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SESSIOn OVERVIEW
This session brings together four papers that explore an influen-

tial element of marketing communications, a product’s packaging, on 
consumer health and well-being. Because a product’s packaging is 
the final aspect of the marketing communications mix that consum-
ers are confronted with (at point of sale), the influence of packaging 
on judgment and decision making has important implications. In par-
ticular, because overweight and obesity are widespread public health 
problems, effects of packaging elements on nutrition judgments and 
food choices are particularly important from a practical perspective.

The first two papers in the session (Leonard, Manning, and 
Campbell; Connell, Brucks, and Nielsen) investigate the role of vi-
sual packaging elements such as licensed characters and spokeschar-
acters from a developmental perspective. Leonard et al. investigate 
how the presence of licensed characters on packaging influence chil-
dren’s food preferences and the amount of food consumed. Build-
ing on this theme, Connell et al. investigate how children’s cognitive 
constraints in recognizing and defending against product packaging 
and advertising elements lead to a blurred distinction between com-
mercial and entertainment content that persists into adulthood and 
potentially leads to biased judgments of associated food products. 

The second two papers in the session (Debevec, Andonova, 
and Miller; Newman, Howlett, Burton, and Andrews) investigate 
how the portrayal of nutrition packaging information enhances or 
thwarts consumers’ ability to process this information. Debevec et 
al. investigate how placement and portrayal of nutrition information 
on a product’s package influences the extent to which consumers re-
call and process this information. Newman et al. demonstrate that 
the combination of nutrition facts disclosures available to consumers 
impacts their ability to process this information.

Thus, as a whole, these papers provide new insights into how 
different packaging elements influence consumers’ food judgments 

and decisions.  They investigate this question from a variety of per-
spectives – examining influences on both children (Leonard et al.) 
and adults (Debevec et al., Newman et al.) as well as how these influ-
ences vary over time (Connell et al.).  They also consider the impact 
of both health (Debevec et al., Newman et al.) and non-health related 
information (Leonard et al., Connell et al.) and have important impli-
cations for improving consumers’ food choices.

The findings should be of interest to diverse constituencies at 
ACR, including researchers interested in information processing, 
judgment and decision making, child development, and consumer 
health and well-being. The four papers represent work at advanced 
stages of conceptual development and data collection. This session 
contributes to the ACR conference’s theme of diversity by integrat-
ing a diverse set of perspectives (developmental, information pro-
cessing, and judgment and decision making) under one overarching 
theme (product packaging’s effects on consumer health). In addition, 
these papers present data from both children (an important at-risk 
group) as well as adult participants. (Note: * denotes speaking au-
thor. Each speaker has agreed to present at the ACR conference in the 
event the session is accepted.)

the Impact of Licensed Cartoon Characters on 
Children’s Eating Choices

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
The incidence of overweight and obesity among children in the 

U.S. has shown a dramatic increase over the past 40 years. For in-
stance, obesity rates among preschool-aged children have more than 
doubled since the 1970s, and have more than tripled among 6-11 
year old children. During this period, food and beverage companies 
have increased the amount spent on marketing to children. Including 
licensed characters on packaging is a prevalent part of marketing to 
children, with licensed characters and tie-ins with children’s enter-
tainment accounting for 13% ($208 million) of all youth marketing, 
and up to 50% of youth marketing in some food categories, such 
as restaurant foods and fruits and vegetables (Kovacic et al 2008). 
While advertising to children has declined, the incidence of cross-
promotions such as licensed characters increased by 78% between 
2006 and 2008 (Harris et al 2009). Some advocates have argued 
that companies should not use characters to promote food products 
to children, and some companies have agreed to only use licensed 
characters to promote food products that meet a minimum nutritional 
standard. However, several questions about the impact of package-
based licensed characters on children’s preferences, choices, and 
consumption behavior remain unanswered. 

Recently, studies have shown that the presence of brands and li-
censed characters on food product packaging can affect the perceived 
taste of the foods among young children. When children were asked 
to taste pairs of identical foods presented in packaging that differed 
only in terms of whether it was branded as McDonald’s (Robinson 
and Matheson 2007) or included a sticker of a licensed character (Ro-
berto et al 2010), children indicated that the food from the branded/
stickered package tasted better than the food from the plain package, 
and that they would prefer food in the branded/stickered package as a 
snack. In a between-subjects design, children indicated that an osten-
sibly healthy cereal tasted better when it came from a package with 
a licensed character than without, but there was no perceived taste 
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difference when the cereal was purportedly unhealthy (Lapierre et 
al 2011). While these studies find that the presence of licensed char-
acters or branding elements on the food product package improved 
the perceived taste of the food among young children, none of the 
studies gave the children the opportunity to actually choose a snack 
or to consume as much as they wanted. Based on research showing 
that positive arousal leads to increased consumption in adults (Macht 
et al 2002; Kenardy et al 2003), we propose that the presence of a li-
censed character will, among children, increase positive arousal and 
thereby influence product selection and the amount consumed. The 
subsequently described studies extend existing research by examin-
ing whether the inclusion of popular licensed characters on packag-
ing affects (1) the choices children make, and (2) the amount that 
children choose to consume and/or what foods they choose to con-
sume. In a yet to be completed study, we will also seek to understand 
why the presence of a licensed character on a food package affects 
choice and consumption. 

The goal of Studies 1a and 1b was to confirm the common be-
lief that children are more likely to choose food in packaging that 
includes a licensed character over packaging that does not. For both 
studies, children between 4 and 10 years old were approached in 
public spaces and offered a choice between a free sample of two 
fruit gummy snacks, one with a licensed character, and one without. 
Study 1a (n=26), used the same brand of fruit gummy snacks, one 
with a sticker of a Spongebob character attached. Study 1b (n=26) 
used two different brands of fruit gummy snacks, one that included 
Scooby Doo characters on the package, and the other with pictures 
of fruit, but no character. Children were significantly more likely 
to choose the option with the licensed character than expected by 
chance in both Study 1a (77%; (χ2= 7.54, p=.006) and 1b (69%; χ2 
= 3.85, p=.05). 

Considering that children choose food packages that include a 
licensed character over food packages that do not, the goal of study 
2 was to examine the effects of a licensed character on consumption 
amount of healthy and unhealthy foods. Eighty children aged 4 to 7 
were asked to participate in a taste test. They saw a package of either 
cookies or dried apricots that either included an image of Scooby 
Doo or the same package, but without Scooby Doo. They were of-
fered a bowl of the cookies or dried apricots, purportedly from that 
package, and asked to taste at least one and to complete a survey. 
Afterwards, the amount of the food the child consumed during the 
survey was measured. Results show a main effect of character, con-
trolling for hunger, such that for both healthy and unhealthy foods, 
children consume more when Scooby Doo is on the package (MChar-

acter = 0.68, MNo Character = 0.54, p=.05). There were no other significant 
effects.

Overall, this set of studies contributes to the literature on the 
effects of marketing techniques on children by examining the effects 
of including popular licensed characters on food packaging. We find 
that children are more likely to choose food with licensed characters 
on the package and importantly, to consume more of both healthy 
and unhealthy foods when the package includes a licensed character. 
A fourth study examines why these effects occur, specifically exam-
ining the role of arousal.

Exposure to Advertising and Packaging Cues in Early 
Childhood Leads to blurred distinction between 

Commercial and Entertainment Media that Persists into 
Adulthood 

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
Previous research has found that children incrementally learn 

how to recognize and cope with marketing communications as they 
age. It is now well-established that children first learn how to distin-
guish commercial from entertainment content (Butter et al. 1981), 
then later recognize the persuasive intent of marketing communica-
tions (Ward, Wackman, and Wartella 1977), and finally learn to uti-
lize cognitive defenses against marketing communications (Brucks, 
Armstrong, and Goldberg 1986). However, the question remains 
as to whether these developmental constraints lead to effects that 
persist into adulthood. Across four studies, we demonstrate that dis-
tinction between commercial and entertainment stimuli from early 
childhood is blurred. In contrast, we do not observe this blurred dis-
tinction for stimuli that is initially encountered later in life, after full 
development of marketing communications knowledge. This blurred 
distinction, along with hedonic associations with early childhood 
advertising stimuli, results in subsequent judgment biases favoring 
associated products on unrelated utilitarian (e.g., nutrition) attributes 
that can persist into adulthood. These biases are likely to be activated 
by advertising/product packaging elements (e.g., spokescharacters), 
are difficult to correct, and can even extend to brand extensions sup-
ported by the same advertising/packaging elements (Bousch and Lo-
ken 1991). 

The purpose of study 1 was to provide evidence that memory 
representation of commercial stimuli experienced first in early child-
hood remain influenced by the initial encoding as entertainment. 
Fifty-one U.S.-born and raised participants completed an Implicit 
Association Test (IAT; Greenwald 2008), where they classified 
stimuli as either entertainment or advertising. We selected eight en-
tertainment (four “earlier” and four “later”) and eight advertising/
packaging characters (four “earlier” and four “later”) to be used as 
visual stimuli. The “earlier” stimuli had all been widely used for 
decades, thus ensuring that participants likely would have been 
exposed to them initially in early childhood. “Later” stimuli were 
chosen so that they were nonexistent in early childhood for older 
participants, but were extant and commonplace in early childhood 
for younger participants. Participants were classified as “older” or 
“younger” based on the age the participant would have been at the 
time the later stimuli were introduced so that “older” participants 
could have experienced only half the stimuli in early childhood. 
In contrast, “younger” participants would have likely experienced 
all of the stimuli in early childhood, before advertising knowledge 
would have been fully developed. Results supported the predicted 
interaction between participant age group, stimulus chronology, and 
stimulus type (F(1,50)=3.81,p=.056). Exploring the older group of 
participants further revealed a two-way interaction of stimuli type by 
stimuli chronology (F(1, 50)=3.78, p=.056) which, as predicted, is 
driven by an enhanced ability to categorize advertising stimuli where 
initial exposure came after full development of advertising knowl-
edge (MEarlier=1078.64, MLater= 942.45, F(1,50=17.34), p<.001). In 
contrast, there were no differences in this age group in their abil-
ity to categorize the stimuli (F(1,50)=1.83, p = .18). Importantly, 
this two-way interaction did not replicate for younger participants 
(F(1,50)<1). 

The purpose of study 2 was to provide evidence to show that the 
blurred distinction documented in study 1 can lead to biased nutri-
tion judgments for products associated with the advertising, due to 
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the hedonic nature of children’s advertising. As a visual stimulus, we 
selected a well-recognized mascot used for advertising and packag-
ing since its associated pre-sweetened cereal’s launch in 1979. One 
hundred and fifteen participants from the United States were recruit-
ed from Amazon mTurk. As in study 1, participants were divided 
into younger and older groups based upon the age they would have 
been when this product was launched. After viewing the stimulus, 
the associated product was rated on health-related items embedded 
among other measures on 7-point scales. As expected, the younger 
group rated the product as healthier than the older group (MYounger=4.
31,MOlder=4.00,F(1,112)=2.61,p=.05). 

The purpose of studies 3 and 4 was to demonstrate that nutri-
tion-related biases for early childhood products are resilient and dif-
ficult to correct, and can be done so only when both motivation and 
ability to correct bias are high (Wegener and Petty 1985) and when 
highly positive affect does not serve as a motivational deterrent to at-
tend to negative attributes (e.g., high sugar) in a product (Ahluwalia, 
Burnkrant, and Unnava 1998). In both studies, we selected a visual 
stimulus that has been heavily and continuously used in advertising 
and packaging since 1951, making it highly likely that U.S.-born 
participants would have been exposed to this mascot at a very ear-
ly age. In study 3, 150 U.S.-born undergraduate participants were 
randomly assigned to a between-subjects design where motivation 
(prime:health/control per Bargh et al. 2001) and ability (source of 
bias made salient/not salient) were manipulated and affect toward 
the stimulus image was measured. The presweetened cereal product 
endorsed by the relevant stimulus was then rated on health-related 
items embedded among other measures, as in study 1, on 7-point 
scales. We observed the hypothesized interaction between motiva-
tion, ability, and positive affect (F(1,141)=4.23, p<.05). When both 
ability and motivation to correct were enhanced, there was a signifi-
cant linear relationship, with the effect of a decreasing likelihood to 
correct bias as positive affect toward the relevant stimulus increased 
(t=3.14,β=.46, p <.01). Judgments did not change regardless of level 
of felt affect in the other three conditions (all t < |1|).  In study 4, 
we replicated this pattern of results on a product extension with dif-
ferent ability manipulation (passage read on advertising’s effects on 
children/elderly) and with motivation measured by assessing how 
interested participants were with the information in the ability ma-
nipulation with 78 U.S.-born participants (F(1,69) =5.10, p< .05). As 
in study 3, higher levels of positive affect interfered with bias cor-
rection when ability to correct was enhanced and participants were 
motivated to attend to the message (t = 2.94, β = .55, p < .01). Also 
replicating the pattern in study 3, judgments did not change regard-
less of level of felt affect in the other three conditions (all t < |1|). 

This research provides evidence that early exposure to advertis-
ing and packaging elements can lead to effects that persist for years, 
even decades, into adulthood. Furthermore, these effects have the 
potential to adversely impact consumer health and well-being. 

Is That Healthy? The Influence of Information Type and 
Location on nutritional Information Processing

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
Rising obesity rates and a resulting increase in health con-

sciousness has led to increased interest in how to better communicate 
nutritional information on packaging.  Several systems (e.g., traffic 
light, Facts Up Front, NuVal, Smart Choices) have been introduced.  
In this paper, we focus on two such systems – Facts Up Front (FF), 
which typically places icons with calorie, total fat, sodium and sugar 
information in the top corner of the package, and NuVal, which rates 
products on a 1-100 scale based on 30-plus nutrients and nutrition 

factors.  Although NuVal has not been used on packages to date (they 
provide information on shelf tags and at their website), we selected it 
for study due to its summary nature, in contrast to FF’s inclusion of 
more specific information about individual nutrients.

We examine how the type of information (FF, NuVal) and its 
location influence consumer awareness of the information as well as 
the degree to which they prompt self-referencing (i.e., whether con-
sumers process this information relative to their own experiences).  
Self-referencing was chosen as a key focus of our investigation be-
cause self-referencing has been shown to lead to greater learning and 
recall of information (e.g., Klein and Loftus 1988), increased mes-
sage elaboration and persuasion when message arguments are strong 
(Burnkrant and Unnava 1995), more favorable attitudes toward ads 
and products, and increased purchase intention (Debevec and Iyer 
1988).  Further, given research reporting that females tend to be 
more health-focused than men, we also sought to understand how 
the effectiveness of the nutritional information varied by gender.  
Specifically, we examine: (1) whether consumers are more likely to 
pay attention to the nutritional labels when they are overlapping the 
product, in close proximity to the product, or at the top right corner; 
(2) whether consumer self-referencing varies based on the location 
and type of the nutritional information; and (3) whether gender mod-
erates these effects.

To examine these questions, we conducted a 3 (location: top, 
overlapping, proximal) x 2 (type of information: FF, NuVal) x 2 
(gender) between-subjects experiment with an additional control 
group; 247 students (42.5% female) participated for course credit.  
Participants were presented with a picture of the front of a box of 
WhoNu cookies which contained the product name, image of the 
cookies, and four health-related manufacturer claims (e.g., “as much 
fiber as a bowl of oatmeal”).  In the NuVal and FF conditions, the box 
also contained the NuVal logo and score or the 4 FF boxes in one of 
three different locations on the package – overlapping the cookies, 
above the cookies (proximal), or in the top right corner of the pack-
age.  After viewing the package, participants were asked questions 
to assess their recall and processing of the nutritional information.

As expected, location influenced the degree to which consum-
ers paid attention to the nutritional information.  We expected recall 
to be highest for information overlapping the product image since 
information in this location would be more likely to fall within the 
consumers’ focal view when examining the product.  Consistent with 
this hypothesis, NuVal information yielded the highest recall when 
it overlapped the cookies (54% correct vs. 15% in top right (p = .02) 
and 11% when proximal (p = .01)).  However, results suggest that 
the optimal location of information may vary by information type.  
Recall was highest for FF when it was placed in the top right corner 
(68% correct compared to 54% and 30% when it was overlapping 
and proximal to the cookies, respectively).  There were no differ-
ences in recall by gender. 

Also, as expected, location, type of information, and gender in-
fluenced the degree to which consumers engaged in self-referencing.  
A 3 (location) x 2 (type of information) x 2 (gender) ANOVA on 
self-referencing revealed a main effect of location (F(2, 199) = 3.14, 
p < .05) and a main effect for gender (F(1, 199) = 6.08, p < .02).  
Nutritional information placed on the top right resulted in marginally 
higher self-referencing (M = 4.45) than when the information was 
overlapping (M = 3.74, p = .06), but did not differ from when it was 
proximal to the cookies (M = 4.10, p > .4).  As expected, females had 
higher levels of self-referencing than males (Mf = 4.45, Mm = 3.84, 
p < .01).  There was also a significant three-way interaction among 
location, type of information, and gender (F(2, 199) = 3.22, p < .05).  
This interaction appeared to be driven by differences in how men and 
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women responded to the information when it overlapped the cook-
ies.  Men were significantly more likely to self-reference the NuVal 
information (M = 3.86) than the FF information (M = 2.94, p < .05), 
while women were (directionally) more likely to self-reference the 
FF information (M = 4.52) than the NuVal information (M = 3.61, 
p = .1).

Our research contributes to the literature on consumer process-
ing of nutrition information by identifying the optimal placement of 
different types of nutritional information (specifically, FF and Nu-
Val).  Follow-up studies will seek to enrich our understanding of 
these findings by exploring why males and females differ in the type 
of information seen as most relevant to them and why the optimal 
location varies by information type.  Further, our research contrib-
utes to an understanding of how consumers use front-of-package nu-
tritional information.  Despite grocery store efforts to promote the 
NuVal measure, consumers’ knowledge of this system is still limited.  
Eighty percent of our respondents indicated they were not familiar 
with the NuVal scoring system, even though 59% shop at a store that 
displays the information.   Overall recall of nutritional information 
on packages (regardless of information type) was also low, suggest-
ing efforts should be directed at raising consumer awareness of these 
systems if they are to be effective.  In addition, marketers and policy 
makers should consider where the information is placed on the pack-
age and how its placement relates to other information on the pack-
age if they want to maximize the likelihood that consumers perceive 
the information and use it in their choices.

Confronting the U.S. Obesity Conundrum: Assessing 
Front-of- Package Evaluative vs. Reductive nutrition 

Information disclosure Systems

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
Some two-thirds of all U.S. adults are overweight and 33% are 

considered “obese.”  It has been estimated that by 2015, 75% of all 
U.S. adults will be overweight and 41% will be obese (Wang and 
Beydoun 2007).  Obesity, largely driven by food and beverage con-
sumption, is a major cause of heart disease (CDC 2012) – a disease 
that accounts for approximately 29% of all U.S. deaths. While con-
sumers may be bombarded with considerable nutrition information 
in facts panels and with claims on the front of packages, in today’s 
retail environment, consumers are faced with literally thousands of 
choices that they make in a very restricted amount of time.  While 
many consumers are interested in making healthier food choices at 
the retail shelf, each package presents various types of information, 
and this package and product category ‘clutter’ makes decisions 
more difficult for consumers.

To help address consumer welfare and health issues by simpli-
fying the task consumers face at the shelf, a number of initiatives 
have been implemented recently. These include ‘reductive’ systems 
that present some subset of calorie and nutrient information found 
in the Nutrition Facts panel (e.g., the GMA/FMI Facts Up Front 
labeling system with calories, saturated fat, sodium, and sugar), as 
well as evaluative systems that integrate nutrient information (e.g., 
Walmart’s Great For You icon, the Institute of Medicine’s (IOM) 
multiple ‘stars’ rating system).While there is a common goal of for 
these various approaches (i.e., to help consumers more easily deter-
mine if a particular food item is a healthful choice), each system has 
certain potential strengths and weaknesses (Andrews, Burton, and 
Kees 2011; IOM 2011; Cooper 2012). While much of the research on 
FOP provision supports the basic premise that some form of simpli-
fied or summarized FOP nutrition information can be useful, the lit-

erature is unclear with regard to what specific information or format 
will be most effective (IOM 2011).

In this research, we employ a processing fluency theoretical 
framework to develop and test hypotheses concerning effects of dif-
ferent FOP labeling approaches (Winkielman and Cacioppo 2001; 
Schwarz 2004; Winkielman et al. 2003).  Of particular interest is the 
influence of package disclosures on consumer evaluations of per-
ceived package and category retail shelf processing fluency, consum-
er evaluations (healthfulness, purchase intentions), and choice when 
FOP information is presented in isolation and when it is combined.  
Data have been collected from a series of four experiments that are 
a mix of retail lab studies and internet-based experiments.  The first 
two studies are internet-based between subject experiments (with 
300+ adult consumers). Results show that the presence of a FOP 
interpretive icon moderates the effect of a Facts Up Front reductive 
(multi-nutrient) disclosure on both perceived fluency (F (3,355) = 
9.53, p <.01) and trustworthiness (F (3,355) = 11.41, p <.01) of FOP 
health information. Additional results reveal a moderating effect of 
consumer skepticism toward FOP labeling on perceived organiza-
tion trustworthiness (F (3,355) = 4.74, p <.05). The pattern of results 
across the two studies shows how alternative FOP disclosure sys-
tems can potentially complement one another by compensating for 
weaknesses of the individual systems (Andrews et al. 2011).  

Studies 3 and 4 are retail lab experiments where participants 
are exposed to FOP information on packages for different categories 
with multiple brands on retail store shelving. Experiment 3 is a 2 (in-
terpretive FOP system: (IOM stars vs. control) x 2 (reductive system: 
Facts Up Front vs. control) x 2 (healthfulness: more healthful vs. less 
healthful product options) across two product categories: soup and 
granola bars. The first two factors are between subjects and the latter 
is a within subjects (i.e., participants are exposed to multiple prod-
ucts and categories). Results indicate that a FOP interpretive icon 
(IOM ‘stars’) moderates the effect of objective product healthful-
ness on purchase intentions in both the granola category (F (1,96) = 
15.59, p < .001) and the soup category (F (1,96) = 11.85, p < .01).  
Addition of the IOM ‘stars’ strengthen effects of product healthful-
ness on purchase intentions. Results also reveal that the FOP inter-
pretive icon (IOM ‘stars’) moderates objective product healthfulness 
on perceptions of product nutritiousness for both the granola cat-
egory (F (1,96) = 17.88, p < .001) and the soup category (F (1,96) = 
17.25, p < .001), as well. The fourth experiment replicates the design 
for Study 3 but varies the product categories (to include granola bars 
and macaroni and cheese) and uses 121 adult consumers with chil-
dren living at home as participants.  Analysis suggests that a FOP in-
terpretive icon moderates objective product healthfulness on product 
attitudes in both the granola category (F (1,110) = 21.66, p < .001) 
and the macaroni and cheese category (F (1,110) = 25.15, p < .001). 
In addition, inclusion of the FOP icon strengthens parents’ intentions 
to purchase the more healthful food product for their children in both 
the granola category (F (1,110) = 13.68 p < .001) and the macaroni 
and cheese category (F (1,112) = 7.01, p < .01).

An additional study will use a large internet-based experiment 
(n=600) to further address adult consumers with children at home. 
The between subjects experiment assesses the effect of two recently 
announced evaluative FOP systems (IOM ‘stars’ vs. Walmart ‘Great 
for You’ vs. FOP control), in conjunction with a reductive FOP sys-
tem (Facts Up Front vs. control) across brands and product healthful-
ness levels. 
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From a conceptual perspective, findings extend our knowledge 
and understanding of conceptual fluency in a packaging context, and 
they demonstrate how the fluency conceptualization can be extended 
to a full product category retail shelf context. These findings, taken 
cumulatively, have important theoretical implications as well as 
practical implications relevant to policy makers and promotion and 
brand managers.     


