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Drawing on regulatory focus theory we found in two studies that, because of their predominant strategic inclination to avoid negative

behavioral outcomes, prevention-focused individuals showed stronger social modeling effects in food intake than promotion-focused

individuals, regardless of whether the social consumption model was actually present or not.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction
Previous research on the social modeling of food intake has 

shown that individuals’ food consumption is strongly influenced by 
the food consumption of their eating companions, that is, individuals 
usually eat more when others eat more, and they eat less when oth-
ers eat less (e.g., Herman, Roth, & Polivy, 2003; Herman & Polivy, 
2005). In illustrating the basis for social modeling effects on food 
intake, Herman et al. (2003, p. 874) argue that “a significant concern 
for most people is to avoid eating excessively” and that “the intake 
of one’s eating companions, then, serves to establish a guideline indi-
cating how much one may eat without eating excessively”. 

A hypothesis that directly follows from this reasoning is that 
individuals should be more likely to follow social models in food in-
take when they are motivated to show socially appropriate behavior, 
follow social rules, and avoid inappropriate behavior than when they 
are less motivated to do so. Although this conclusion is reasonable, 
to our knowledge, research on this particular question has so far been 
missing.

In the present research, we address this gap and examine the 
moderating role of motivational orientations on the social modeling 
of food intake. Based on regulatory focus theory (Higgins, 1997, 
1998, 2012), we assumed that individuals in a prevention focus, who 
regulate their behavior according to their responsibilities and duties 
and are driven by a fundamental desire to avoid inappropriate behav-
ior, are more likely to show social modeling effects in food intake, 
compared to individuals in a promotion focus, who tend to regulate 
their behavior according to their ideals, aspirations, and accomplish-
ments and are thus more likely to rely on their internal responses 
when determining their level of food consumption (Florack, Friese, 
& Scarabis, 2010; Pham & Avnet, 2004; 2009).

In two studies, we tested the strength of social modeling effects 
under different regulatory foci. In Study 1, a social model that was 
present consumed a high amount of food or did not consume food 
at all. In Study 2, the social model was not present; however, inci-
dental cues signaled that the model had consumed either a high or a 
low amount of food. In both studies, we expected the social model’s 
behavior to more strongly influence consumption of participants in 

a prevention focus, compared to consumption of participants in a 
promotion focus.

Study 1
The experimental study was conducted at a German and Aus-

trian University. 
We varied participants’ regulatory focus experimentally by in-

creasing the salience of ideals or hopes (promotion focus) or duties 
and responsibilities (prevention focus). Participants were then pro-
vided with palatable food (cookies) they were free to consume during 
the experiment. Moreover, each participant was paired with another 
participant, who served as a social consumption model. The assigned 
partner either received the instruction to eat freely, or not to eat at all. 
To test our hypothesis, we measured the absolute amount of cookies 
participants consumed as well as the degree of intake matching be-
tween target participants and the assigned partners.

Results show that, in line with our assumptions, participants in 
a prevention focus (but not participants in a promotion focus) aligned 
their own level of consumption with the level of consumption of their 
eating companion, regardless of whether the companion consumed 
a lot of food or no food at all. Thus, the results of Study 1 support 
our assumption that prevention-focused individuals, who are driven 
by a fundamental concern to make secure decisions and avoid inap-
propriate behavior, rely on the behavior of social model to determine 
the appropriate amount of food to consume. By contrast, promotion-
focused individuals seemed to have followed their internal responses 
to determine their own level of consumption.

Study 2
In Study 2 we took our assumption one step further by investi-

gating whether prevention-focused individuals rely on the consump-
tion behavior of a social model, even when the social model is no 
longer present, and its behavior is therefore less salient. We expected 
that, even in situations when the role model is not actually present, 
prevention-focused individuals maintain their motivation to disam-
biguate the ambiguous situation with respect to the appropriate food 
intake by relying on external cues such as visible leftovers of other 
participants’ consumption behavior.

Study 2 was conducted at a German University. We asked par-
ticipants to test and evaluate three different flavors of ice cream. 

Table 1 . Summary of Main Results (simple slope tests) for Study 1 and Study 2 . 
 Regulatory Focus Manipulation  

Promotion  Prevention  
 Consumption Condition Consumption Condition

Study 1 (N = 71)***
DV: Cookie  

Consumption (50g)

No Consumption 
Model Consumption Model  No Consumption 

Model Consumption Model  

M SD M SD F M SD M SD F
15.39 g 14.85 g 10.44 g 12.13 g 1.71 4.17 g 5.24 g 14.06 g 10.86 g 6.81*

Study 2  (N = 40)***
DV: Ice Cream 

Consumption  (600g)

Low Consumption 
Cues

High Consumption 
Cues  Low Consumption  

Cues
High Consumption 

Cues  

M SD M SD F M SD M SD F
116.67 g 51.20 g 158.38 g 47.50 2.19 67.60 g 81.31g 197.57 g 62.34 g 21.91**

*  p ≤ .05,  ** p ≤ .001
*** interaction: regulatory focus x consumption model significant at p ≤ .05
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Unlike in Study 1, participants did not observe the behavior of a 
physically present eating companion. Instead, when entering the lab, 
they saw the leftovers of an ostensible previous participant. Partici-
pants either saw three empty cups of ice cream (high-consumption 
model) or three cups of ice cream that were close to being full (low-
consumption model). We expected these subtle consumption cues 
to have a similar effect on the consumption behavior of prevention-
focused individuals as the food intake of an actually present eating 
companion. The results of Study 2 are in line with our assumptions 
and with the results of Study 1. Again, individuals in a prevention fo-
cus (but not individuals in a promotion focus) ate significantly more 
ice cream when provided with cues about a high-consumption model 
than when provided with cues about a low-consumption model.

Conclusions
The present research offers support for previous assumptions 

of Herman and colleagues (2003) that social modeling effects main-
ly occur because individuals have a fundamental concern to avoid 
eating excessively.  In two studies, we demonstrate that individu-
als who show a strategic inclination to avoid inappropriate behavior 
(individuals in a prevention focus), but not individuals who show 
a strategic inclination to approach advancement (individuals in a 
promotion focus) match their food consumption to that of a social 
model, regardless of whether the social model is actually present or 
not. Our results provide promising results that can help to increase 
the effectiveness of interventions that use social models to positively 
influence individuals’ eating behavior.
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