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Emphasizing health-related benefits of eating can actually be detrimental to healthy food consumption. Five studies provide

converging evidence that highlighting health benefits of food is seen as health goal imposition and therefore activates a reactance

motivation. The suppression of felt reactance is resource depleting and lowers subsequent self-control.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
A seemingly persuasive approach to promote consumption of 

healthy food is to highlight the health benefits of eating them, but 
is that actually effective? Applying extant literature to answer this 
question leads to predictions in both directions, i.e., that making 
healthiness of food salient could lead to decreased healthy consump-
tion (e.g., Maimaran and Fishbach 2014; Raghunathan, Naylor and 
Hoyer 2006) or increased consumption (e.g., Irmak, Vallen and Rob-
inson 2011).

In current research, we build a connection between the litera-
tures on self-control, goals, and reactance to propose a mechanism 
to predict the outcome in this scenario. We find that emphasizing 
health benefits of eating healthy food is not only ineffective, but 
could negatively affect general self-control. Consumers - especially 
those who report health goals as less important - see the emphasis on 
health benefits of eating a food as goal imposition, and experience 
an impulsive reactance to act in opposition. The aversive state of 
reactance depletes regulatory resources and lowers subsequent self-
control. This reduces not only healthy food consumption, but also the 
performance on other activities that require volitional self-control. In 
contrast, consideration of health-unrelated reasons to eat something 
healthy consumes relatively lower amount of self-regulatory re-
sources. We refer to this backfire response to overt health persuasion 
as ‘health aversion’. Current research provides converging evidence 
of the phenomenon of health aversion through five studies. 

In Study 1, we provide evidence of reactant behavioral response 
to health-related arguments through lowered consumption of healthy 
snacks after viewing a health (vs. taste vs. no) message. In a lab ex-
periment, participants were shown a message that listed health (vs. 
taste) related reasons to eat spinach; those in the no message condi-
tion did not see any message. Following this, participants were pro-
vided some baby carrots and cherry tomatoes, ostensibly as compli-
mentary snacks for participating in the study. Participants who saw 
the health (vs. taste vs. no) message ate significantly lower quantity 
of the healthy snacks. We replicated this in Study 2 by measuring 
self-reported intentions; participants instructed to write a list of 
health-related (vs. health-unrelated) reasons to eat spinach indicated 
lower intentions to consume spinach. 

As Study 3, we ran a field experiment disguised as a small lem-
onade stand run by children. In a popular summer recreational area, 
we sold lemonade under two different framing conditions across 
three days. At this lemonade stand, passers by who were interested 
in buying lemonade could choose between a smaller serving size 
framed as “healthy” (vs. “eco-friendly”) or a larger “regular” (in 
both conditions) serving size. Purchase of the healthier option (i.e., 
smaller serving size) was found to be lower under healthy (vs. eco-
friendly) framing. 

In Studies 4 & 5, we used the ego depletion paradigm (Baumeis-
ter et al 1998)  to demonstrate the negative effect of reading health 
(vs. taste) message on regulatory strength. In Study 4, we provide 
evidence of measured reactance mediating the path from reading a 
health (vs. taste) message to lower self-control.  Participants in the 
lab were shown the same health (vs. taste) message as in Study 1, 
following which, they were asked to engage in a frustrating task 
(solving an unsolvable anagram). Persistence on this task served as a 
measure of self-control; state reactance was measured using Hong’s 
reactance proneness scale (Hong and Faedda 1996). Those who read 

the health (vs. taste) message felt higher reactance, which predicted 
lower persistence. Finally, we established through Study 5 that this 
health aversion effect is the strongest among those who least value 
the health goal. After presenting the health (taste) message, we mea-
sured participants’ self-control through persistence on squeezing 
a handgrip - ostensibly as a physical exercise task (Muraven et al 
1998). In addition, we recorded the time each participant spent read-
ing the message about spinach as a measure of healthy consumption 
behavior. Participants who were shown the health message and re-
ported lower health goal importance performed worst in the handgrip 
exercise. The same pattern for results was found on the measure of 
time spent reading the message about spinach. Presumably, health 
communications are targeted toward consumers who do not consider 
healthiness as being important to them; yet, individuals who value 
the health goal less appear to be most resource depleted after viewing 
the health (vs. taste) message. These findings, in aggregate, highlight 
the need for health marketers to consider the unexpected backfire 
effects of communications that emphasize the health benefits of con-
suming healthy food. 
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