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SESSION OVERVIEW
Excess unhealthy food intake and inadequate exercise are ma-

jor contributors to the obesity epidemic, such that understanding and 
increasing healthy choices is a major issue of interest to researchers 
and policymakers. This session features three papers that use psy-
chological theories to inform our understanding of important factors 
that influence eating and exercise choices. Collectively, these papers 
raise and begin to address the following questions: 1) How can we 
leverage existing psychological research insights to understand and 
improve eating and exercise choices, and 2) How can studying psy-
chological theories in the eating and exercise domains lead to new 
theoretical insights?

The first paper builds upon assimilation and contrast research 
and demonstrates that these effects can manifest differently in food 
consumption contexts. In three studies, assimilation and contrast ef-
fects on healthiness judgments were moderated by individual differ-
ences in self-control, such that people higher (lower) in self-control 
made healthiness judgments that facilitate healthier (unhealthier) eat-
ing patterns.

The second paper builds on reactance research to show that 
highly reactant people resist the influence of direct self-control mes-
sages. Three studies show that exposing people to words directly re-
lated to a target healthy behavior (e.g., exposure to diet-related words 
to promote healthier food choices) can be less effective than expos-
ing them to words indirectly related to the target behavior (e.g., ex-
posure to exercise-related words to promote healthier food choices). 
This effect occurs among highly reactant people and indicates that 
indirect health messages can be more effective than direct ones at 
promoting healthier behavior.

The third paper builds upon research on agency and self-serving 
attributions to examine how perceptions of agency in food serving 
shape post-eating feelings and how anticipation of such feelings 
shapes eating decisions. Four studies demonstrate that people feel 
better when unhealthy food is served to them as opposed to when 
they self-serve it, that people have intuitions about ramifications 
of different serving arrangements, and that people adjust their un-
healthy food portion selections based upon whom they expect to be 
the server.

These three papers are in advanced stages and collectively le-
verage psychological theories to investigate important factors that 
influence healthiness perceptions and healthy choices. Moreover, 
two papers examine interactions between experimental manipula-

tions and individual differences (self-control, reactance), providing 
a nuanced understanding of how different consumers may respond 
to environmental cues, messages, and potential interventions. This 
session will appeal to an audience interested in self-control, healthy 
choices, and food psychology. This work relates to the “making a 
difference” theme because it sheds light on factors influencing con-
sumer welfare.

“This Isn’t So Bad”: Assimilation, Contrast, and Self-
Control on Healthiness Perceptions

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Assimilation and contrast effects play an important role in the 

way consumers make judgments (Parducci 1992; Schwarz and Bless 
1992b). The order of information, in particular, may have a contex-
tual influence on the way we evaluate (Schwarz and Bless 1992a). 
In the present research, we examine how assimilation and contrast 
effects might manifest differently in food consumption related situa-
tions. Across three studies, we examine contextual order effects and 
test our hypothesis that these effects are moderated by self-control, 
facilitating better overall patterns of consumption for individuals 
higher in self-control. We show that prior exposure to healthy or in-
dulgent food options impacts consumer evaluations of healthiness 
for subsequent options differently at varying levels of self-control.

Comparative evaluations and order effects are critical to our 
understanding of consumer judgments and choice. Our research con-
tributes to this knowledge by examining the role of self-control in 
goal contexts with sequential exposure to different foods. Research 
on order effects has identified highlighting and balancing behaviors 
toward pursuit of self-regulation goals (Dhar and Simonson 1999). 
For example, a dieter may balance an unhealthy lunch by eating a 
healthy dinner or vice versa. The present research examines judg-
ments about the ambiguously healthy foods that may lead individu-
als with low self-control to use strategies such as highlighting and 
balancing ineffectively or categorizing alternatives in a manner that 
negatively impacts the pursuit of health goals (Poynor and Haws 
2009). Specifically, we hypothesize that people with lower self-con-
trol will assimilate their perceptions of healthiness for ambiguously 
healthy options following exposure to healthy foods and contrast 
after unhealthy foods. This behavior broadens the number of accept-
ably healthy choices available. For those high in self-control, we 
expect the opposite pattern to emerge and impede goal-inconsistent 
choices.

In Experiment 1, participants were shown food images one at 
a time and asked to rate the healthiness of each. Participants were 
shown either a healthy (an apple) or unhealthy food (potato chips) 
followed by an ambiguously healthy food (Goldfish® Crackers). 
Separately, participants completed the 13-item self-control scale 
(Tangney et al. 2004). Analysis revealed a significant interaction (p 
= 0.05) between the order condition and trait self-control. A spotlight 
analysis confirmed that individuals with lower self-control evalu-
ated the neutral Goldfish option as more healthy subsequent to ex-
posure to a healthier item (an apple) relative to people with higher 
self-control (p = 0.01). Consistent with our hypothesis, these results 
indicate that after seeing a healthy item, low self-control individuals 
assimilate judgments about a subsequent ambiguously healthy item 
whereas high self-control individuals contrast. In the condition be-
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ginning with an unhealthy item (potato chips), there was no signifi-
cant difference between low and high self-control participants.

In Experiment 2, we tested whether our effects extend to calorie 
estimates, which are related to consumers’ perceptions of healthi-
ness. Participants were shown Teddy Grahams® as a neutral food 
following a healthy (apple slices) or unhealthy (chocolates) item. 
After being presented with the snacks, participants were asked to es-
timate the number of calories in the Teddy Grahams. The interaction 
between health condition and trait self-control was again significant 
(p < .001). Participants lower in self-control estimated fewer calories 
in the Teddy Grahams after exposure to apple slices (p < .001) rela-
tive to participants higher in self-control, supporting the pattern of 
assimilation and contrast found in Experiment 1. After exposure to 
healthy foods, this pattern of assimilation for people with low self-
control effectively broadens the category of healthy foods and makes 
the pursuit of health goals easier, but less effective. Conversely, con-
trasting healthiness narrows categorization to protect high self-con-
trol people from threats to goal-pursuit. Consistent with Experiment 
1, there was no significant difference based on self-control in the 
unhealthy first condition, possibly because seeing the indulgent food 
first does not activate a health goal. 

In Experiment 3, we extended our study of order effects by 
presenting healthiness information for the first snack to half of the 
participants. We expected to find that conscious processing of health 
information would attenuate the tendency for people low in self-
control to assimilate to healthy items. As in Experiment 1, partici-
pants were first shown either a healthy (apple slices) or unhealthy 
(potato chips) snack. Health grades (A for apple slices and D for 
potato chips) were provided to participants in the health information 
condition. Brief information about the algorithm for the health grade 
was also presented to indicate USDA guidelines and nutrient content 
as key determinants of the grade. All participants were then shown 
ambiguously healthy Goldfish and asked to estimate the number of 
calories in a serving. We find a significant 3-way interaction (p < .05) 
among order condition, health information condition, and trait self-
control. A spotlight analysis on the healthy-first condition revealed 
a significant difference between the health information conditions 
for individuals with low self-control (p < .01). Consistent with our 
hypothesis, low self-controllers estimated significantly more calories 
for the ambiguous Goldfish when health information was provided.

Our findings contribute to literature on context effects as part 
of a goal pursuit process by exploring the role of assimilation and 
contrast effects in self-control decision-making through the impact 
on healthiness perceptions. Prior research revealed the importance 
of categorizations of alternatives in goal pursuit (Poynor and Haws 
2009). Here, we identify trait self-control as a factor that moderates 
order effects, showing that low self-control individuals tend to as-
similate their healthiness judgments to prior healthy food choices, 
whereas high self-control individuals tend to contrast. This effect can 
lead to suboptimal decisions for people with low self-control. How-
ever, we find that presenting health information can reverse the effect 
and lead to contrasting judgments among low self-control individu-
als. These findings may help explain why people high in self-control 
are more successful at pursuing self-control goals.

Avoiding Behavioral Resistance to Diet and Exercise 
Messages

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
People are exposed to many persuasive health messages that 

encourage them to become healthy in different ways. For instance, 
some messages encourage people to eat healthy and diet, and other 

messages encourage people to get active and exercise. How do con-
sumers respond to the constant bombardment by these messages? 
Some consumers may respond by developing an automatic ten-
dency to behave in line with the content of the persuasive health 
messages (Bargh and Chartrand 1999; 2000; Berger and Fitzsimons 
2008; Fitzsimons, Chartrand, and Fitzsimons 2008). However, other 
consumers may respond by developing an automatic resistance to 
performing the promoted behavior, such that the original message 
has no effect on them at all (Laran, Dalton, and Andrade 2011). We 
propose that this automatic resistance happens for some people in 
response to direct health messages (e.g., diet-related words to pro-
mote healthier eating) and that this resistance can be avoided by us-
ing indirect health messages (e.g., exercise-related words to promote 
healthier eating). 

To establish more clearly what we mean by direct versus indi-
rect health messages, we borrow an analogy from the goal structure 
literature (Shah and Kruglanski 2003). In this framework, different 
subgoals (e.g., diet; exercise) are linked to the same superordinate 
goal (e.g., self-control). Therefore, if attempting to increase healthy 
food choice, direct messaging refers to activating concepts related to 
diet, whereas indirect messaging refers to activating concepts related 
to exercise. Thus, we argue that increasing healthy food choice can 
be brought about either directly (activating diet concepts) or indi-
rectly (through activating exercise concepts, which relate to the same 
superordinate goal).   

Intuitively, one might expect direct messaging to be equally or 
more effective at promoting a desired behavior compared to indirect 
messaging. Indeed, past research has shown that exposing people 
to words directly related to the target behavior affects behavior. For 
instance, exposing people to words related to cooperation leads them 
to engage in greater cooperation in a resource management game 
(Bargh, Lee-Chai, Barndollar, Gollwitzer, and Trötschel 2001), and 
exposing people to words related to thriftiness leads them to make 
thriftier product choices (Chartrand, Huber, Shiv, and Tanner 2008). 
However, for some persuasive messages, we propose that a subset of 
people frequently and consistently experience a feeling of resistance 
upon encountering the message and facing the choice of whether to 
follow through on performing the target behavior. For these people, 
indirect messaging may be more effective than direct messaging at 
promoting the target behavior, because these automatic pairings of 
resistance do not arise for words that compose the indirect messages.

Our hypothesis that a subset of people may develop automatic 
resistance to some direct messages draws from the theory of reac-
tance, or the psychological tendency to resist restrictions on one’s 
freedom to choose (Brehm 1966). Prior research by Chartrand, 
Dalton, and Fitzsimons (2007) found that people high in reactance 
display a different pattern of responses to a stimulus compared to 
people low in reactance. They argued that reactance to a stimulus can 
become automatized when people frequently and consistently expe-
rience a feeling of resistance paired with a stimulus. We propose that 
people who have habitually experienced reactance while encounter-
ing similar persuasion messages will come to experience automatic 
resistance to performing the behavior upon encountering the words 
often contained in such persuasion messages. For instance, external 
events (e.g., “eat healthy” diet message) may have been paired with 
a feeling of resistance (“I won’t eat healthy”) frequently and consis-
tently for people high on reactance. For these people, we hypothesize 
that indirect messages can be more effective than direct messages at 
promoting the target behavior because automatic resistance to per-
forming the target behavior has not developed for indirect messages, 
yet such indirect messages are still strong enough to activate the tar-
get behavior. We tested our hypotheses in three studies.
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Study 1 had a one-way between-subjects design with three lev-
els (message: direct (diet), indirect (exercise), control). Participants 
completed a scrambled sentences task that exposed them to words 
related to diet, exercise, or neutral words. Then, they chose five 
snacks from a selection of five unhealthy and five healthy snacks. 
Results showed that the direct message and the indirect message led 
to more healthy snacks chosen compared to the control condition. 
More importantly, the indirect message led to more healthy snacks 
chosen than the direct message.

Study 2 had a 2 (message: direct (diet), indirect (exercise)) x 
continuous measured reactance between-subjects design. Partici-
pants completed a scrambled sentences task that exposed them to 
words related to diet or exercise. Then, they chose five snacks from 
a selection of five unhealthy and five healthy snacks. Finally, they 
completed an individual difference measure of reactance (Hong 
1992; Hong and Faedda 1996). Results showed that the indirect mes-
sage again led to healthier snack choices than the direct message. 
This effect was moderated by reactance, such that high reactance 
participants displayed this effect, whereas low reactance participants 
did not.  

Study 3 had a 3 (message: direct (exercise), indirect (diet), 
control) x continuous measured reactance between-subjects design, 
which aimed to replicate the conceptual finding of study 2 in the ex-
ercise domain. Participants first completed a scrambled sentence task 
that exposed them to words that were diet-related, exercise-related, 
or neutral. Then, they chose three activities from a selection of three 
sedentary and three exercise activities. Finally, they completed a re-
actance scale (Hong 1992; Hong and Faedda 1996). Results revealed 
a significant two-way interaction, such that participants high in reac-
tance resisted the direct message but not the indirect message or the 
neutral words in the control condition.  

In sum, in the diet and exercise domains, an indirect message 
is more effective than a direct message at promoting the direct mes-
sage’s target behavior for people high in reactance.

Is Self-Serving Self-Serving? Who Serves Food Shapes 
Self-evaluation and Eating Decisions

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Eating meals that are served by someone else is commonplace: 

50% of all meals are consumed away from the home, and two-thirds 
of Americans eat out at least every other day (Stewart, Blisard, and 
Jolliffe 2006). Being served offers convenience – but does it come at 
a cost for health? Indeed, consumers are aware of making more un-
healthy choices when eating out (Gregory, Smith and Wendt 2011). 
In this research, we explore this phenomenon and investigate how 
one predominant feature of eating out, being served by someone else 
instead of serving oneself, might drive it. Based on the literatures 
of agency and self-serving attributions, we theorize that being more 
versus less physically involved in the act of serving food differen-
tially affords self-serving attributions of responsibility for one’s food 
choices. Thereby, it may shape how consumers feel about themselves 
after eating, and even alter their portion-size choices beforehand.

A variety of consumer research has shown that consumption ex-
periences and behavior can be significantly altered by the degree to 
which the consumer is active in the process (Botti and McGill 2006; 
Norton, Mochon, and Ariely 2012). Agency – the sense of control-
ling one’s actions – considerably influences judgment and decision-
making, particularly by intensifying affective reactions (Botti and 
McGill 2011; Landman 1987). Accordingly, agency attributions are 
consequential and are often distorted in self-serving ways to pro-
tect a positive self-view (Campbell and Sedikides 1999; Miller and 

Ross 1975). People attribute responsibility for favorable outcomes 
to themselves but attribute responsibility for unfavorable outcomes 
to others (Arkin, Gleason, and Johnston 1976; Blaine and Crocker 
1993). They also self-penalize less when they can explain away re-
sponsibility to other factors (Bandura, 1990), something especially 
pronounced in goal-domains (Dunning, Perie, and Story 1991).

One such important goal-domain for today’s consumer is 
healthy eating. Most people want to eat healthily, and eating is in-
tricately linked with self-conscious feelings (e.g., many experience 
shame for eating indulgent foods) (Ramanathan and Williams 2007). 
We propose that being served unhealthy food by someone else (ver-
sus self-serving) affords an opportunity to reject responsibility and 
have more positive self-evaluative feelings as a result. Four stud-
ies show that (1) self-evaluative feelings following consumption are 
influenced jointly by the food’s healthiness and who served it; (2) 
this effect is mediated by feelings of responsibility; and (3-4) people 
adjust their food consumption in anticipation of this effect.

Study 1 established that healthiness and who serves interac-
tively affect self-evaluative feelings. In a 2 (server: self/other) × 
2 (healthiness: healthy/unhealthy) between-subjects design, par-
ticipants imagined lunch in a cafeteria where they either served 
themselves or were served, and saw a photograph of their healthy 
or unhealthy dish. Subsequently, participants indicated how good, 
justified, guilty, and shameful they would feel after eating this meal, 
yielding an index for positive self-evaluative feelings. The analysis 
yielded a main effect for healthiness, with participants reporting sig-
nificantly more positive self-evaluative feelings when they imagined 
eating healthy food versus unhealthy food. More important, how-
ever, this effect was qualified by the predicted interaction between 
healthiness and server. For healthy food, people had directionally 
more positive self-evaluative feelings when they imagined self-serv-
ing than being served by another person. Conversely, for unhealthy 
food, people had more positive self-evaluative feelings when they 
imagined being served by others compared to self-serving. 

Study 2 tested if this effect is mediated by attributions of re-
sponsibility for the plate of food as a function of who served and the 
food’s healthiness, based on the idea that self-serving may force con-
sumers to accept, but being served may offer an opportunity to reject, 
responsibility. In a 2 (server) × 2 (healthiness) between-subjects de-
sign, participants imagined eating with friends who had cooked din-
ner where they served themselves [their friend served them], and saw 
a photograph of their healthy [unhealthy] dish. Lastly, they reported 
their self-evaluative feelings and indicated how much responsibil-
ity they felt for their food. For positive self-evaluative feelings, the 
data fully replicated study 1. Importantly, these patterns were fully 
mediated by feeling responsibility (CI=4.03–40.50). When people 
thought about eating healthy food, those who imagined being served 
assumed just as much responsibility as those who imagined serv-
ing themselves. Conversely, when people thought about eating un-
healthy food, those who imagined being served accepted significant-
ly less responsibility than those who imagined serving themselves.

Together, studies 1–2 demonstrated that people feel better about 
themselves when unhealthy food is served to them (as opposed to 
when they self-serve the same food) because they can reject respon-
sibility for it. Studies 3–4 sought to extend these findings to down-
stream effects on consumers’ food-related decision-making.

Study 3 explored whether people’s preferences for who should 
serve food change as a function of the food’s healthiness. Partici-
pants imagined getting a healthy [unhealthy] snack and indicated 
their preference for serving themselves versus being served by their 
friend. The analysis revealed that for the unhealthy snack, preference 
shifted towards being served by the friend, compared to the healthy 
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snack. Consumers appear to have an intuition about the consequenc-
es of serving themselves unhealthy food.

Study 4 tested to what extent this intuition causes consumers 
to adjust how much food they allow themselves in a given context, 
depending on the food’s healthiness and the serving-arrangement. In 
a 2 (server) × 2 (healthiness) between-subjects design, participants 
envisioned purchasing a healthy [unhealthy] dessert at an establish-
ment where they would self-serve [be served by a clerk]. They then 
selected one of eight serving-cup sizes. For portion-size choice, the 
analysis showed a main effect of server, such that those who expect-
ed to be served selected significantly larger portions than those who 
expected to self-serve. More important, this effect was qualified by 
the predicted interaction with healthiness. Consistent with our other 
studies, for a healthy dessert, people selected equal portion-sizes 
irrespective of who would serve. Contrastingly, for an unhealthy 
dessert, people selected a significantly larger portion when they ex-
pected to be served than when they expected to self-serve the dessert. 

In combination, studies 3 and 4 showed that people have an 
intuition of the ramifications of different serving-arrangements and 
adjust their consumption of unhealthy food accordingly.
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