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We examine how nutritional information unit size exerts a non-conscious influence on food perception and choice. In five studies,

consumers judged unhealthy food to be healthier and selected it more when labeled with smaller unit nutritional information. This

effect held for familiar and unfamiliar nutritional information and was primarily observed in high BMI consumers.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Obesity is a growing problem in many areas around the globe. 

It is particularly an issue in the United States where nearly two-thirds 
of the population is overweight or obese (Flegal et al., 2012). In re-
sponse to this epidemic, both government and industry organizations 
have initiated programs to make nutritional information more avail-
able to consumers. The underlying assumption behind these efforts is 
that by giving consumers more information they will make healthier 
food choices. However, the results of these initial efforts appear to 
be inconclusive (Elbel et al., 2009). Thus, a greater understanding of 
how nutritional information influences food consumption is neces-
sary.

When consumers read the nutritional content of a food item, 
they are often confronted with numbers in variety of different unit 
sizes. For instance, a food’s fat content is often a single digit or a 
double digit number, whereas caloric content can be as large as a four 
digit number. In Europe, energy content (i.e., joules) can be as large 
as a five digit number. With both types of information, consumers 
often try to limit the quantity consumed to stay within a desired daily 
limit. However, it is possible that the unit size of nutritional content 
can influence how healthy consumers perceive a food item to be? 

In this research, we examine how the unit size (i.e., numerosity) 
of unhealthy foods’ nutritional content nonconsciously influences 
food perception and choice. We propose that because people im-
plicitly associate smaller numbers with smaller magnitudes (Bagchi 
and Davis 2012), consumers perceive nutritional content that they 
are trying to limit (e.g., calories, fat) as less threatening when it is 
presented as a smaller number. This makes them pay less attention 
to liming their consumption, which leads them to judge unhealthy 
foods to be healthier. As a result, they are more likely to choose to eat 
unhealthy foods when the nutritional content they are trying to limit 
is presented in smaller digits compared to larger digits. Additionally, 
we argue that this effect primarily emerges in consumers with a high 
body mass index (BMI) because they are most concerned about lim-
iting their quantity consumed to stay within their daily limits.

These predictions are examined is five studies. In study 1, we 
presented consumers with the nutritional content for four different 
unhealthy food items (cookie, pizza, hamburger, pound cake). The 
nutritional information was presented in three different unit sizes 
(two digits [fat]; three digits [calories]; four digits [joules]).  Across 
the three different sizes, for each type of food, the value of the nutri-
tional content was set so that it comprised an equal proportion of the 
average consumers’ recommended daily limit. As expected, when the 
unit size decreased from four digits to two digits, people with rela-
tively high BMIs judged the food items to be healthier. No difference 
was observed for consumers with relatively low BMIs.

In study 2, to rule out the possibility that our results were due to 
beliefs people have about the different types of nutritional informa-
tion, we presented participants with unfamiliar nutritional content. 
Specifically, we told participants that the purpose of the study was to 
develop a new nutritional scoring system called the FSCORE, which 
was similar to calories and fat.  They were then shown two relatively 
unhealthy foods (cookie and hamburger) with their corresponding 

FSCORE. The unit size of the FSCORE was manipulated so that 
they were presented in two digit, three digit or four digit numbers. 
Consistent with the findings of study 1, participants with higher 
BMIs judged the food to be healthier when the scoring system was in 
smaller digits compared to when it was in larger digits. No difference 
was observed for consumers with relatively low BMIs.

In study 3a, we examined whether differences in unit size would 
influence food consumption. We presented consumers with a cookie 
using the same scoring system as study 2. The units were either small 
(two digits) or large (four digits). After evaluating the cookie, par-
ticipants were told to imagine that they were considering a snack and 
to indicate their likelihood of selecting the cookie or an apple.  As 
expected, participants with higher BMIs were more likely to choose 
the cookie when the units were smaller compared to when they were 
larger. No difference was observed for consumers with relatively low 
BMIs. Study 3b was identical to study 3a, except participants were 
asked to indicate their likelihood of eating a soft pretzel as a snack. 
The results replicated those of study 3a.

The purpose of study 4 was to demonstrate the process. We had 
people evaluate an unhealthy food item (i.e. a cookie) using the same 
procedure as study 2 while we tracked what information they were 
paying attention to using an eye tracking system. The results showed 
that participants with higher BMIs paid less attention to their daily 
limit when the units were smaller.  Additionally, those with higher 
BMIs judged the food item to be healthier when the units were small-
er.  No difference was observed for consumers with relatively low 
BMIs. Importantly, the decrease in attention paid to the daily limit 
mediated the effect of unit size on participants’ judgments of how 
healthy they perceived the cookie to be.

A variety of factors, both physical and motivational, have been 
shown to influence whether overweight people make good food 
choices. This current research suggests that perceptional factors may 
also influence overweight people’s ability to eat healthier.  People 
with high BMIs perceive an unhealthy food item to be healthier when 
its nutritional content is presented in smaller numbers, which make 
them more likely to eat the unhealthy food. The implication from this 
research is that policy makers must not only focus on the amount of 
information that is made available to consumers, but also the charac-
teristics of the information. 
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