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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Rising obesity rates among children have led many to blame 

the fast food industry because frequenting quick-service restaurants 
has been linked to higher intakes of sodium, fat, calories, and soft 
drinks, and lower intakes of healthful nutrients like fruits and veg-
etables (Bowman et al. 2004; Paeratakul et al. 2003).  As such, some 
regulatory agencies are seeking legislation to restrict certain market-
ing practices by fast food outlets. One such regulation took effect 
recently in the state of California and requires meals targeted to chil-
dren to meet certain nutritional standards for fat, calories, sugar, and 
sodium if toy premiums or any other incentives are included with the 
food purchase (Baertlein 2010). This regulation aims to help parents 
change their attitudes, and subsequent behavior, toward unhealthy 
food products.

In conjunction with government regulations, amidst growing 
public concerns about childhood obesity, food marketers have re-
sponded with self-regulatory actions. For example, Kraft pledged to 
eliminate advertising to children, of foods that do not meet certain 
nutritional standards and Jack in the Box has eliminated toys from its 
children’s meals as of June 2011 (Morrison 2011).

While these governmental and corporate initiatives address-
ing childhood obesity may be well intended, it is unclear how and 
why consumers respond to such efforts. Childhood obesity is indeed 
epidemic in the US (CDC 2012), which raises questions about how 
best to develop theory and change behaviors, and ultimately redress 
this societal problem. The Theory of Psychological Reactance was 
extensively used to explain consumers’ unintended reactions to gov-
ernment regulations (Ringold 2002); however, in some cases, this 
and other frameworks may not explain this deviance phenomenon in 
the way that attributional processes can (Conway and Schaller 2005).  
First, Reactance Theory posits that individuals most likely deviate 
from expectations such that they can reassert their lost freedom of 
choice (Conway and Schaller 2005). Although children’s meals toys 
are banned, parents may still purchase the same food item, with-
out a free toy, or paying for the toy. That is, parents still have the 
freedom to select their food products, regardless of the nutritional 
content. Second, Reactance and Attribution Theories predict indeed 
the same outcomes (deviance); nonetheless, these two psychological 
approaches provide “different accounts of the origins of deviance” 
(Conway and Schaller 2005, 313). For instance, reactance is more 
emotionally-driven (Knowles and Linn 2004), which may imply that 
parents persist in buying potential harmful products for their chil-
dren just to rebel against this policy, a hardly acceptable perspective. 
Conversely, attribution provides a cognitive reason for deviance; this 
suggests that parents may deviate due to factors (e.g., government 
regulation) that influence their attributional judgments; hence, the 
unique explanatory value of the attribution model. Consequently, this 
study builds on Attribution Theory to provide a better understanding 
of how and why consumers respond to government regulations (GR) 
relative to corporate self-regulations (CSR). We argue that the pres-
ence of GR versus CSR triggers more unexpected attitudes, and sub-
sequent behavior, toward poor-nutritional products, because parents 
have an unexpected lower tendency to blame the food marketers for 
these products.  The mediating role of attributions of responsibility is 
particularly important here, especially when examining consumers’ 

post-consumption reactions, because these cognitive processes are 
likely to have a lasting impact on consumer behavior (Weiner 2000).

This research essentially suggests that government regulations, 
despite their good intentions, may be detrimental in changing par-
ents’ attitudes and behavior toward unhealthy food products due to 
unexpected attributions of blame for the nutritional value of their 
children’s meals. A unique view on the power of attributions of re-
sponsibility is thus provided.  Our findings further highlight that cor-
porate self-regulations could truly make a difference when it comes 
to childhood obesity. Specifically, consumers reported more negative 
attitudes and behavior toward poor-nutritional products when corpo-
rate self-restrictions on toy premiums were announced.   

The theoretical rationale for this research is Attribution Theory 
(Kelley 1973). Research has demonstrated that, in co-production 
contexts, consumers are subject to self-serving bias or have the 
tendency to blame the company when a negative product outcome 
occurs, which in turn negatively affects their satisfaction with the 
firm and its products (Bendapudi and Leone 2003). In the current 
context, parents would normally blame the food marketers for chil-
dren’s unhealthy meals, which leads to negative attitudes regarding 
these products. Nevertheless, we find that the presence of GR miti-
gates this self-serving bias. Specifically, a toy premium ban causes 
less attributions of blame to the firm, for poor-nutritional meals. As 
a result, consumers’ attitudes and subsequent behavior, toward these 
products, are enhanced. Thus, we test the impact of GR on product 
satisfaction through attributions of responsibility, stressing the medi-
ating role of attributional judgments.  

Data for testing the hypotheses were collected experimentally, 
using a sample of US parents who purchase children’s meals from 
McDonald’s. Two studies were conducted: a pilot study, in which 
some of the scales were tested and the main experiment, used to test 
the hypotheses. We used between-subjects and randomized experi-
mental design; parents were randomly assigned to one of the experi-
mental conditions -- control group, GR, and CSR --, which reduced 
the possibility of confounding effects. One hundred and eighty re-
spondents were used, with 60 participants per each condition. 

Attributions of responsibility (α = 0.73) measured the degree 
to which parents blame the company for their poor-nutritional meal 
choices. Product satisfaction (α = 0.90) scale, adapted from Huffman 
and Kahn (1998) and Fitzsimons (2000), captured parents’ overall 
satisfaction with these meal selections.  Lastly, the behavioral inten-
tions scale (α = 0.93), modified from Cronin, Brady, and Hult (2000), 
measured parents’ tendency to make similar food choices in the fu-
ture.

The multivariate analysis of variance was employed to examine 
whether GR had the hypothesized impact on attributions of responsi-
bility and product satisfaction. As predicted, attributions of responsi-
bility to the firm, in the GR condition, were lower (M = 2.98) relative 
to the control group (M = 3.68) and CSR treatment (M = 3.99); (F 
(2,179) = 6.61, p < .05). Our results further showed that participants 
in the GR condition reported a higher product satisfaction (M = 6.09) 
as opposed to those parents in the control group (M = 5.30) and CSR 
treatment (M = 5.43); (F (2, 179) = 3.26, p = < .05).  Participants’ 
gender, education, age, and income were controlled for. Gender (cod-
ed 1 for male and 0 for female) had a significant impact on consum-
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ers’ attributions of responsibility (F (1,179) = 6.43, p < .05); never-
theless, participants’ education (F (7,179) = 1.28, p > .10), age (F 
(3,179) = 0.91, p > .10), and income (F (5,179) = 0.74, p > .10) did 
not show significant effects on attributions of responsibility. Lastly, 
gender (F (1,179) = 1.57, p > .10), education (F (7,179) = 1.30, p > 
.10), age (F (3,179) = 1.65, p > .10), and income (F (5,179) = 1.57, p 
> .10) did not have significant effects on product satisfaction.

The model proposed in this study and the traditional mediation 
steps (Baron and Kenny 1986; Holmbeck 1997) were tested using 
structural equation modeling (Iacobucci 2012). This mediation test-
ing procedure is preferred, and continues to be used, by research-
ers in the marketing and social psychology fields (Iacobucci 2012; 
Klein and Dawar 2004). One hundred and twenty responses were 
considered in the mediation analyses which include the manipulated 
conditions. The path coefficients and goodness of fit indices of the 
proposed model are presented in table 1. All coefficients were sig-
nificant at p < .05 and had the hypothesized direction. We find that 
the impact of GR on product satisfaction is mediated by attributions 
of responsibility. Lastly, product satisfaction significantly predicted 
behavioral intentions (b = 0.68, p < .05) and the sign of the coeffi-
cient was in the expected direction. 

This study responds to calls from ACR/TCR champions (Mick 
2010) and the MSI (2010-2012) to conduct research on substantive 
matters, and ultimately to transform/enhance consumer well-being. 
We propose and test a conceptual framework of consumer responses 
to government regulations with regard to a major societal challenge 
such as childhood obesity. The study (1) advances an alternative 
psychological mechanism, which explains unexpected consumers’ 
attitudes and behavior; (2) proposes a mediating role of attribu-
tions of responsibility between government regulation and product 
satisfaction; (3) offers a new conceptualization of the government 
regulation construct (i.e., moderator of attributions of responsibility/
self-serving bias). 

This research shows that, in the presence of a government regu-
lation, parents take more personal responsibility, for poor-nutritional 
meals, which triggers higher satisfaction with, and subsequent en-
hanced behavioral intentions toward, these products. Nonetheless, it 
would be relevant to examine the extent to which Reactance Theory 

versus Attribution Theory explains consumer responses to different 
consumer protection regulations. Lastly, while both studies -- the 
pilot and main study -- supported the unexpected impacts of a gov-
ernment regulation, the results may not be generalizable to different 
other contexts and operationalizations of government versus corpo-
rate regulations. Future research should thereby broaden the scope of 
product category and examine whether consumers’ responses to vari-
ous regulations can be explained by their attributional judgments. 
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