pact of conditions that direct attention to or distract from hedonic 
experience on changes in hunger feeling over the course of a con-
sumption episode. The results highlight the individual difference in 
the responsiveness on attention focus; external eaters tend to be more 
sensitive to hedonic signals rather than other internal and external 
signals. This pattern reveals that distracting people from hedonic 
experience of food, as a strategy to decrease the motivation to eat 
unhealthy (often palatable) food, does not necessarily work for all.
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