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The results of four studies show that there is greater preference for the healthy (vs. unhealthy) food option when it is placed on the left

(vs. right) visual field of consumers. In essence, there is global (local) processing for items on the left (right) visual fields, with

implications for self-control.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Suppose you had the option to choose between a healthy (e.g., 

salad) and an unhealthy (e.g., chocolate cake) food item, with one 
item placed on your left visual field and the other item placed on your 
right visual field. Would the lateral (left vs. right) visual field posi-
tions of the healthy versus unhealthy items influence your choices?

Prior research has examined different factors that could influ-
ence choices between healthy versus unhealthy food items, such as 
the body type of people in the surroundings (McFerran et al. 2010), 
package cues of the products (Deng and Kahn 2009), and affective/
cognitive states (Shiv and Fedorikhin 1999), among others.  Howev-
er, no study, to the best of our knowledge, has examined the effects of 
presenting healthy versus unhealthy options in different lateral visual 
fields on consumer choices. In this paper, we examine this research 
question through the help of four experiments. The results of our 
studies suggest that a healthier food option is more likely to be se-
lected when it is placed on the left (vs. right) visual field. 

Choices between healthy versus unhealthy food items involve 
tradeoffs between temptation and self-control (Dhar and Werten-
broch 2012). Our theorizing is based on the prior research in spatial 
representation of magnitude, which has found that individuals tend 
to map increases in magnitude as moving from left-to-right (Cohen 
Kadosh, Lammertyn, and Izard 2008), which is applied to any do-
main that can be described in more/less terms (Holmes and Lourenco 
2011). We extend the previous literature by studying how this left-to-
right mental representation of magnitude affects consumption deci-
sions between a healthy and an unhealthy product. Specifically, we 
expect that presenting food items in a structure consistent with the 
way consumers organize food mentally (i.e. healthy on the left and 
unhealthy on the right) will increase processing fluency and hence 
help consumers override any automatic predisposition for the un-
healthy food item. In sum, we hypothesize that there will be greater 
preference for the healthy food options when it is placed on the left 
(vs. right) of the unhealthy food item. Four experiments test our hy-
potheses. 

Study 1 examined if presentation of two food items (healthy 
vs. unhealthy) on the left versus right visual fields might influence 
choices. Consistent with our hypothesis, a greater proportion of par-
ticipants chose the healthy option when it was on the left (vs. right) 
visual field. 

Study 2 examined the behavioral outcome of consumption vol-
ume when participants are able to consume both the healthy and the 
unhealthy items, placed in the different visual fields. In addition, 
Study 2 also examined the moderating effects of priming health-
concerns on the effects driven by the left-to-right organization of 
magnitude.  The results of this study revealed that when the food 
products were arranged congruently with the left-to-right direction 
of magnitude, consumption of the healthy and unhealthy product 
when the health prime was not made accessible was comparable to 
the amount consumed when there was a health prime present. On the 
contrary, when the organization of the products was incongruent with 
the left-right orientation of magnitude, there was a tendency to drink 
more from the unhealthy item (vs. the healthy one) unless a health 
prime was present.

Study 3 examined a boundary condition for the results observed 
in Study 1. Specifically, Study 3 examined the moderating effects 
of deprivation state (in form of hunger). The results of this study 
showed that under low hunger, consistent with the findings of Study 
1, a greater proportion of participants chose the healthy option when 
it was on the left (vs. right) of the unhealthy food item. In contrast, 
and as hypothesized, these effects got attenuated when the choices 
were made under high hunger. 

Finally, Study 4 examined visual field effects on choices. The 
results of this study show that when the items are processed in a com-
patible direction to the left-to-right magnitude orientation, consum-
ers tend to prefer the healthy option to the unhealthy one. However, 
when the food items are processed from right-to-left, the results are 
attenuated. These results provide some evidence that it is the left-to-
right mental organization of food items and not sequential processing 
(i.e. seeing the healthy item first) that is driving the proposed effects.

In conclusion, the results of four experiments show that prefer-
ences for the healthy options are higher when they are placed to the 
left of an unhealthy food item. In addition, we show that placing the 
healthy item on the left leads to less consumption of the unhealthy 
item. We also identify deprivation state (in the form of hunger) as a 
boundary condition to this effect. To the best of our knowledge, this 
is the first research to examine how lateral visual field positions (left 
vs. right) of healthy and unhealthy items might influence choices be-
tween them. From a theoretical perspective, the findings of this re-
search provide further insights into how consumers organize healthy 
and unhealthy food items mentally and how this organization affects 
consumption choices. This is especially relevant given rising obesity 
rates worldwide.
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