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SESSION OVERVIEW
The purpose of this session is to better understand the psycho-

logical needs that drive the often seemingly irrational consumption 
of restrained eaters.  Restrained eaters tend to chronically experi-
ence two conflicting motives when making daily food decisions: he-
donic enjoyment and weight control (c.f. Stroebe et al. 2008).  This 
conflict leads restrained eaters to be hyper sensitive to food cues in 
the environment, often resulting in disinhibited consumption.  This 
disinhibited consumption tends to be interpreted as a self-regulatory 
failure; however, the papers in this session take a different perspec-
tive.  Rather than condemning the failures of restrained eaters, the 
papers in this session each seek to answer the question, “What are 
the psychological needs that restrained eaters are addressing through 
their consumption?”

As the obesity epidemic continues to grow, at great physical, 
emotional and economic cost to both individuals and society at large, 
it is becoming clear that the efforts of chronic dieters (a.k.a. restrained 
eaters) to lose weight are not working.  In order to find a solution to 
this problem, it is important to understand why retrained eaters are 
so prone to disinhibiting their consumption, and what needs, beyond 
momentary pleasure, disinhibited consumption serves.

The first paper of this session, “Do Restrained Eaters Identify 
as Dieters? Exploring the Role of Self-Concept in the Consumption 
of Restrained Eaters,” explores how a general self-concept prime im-
pacts the consumption of restrained eaters.  These authors find that 
among restrained eaters a general self-concept prime suppresses diet 
related thoughts resulting in increased consumption, suggesting that 
dieting is inconsistent with their self-concept.  Thus, one driver of 
disinhibited consumption is the enactment of identity consistent be-
havior.

The next two papers, “Do Weight Watchers Want More Op-
tions? How Activating Self-Regulatory Concerns Triggers the Need 

for Variety,” and “The Role of Reactance in Responses to One-Sid-
ed Advertisements:  How Health-Related Appeals Backfire among 
Restrained Eaters,” both explore how restrained eaters use their 
consumption to create a greater sense of psychological freedom.  
Because restrained eaters are constantly imposing limits on their 
consumption, they are particularly sensitive to feeling trapped by 
additional restrictions.  Thus, these papers highlight that restrained 
eating fosters a greater need for behavior aimed at regaining their 
freedom. 

The final paper of this session, “The Acuity of Vice: Goal Con-
flict Improves Visual Sensitivity to Portion Size Changes,” explores 
how the food related ambivalence experienced by restrained eaters 
can actually improve their perceptions of portion size.  A series of 
studies shows that consumers experiencing ambivalence towards a 
food, such as the chronic ambivalence experienced by restrained eat-
ers for hedonic foods, are more sensitive to changes in portion size.  
It is worth noting that restrained eaters were not more accurate for 
estimating portion size for low ambivalence “diet” foods, which have 
been associated with disinhibited consumption in past research (e.g. 
Scott et al 2008).  Thus, another driver of disinhibited consumption 
is release from the hyper-vigilance of food cues.

Do Restrained Eaters Identify as Dieters? Exploring the 
Role of Self-Concept in the Consumption of Restrained 

Eaters

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Prior research views restrained eaters’ self-regulation of food 

consumption as an effortful, conscious desire to limit their food con-
sumption, and thus control their physiological urges to consume food 
(Herman and Polivy 1980; Stroebe et al. 2008).  In support of this 
perspective, research has shown that restrained eaters consistently 
think more about dieting and weight-related issues (Boon, Stroebe, 
and Schut 1997; van Koningsbruggen, Stroebe and Aarts 2012), and 
that the chronic accessibility of dieting and weight-control thoughts 
enables restrained eaters to successfully regulate their food con-
sumption (Stroebe et al. 2008).  Consequently, situational variables 
that inhibit conscious self-regulation lead restrained eaters to con-
sume more food.  Although research has provided much insight into 
how situational influences can lead to increased or decreased food 
consumption among restrained eaters (e.g., McFarlane et al. 1998; 
Herman, Roth, and Polivy 2003), less is known about the role that 
the self-concept plays in the self-regulatory efforts of restrained eat-
ers.  Research suggests that restrained eaters are more concerned 
about their weight and physical appearance than non-restrained eat-
ers (Laessle et al. 1989; Wilksch and Wade 2004), and that restrained 
eaters are more self-aware and self-conscious about how they are 
viewed by others than non-restrained eaters (Blanchard and Frost 
1983; Heatherton and Baumeister 1991).  These differences are fre-
quently attributed to societal pressures on individuals to be thin (Her-
man et al. 2003; Strauman et al. 1991).  Yet, it is unclear the extent 
to which restrained eaters’ chronic concern about weight control and 
dieting is purely a social phenomenon, or has been internalized to 
become a part of their self-concept.

We examine the role of the self-concept in the consumption be-
havior of restrained eaters.  To do so, we use a general self-concept 
prime – signing one’s name – that has been shown to activate the 
aspect of one’s self-concept that is afforded in the present situation 
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(Kettle and Häubl 2011).  This simple intervention enables us to in-
vestigate how activating the self-concept of restrained eaters influ-
ences their self-regulatory efforts in controlling their food consump-
tion.  In particular, our research seeks to better understand the extent 
to which restrained eaters’ urge to regulate consumption has been 
internalized and incorporated into their self-concept, versus remain-
ing an essentially external force.  In other words, as restrained eaters 
engage in that never ending battle between their “love of food and 
not wanting to get fat,” which side of the battle is more closely linked 
to the self-concept?   In answering this question, our research takes 
an important step toward better understanding the self-concept of 
restrained eaters.  

In studies 1A and 1B we explore whether a general self-concept 
prime leads to increased or decreased consumption among restrained 
eaters.  Based on finding by Kettle and Häubl (2011), we theorized 
that since food is relevant to the self concept of restrained eaters that 
a general self-concept prime should impact the food consumption 
of restrained, but not unrestrained eaters.  What was less clear was 
whether a general self-concept prime would lead to increased or de-
creased consumption.  We reasoned that if restrained eaters identify 
as dieters then a general self-concept prime in the presence of food 
would activate that aspect of the self, resulting in decreased con-
sumption.  If, on the other hand, restrained eaters do not identify as 
dieters and the desire to restrict consumption remains an essentially 
social construct, then a general self-concept prime should result in 
increased consumption.  In study 1A we find that restrained eaters 
who engage in a general self-concept prime (signing their name) 
purchase more chocolates with money earned in an unrelated task 
than restrained eaters in a control condition (printing their name).  As 
predicted, the general self-concept prime has no effect on the choco-
late consumption of unrestrained eaters.  In study 1B we replicate 
the same pattern of results with non-hedonic foods finding that after 
a general self-concept prime restrained eaters eat more carrots and 
more pretzels compared to a control condition, while the consump-
tion of unrestrained eaters is unaffected by the general self-concept 
prime.

In study 2 we sought initial evidence for our proposition that the 
increased consumption exhibited by restrained eaters in response to 
a general self-concept prime is caused by decreased accessibility of 
the dieting construct.  Participants signed (did not sign) their name 
in the presence (absence) of food and then engaged in implicit mea-
sure of thought accessibility (DeMarree, Wheeler, and Petty 2005) 
in which the target words were diet related (e.g. overeat, indulge).  
Among restrained eaters in the general self-concept prime, food 
present condition, diet related words were significantly less acces-
sible compared to the control condition, providing initial evidence 
that dieting is not part of the self-concept of restrained eaters.

In study 3 participants received a bag of pretzels and engaged 
(did not engage) in a general self-concept prime.  Participants then 
listed 5 thoughts about the pretzels and rated each thought in terms 
of how relevant it was to food, dieting, and themselves.  Among re-
strained eaters, fewer diet related thoughts were reported after the 
general self-concept prime compared to the control.  Additionally, 
restrained eaters were more likely to consume the pretzels after the 
general self-concept prime compared to the control.  No effects 
were found for either D.V. among unrestrained eaters.  Furthermore, 
among restrained eaters, the number of diet related thoughts medi-
ated pretzel consumption only in the control condition, while in the 
general self-concept prime condition there was no relationship be-
tween diet thoughts and consumption.  These results provide addi-
tional support for our proposition that dieting is not consistent with 

the self-concept of restrained eaters and it is this inconsistency that 
leads to increased consumption after a general-self-concept prime.

Do Weight Watchers Want More Options? How Activating 
Self-Regulatory Concerns Triggers the Need for Variety 

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
In daily life food variety has become omnipresent. When dining 

out or grocery shopping consumers can select between a variety of 
different dishes and products. On the upside, these strategies corre-
spond with individuals’ preference for variety in food consumption 
and provide them with higher consumption utility (Kahn & Wansink, 
2004). On the downside, food variety fosters increased consump-
tion (Rolls et al., 1981). Parallel to this trend, weight watching has 
become a recurring theme in present-day life. When reading maga-
zines or watching TV, one is bombarded with information on dieting 
programs, creating the impression that watching one’s weight is the 
status quo. Considering these recent developments in combination, 
the question that presents itself is whether weight concerns, in gen-
eral, and restricting one’s food intake, in particular, could influence 
individuals’ need for variety: Do individuals who restrict their food 
intake seek more or less variety than individuals free from self-reg-
ulatory concerns? 

When individuals are concerned about their weight, they restrict 
their food intake and adhere to self-imposed demands instead of lis-
tening to physiologically determined satiety boundaries (Herman 
& Polivy, 1984). This brings about stronger hedonic responses to 
highly tempting food (Hofmann, et al., 2009). In fact, when individu-
als restrict their food intake, they constantly ruminate about food and 
evaluate food stimuli in terms of pleasure that can be derived from 
eating. Accordingly, restricting one’s food intake provokes a struggle 
between adhering to self-imposed demands and the desire to maxi-
mize pleasure from eating. Consuming the same kind of food easily 
results in habituation and decreases enjoyment of that particular food 
(Epstein et al., 2009) while eating a variety of different food is ex-
pected to bring about higher anticipated levels of consumption utility 
(Kahn & Wansink, 2004).

Taking these findings together, we predict that restricting one’s 
food intake potentially increases variety seeking since it provides 
a means to compensate for the decreased pleasure that comes with 
adhering to these self-imposed demands. Specifically, we argue, 
first, that dieters seek more variety than non-dieters and, second, that 
non-dieters engage in higher variety seeking if self-regulatory con-
cerns are activated. In study 1 we utilized a 2 (mental budget vs. no 
mental budget) x 2 (dieter vs. non-dieter1) between-subject design. 
Participants took part in two seemingly unrelated studies. The first 
part served to manipulate the mental budget activation. In line with 
Krishnamurthy and Prokopec (2009) participants in the treatment 
condition read that people try to limit their snack consumption to 
2.13 snacks a day and were asked to type in the number of snacks 
they would allow themselves today. Subsequently, all participants 
took part in a taste test and were randomly assigned to either taste a 
small piece of chocolate cake or chocolate. At the end participants 
could choose another piece of waffle or cake as an additional re-
ward. We measured variety seeking as switching away from the food 
item just eaten2. A direct logistic regression with our manipulation 
(mental budget vs. no mental budget) and dieting status (dieter vs. 
non-dieter) and their interaction effect on the likelihood to seek va-

1 Using the restrained scale (Herman & Polivy, 1980) we categorized par-
ticipants as dieters (i.e., a score > 16) and non-dieters (i.e., a score ≤ 16).
2 Because product type (i.e., waffle or cake) eaten during the taste test did 
not influence individuals’ likelihood to seek variety, we collapsed the data 
across product types.
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riety (no vs. yes) revealed dieting status (p < .05, beta = 1.30) and 
mental budget as significant positive predictor (p < .05, beta = .79). 
Dieters as well as non-dieters with a mental budget were more likely 
to choose a different snack than non-dieters or participants without 
a mental budget. The interaction effect is insignificant (beta = - .71). 
This study provides initial evidence that self-regulatory concerns in-
creases variety seeking.  

In study 2 we exclusively focused on non-dieters. Again, we 
activated self-regulatory concerns by means of asking half of the 
participants to generate a mental budget of how many snacks they 
want to allow themselves. Afterward, all participants were allowed 
to customize their own chocolate bar by choosing any six toppings 
out of a six-item choice set (e.g., cappuccino chocolate chips, or nou-
gat piece). The results show that participants who imposed a mental 
budget chose significantly more different toppings (MMB = 3.52, SD 
= .14) than those who did not impose a mental budget (MC = 3.12, 
SD = .15), F(1, 53) =  3.93, p < .063. In study 3, we manipulate 
self-regulatory concerns by asking half of the participants to respond 
to the restrained scale (Herman & Polivy, 1980) and by assessing 
their weight. Afterward, participants obtained a cake covered with 
whipped cream and were told to customize it by choosing among 
seven different toppings (e.g., Smarties®, chocolate flakes, or small 
almond cookies). Participants for whom self-regulatory concerns 
were activated chose significantly more different toppings (MMB = 
3.73, SD = .27) than participants without activate self-regulatory 
concerns (MC = 3.0, SD = .25, F(1, 30) = 3.90, p < .06). 

By means of three studies we establish a relationship between 
self-regulatory concerns and variety seeking. In doing so, our find-
ings suggest that particularly those individuals who are watching 
their weight are most susceptible to the negative consequences of 
variety, i.e., increased food intake: When confronted with varied 
product assortments individuals with self-regulatory concerns are 
most likely to seek variety and, thereby, run the risk of overeating. 

The Role of Reactance in Responses to One-Sided 
Advertisements:  How Health-Related Appeals Backfire 

among Restrained Eaters

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
In this research we explore consumer attitudes toward one-sid-

ed appeals that present only the negative aspects of consuming in-
dulgent food and determine how these attitudes influence subsequent 
food preferences. Public service announcements (PSAs) often use 
one-sided messages (e.g., “All dessert is bad”) to encourage healthy 
behaviors and to discourage unhealthy behaviors, such as overeating 
indulgent food. These kinds of messages can backfire, however, be-
cause consumers perceive them to be biased since they only mention 
the negative aspects of dessert and disregard anything positive. Since 
the intended purpose of the message is to convince consumers that 
they should eat fewer desserts, consumers may rightly feel that such 
one-sided messages are trying to limit and constrain their choices. 
Reactance theory (Brehm 1966, 1989) suggests that when individu-
als feel that someone else is constraining their freedom to choose or 
act, they will initiate a motivational state of reactance to regain that 
freedom. We propose that under certain conditions, one-sided mes-
sages will cause reactance, leading consumers to pursue goals that 
run opposite to those intended by the message, such as increasing 
consumption of indulgent food.

More specifically, we propose that consumers’ dietary restraint 
status (Herman and Polivy 1980) will determine whether one-sided 

3 We excluded one outlier on the variety-seeking measure (SD > 2.5).

messages produce reactance rather than compliance. Because re-
strained eaters (or dieters) have a greater concern for their figure 
and/or weight, and exhibit a strong desire to be thin, they are highly 
involved in and emotional about issues of indulgent consumption. 
Thus, their reactance is high because it comes from the motivation 
to be cognitively engaged with one-sided messages about indulgent 
food. In line with reactance theory (Brehm 1989) which emphasized 
the motivational construct of reactance, we posit that dieters (versus 
non-dieters) are more motivated to react to the one-sided message 
related to indulgent consumption. Particularly, dieters who see the 
message “all dessert is bad” are likely to feel their food choices are 
being constrained, thereby activating a goal to reassert their freedom 
of choice by consuming more (rather than less) indulgent food. Con-
versely, dieters who see the message that “all dessert is good” are 
unlikely to feel their food choices are being constrained, and thus do 
not need to respond with reactance to the message. Moreover, be-
cause reactance is motivational in nature, any reactance induced by a 
one-sided message should get stronger after a delay since it activates 
a goal to pursue the opposite behavior (Chartrand et al. 2008).

In a pilot study, participants (n=66) received a one-sided mes-
sage (“All dessert is bad”) or a neutral message (“Tortola is the main 
island of the British Virgin Islands”) and performed a lexical deci-
sion task, where they decided whether each string (14 unhealthy food 
words, 56 neutral words, and 70 non-words) was a word by pressing 
the “Y” or “N” key. A regression analysis revealed a significant mes-
sage by dietary restraint interaction effect on the speed of word rec-
ognition (b=–164.014, p<0.01). Dieters who received the one-sided 
message were faster at recognizing the unhealthy food words than 
dieters who received the neutral message (b=–222.086, p<0.01). 
This effect was not significant among non-dieters. Results provide 
preliminary evidence that exposure to a one-sided message focusing 
on the negatives of indulgence increases dieters’ interest in indul-
gent foods. However, an alternative explanation is that the one-sided 
manipulation simply activated thoughts of food whereas the control 
manipulation did not, particularly among dieters for whom food con-
cepts are more top-of-mind. We addressed this limitation in Study 1 
by activating thoughts of food in all experimental conditions.

Study 1 was similar to that of the pilot, except for the follow-
ing changes: (1)Participants (n=397) randomly saw one of three 
messages:“All dessert is bad” (one-sided negative message), “All 
dessert is good” (one-sided positive message), and “All dessert is 
food” (neutral message), (2)In place of a word recognition task par-
ticipants pressed the “F” and “J” keys (labeled “pos” and “neg”) to 
indicate whether they thought a word (20 healthy food,20 unhealthy 
food and 20 neutral words) was positive or negative. (3)We mea-
sured participants’ situational reactance (Hong and Faedda 1996). 
Dieters who saw a one-sided negative message scored higher on re-
actance (b=0.364, p<0.05) and generated a higher number of positive 
thoughts about unhealthy food (b=2.116, p<0.01) than dieters who 
received a neutral message. This effect was not significant among 
non-dieters. There was no effect of the one-sided positive message 
on the number of positive thoughts about unhealthy food or reac-
tance for either dieters or non-dieters. 

The purpose of study 2 was to investigate the process underly-
ing our findings.  Specifically, does a one-sided message activate a 
goal in dieters’ minds, such as the goal to choose whatever foods 
they desire? The procedure was similar to that of Study 1, except 
for the following changes: (1)We added a manipulation of delay/no-
delay to test whether the effects get stronger after a delay, and (2)Par-
ticipants (n=414) chose snacks for the next two weeks from a list of 
seven snacks pretested as unhealthy (Oreo cookies) and seven snacks 
pretested as healthy (Whole wheat crackers). Dieters who received 
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the one-sided negative message scored higher on reactance and made 
more unhealthy choices than dieters who received the neutral mes-
sage (b=1.055, p<0.01) and (b=2.844, p<0.01). Further, these effects 
were stronger after a delay (b=1.294, p<0.01 and b=4.530, p<0.01) 
and were not significant among non-dieters, suggesting that the 
one-sided negative message activated a reactance goal among diet-
ers. There was no significant difference in the number of unhealthy 
choices made by dieters who received the one-sided positive mes-
sage and dieters who received the neutral message.  

Studies 1 and 2 showed dieters’ reactance to the one-sided ap-
peal reflected in their faster recognition of unhealthy food words, and 
increased positive thoughts and choice of unhealthy snacks. Further 
research will explore the effects of consumer reactance to one-sided 
messages about healthy food, examining whether dieters react to bi-
ased, negative appeals about healthy food (e.g., vegetables) the same 
way they react to biased, negative appeals about indulgent foods. We 
expect that the effects for healthy food will be symmetric to the ones 
we have already observed for unhealthy food. 

The Acuity of Vice: Goal Conflict Improves Visual 
Sensitivity to Increasing Portion Sizes

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
There is a broad consensus that the rise in the obesity epidemic 

in the past several decades has been driven more by overeating (in-
creased calorie intake) than by expending fewer calories (Ludwig & 
Nestle, 2008; Swinburn, et al., 2011). These effects are compounded 
by today’s oversized food portions (Chandon & Wansink, 2007; 
Rolls, Roe, & Meengs, 2007). 

Supersized portions increase food intake partly because people 
rarely read the size information on the labels and instead rely on their 
visual impressions to estimate portion size. However, visual percep-
tion is biased, and consumers tend to underestimate the changes in 
food portions, more so for large portions than for small portions. As 
a result, consumers overeat because they fail to realize just how large 
supersized portions really are (Chandon & Wansink, 2007). These 
findings have brought the biases in portion size perception and their 
remedies to the forefront of the research and the policy agenda.

Previous research on this issue focused on the effects of physi-
cal properties of packages such as size and shape, and on solutions to 
design packages that do not bias visual perception (Chandon & Ord-
abayeva, 2009; Folkes & Matta, 2004; Raghubir & Krishna, 1999; 
Wansink & Van Ittersum, 2003). In this research, we examine how 
higher-order factors, namely, ambivalent attitudes towards food (per-
ceiving the food as desirable but harmful) influence size perceptions. 
Our results propose strategies that can effectively reduce biases in 
portion size perception without requiring any changes in physical 
package attributes such as size or shape (which may be costly, time-
consuming, and difficult to enforce through policy). 

We draw on two sets of findings in the motivated perception 
literature to formulate our hypothesis. One group of findings has 
shown that people are more sensitive to changes in the physical 
properties (e.g., quantity, distance) of desirable (vs. undesirable) ob-
jects (Balcetis & Dunning, 2010a). For example, coins look larger 
to people with low financial means and with low power (Bruner & 
Goodman, 1947; Dubois, Rucker, & Galinsky, 2010). Another set of 
studies has found that undesirable stimuli, too, can enhance visual 
sensitivity, when they pose an imminent threat (e.g., a pointed gun ; 
(Van Ulzen et al 2008)), although these effects should arguably also 
occur with more common and less imminent threats such as tempta-
tions and objects detrimental to a goal (Balcetis & Dunning, 2010b). 

Building on these findings, we predict that desiring a food item 
and perceiving it as harmful should enhance visual sensitivity to 
changing portions. Since in food decisions desire and harm percep-
tions reinforce each other (Raghunathan, Naylor, & Hoyer, 2006), 
we expect that ambivalence (or conflict) between these two attitudes 
will influence impressions of food portions more than each attitude 
individually. In three studies we show that this effect occurs when 
ambivalent attitudes are chronic (e.g., among restrained eaters) and 
when ambivalence is induced through external interventions (e.g., 
through ambivalence primes).

In Study 1 we examined the effects of ambivalent attitudes to-
wards food on portion perceptions of children. We showed six por-
tions (which doubled in size from one portion to the next) of choco-
late chunks or baby carrots to eight-year old schoolchildren, who are 
an important population to study from a public policy perspective. 
Provided the size of the smallest portion (in units), we asked the 
respondents to estimate the number of units contained in the remain-
ing portions. Afterwards we measured their ambivalence toward 
the food by asking them to rate their desire for the food item and 
their anticipations of being scolded by parents for eating the food 
item. The results indicated that children who felt ambivalent towards 
chocolate were more sensitive to the increasing portions of choco-
late than children who did not experience ambivalence (because they 
perceived it as delicious but likely to be scolded by parents). Am-
bivalence did not influence perceptions of carrots.  

In Study 2 we tested whether inducing ambivalence through 
separate manipulations of desire and perceived harm would improve 
portion size perceptions of adults. Participants saw four portions of 
gummy candies (which increased in size by 75% from one portion 
to the next). Provided the size of the smallest portion (in grams), the 
participants estimated the remaining three portions. We described the 
stimuli as “Omega 3 nutrition chews” (low harm condition) or as 
“gummy candies” (high harm condition). We manipulated desire by 
either asking the participants to consume either one gummy (high 
desire condition) or no gummy (low desire condition) (Wadhwa, 
Shiv, & Nowlis, 2008). The results revealed that portion size percep-
tions were the most accurate when ambivalence (perceptions of food 
desirability and harmfulness) was manipulated to be high. Similar 
patterns were observed with the implicit measure of ambivalence (as 
captured by implicit association tests of participants’ desire and dan-
ger perceptions associated with hedonic foods).

In Study 3, we sought to extend the findings to a consumer group 
that naturally holds ambivalent attitudes towards hedonic foods. We 
therefore approached a sample of dieting and non-dieting individu-
als at a gym. The participants saw six portions of potato chips as in 
Study 3. The chips had a regular label for half of the participants and 
a low-fat label for the other half. Consistent with our predictions, 
restrained eaters (who hold naturally ambivalent attitudes toward 
hedonic foods) had more accurate portion size estimates than unre-
strained eaters for regular chips, but not for low-fat chips.

Our findings contribute to the literature on motivated misper-
ception by examining the interplay of wanting and liking in driving 
portion size perceptions. They also propose ambivalence as a useful 
tool for improving consumers’ portion size perceptions.
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