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bstract

Despite the proliferation of healthier side items for children at fast food restaurants, many parents still do not make healthy choices for their
hildren in this setting. The goal of this research is to identify the parents most likely to do so and develop an intervention to nudge these parents
oward making healthier choices in retail outlets. Across four field studies conducted in a retail environment (i.e., locations of a fast food restaurant
hain), the authors predict and find that parents with a high tendency to engage in social comparison and a malleable view of the self are most
ikely to conform to the norm in their parental social network. Given that the norm in the population studied is to order a less healthy side item
e.g., fries) versus a healthy side item (e.g., fruit), conforming results in significantly less healthy orders for the children of these individuals. The
uthors demonstrate that a social norm-based intervention designed to set a new healthy norm in this retail environment succeeded in increasing the

verall proportion of parents that chose a healthy side item by over 29% by increasing the choice of healthy sides specifically for these individuals.
he authors conclude with a discussion of implications for theory, retail managers, and policy makers.

 2020 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Inc. on behalf of New York University. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
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When parents choose to take their children to fast food restau-
ants, in many cases they now have the option to choose healthier
ide items than the traditional French fries and soda that accom-
anied children’s meals in years past (Moran et al., 2017). For
xample, a parent ordering a children’s meal for a child at Burger
ing can choose fruit (e.g., apple slices) or vegetables (e.g., car-

ots) instead of French fries, along with milk or juice instead
f soda. Fast food restaurants are retail outlets that have made
hese menu changes as a strategic choice, recognizing the impor-
ance of creating a positive customer experience (Grewal, Levy,

 Kumar, 2009). Providing healthy options for children allows
he retailer to enhance the customer experience by communi-
ating shared values with parents (Grewal et al., 2017) who, at

east ostensibly, want the option to buy healthy food for their
hildren. However, despite the availability of healthier options,
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rental food choice; Field experiments

ot all parents will choose them for their children (Moran et al.,
017).

In this research, we employ a series of field studies to explore
hat factors influence parents’ choice of healthy versus less
ealthy side items for their children at fast food restaurants
nd test an intervention to increase choice of healthy side items
mong parents unlikely to choose these items. This approach is
onsistent with past research showing that choice of side items at
ast food restaurants influences overall healthiness of the meal
Chandon & Wansink, 2007). In doing so, we investigate two
ndividual difference variables that have hitherto been studied
ndependently – parents’  tendency  toward  social  comparison
i.e., the extent to which one compares oneself to others; Gibbons

 Buunk, 1999) and parents’  lay  theory  of  the  self  (i.e., whether
he self, and hence one’s preferences, are seen as malleable or
xed; Dweck, Chiu, & Hong, 1995; Molden & Dweck, 2006).
e predict and find that, in four field studies with consumers

ctually dining at fast food restaurants with their children, par-

nts with a high tendency to compare themselves to others and

 malleable view of the self are most likely to conform to the
erceived norm in their parental social network.
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The norm at the fast food chain in the region where our field
tudies were conducted is to order less healthy side items (e.g.,
ries) versus healthy side items (e.g., fruit), with 58.4% of par-
icipants in a pilot study ordering at least one less healthy side
tem for their child (either a beverage or drink). This result sug-
ests that while consumers may value the availability of healthy
ptions, ordering them may not be the norm, underscoring the
mportance of testing our hypotheses in the field in retail loca-
ions with real food orders. Doing so limits the potential for
ocially desirable responding (i.e., participants claiming to make
ealthier orders than they actually make). We then test a social
orm based intervention designed to set a new healthy norm
hat successfully nudges the parents most likely to conform to
he less healthy norm toward ordering healthier food for their
hildren. To our knowledge, we are the first to propose and test
uch an intervention to affect parental choice for children at real
ast food restaurants.

Our research makes several novel theoretical contributions.
ur research is the first to explore the interactive effect of

onsumers’ theories of the self with their social comparison
rientation on food choice. As such, our research contributes
o the literature exploring how lay theories shape food deci-
ion making (e.g., Haws, Reczek, & Sample, 2017; McFerran

 Mukhopadhyay, 2013; Raghunathan, Naylor, & Hoyer, 2006)
nd the literature on the impact of social influence on food deci-
ions (e.g., Cruwys, Bevelander, & Hermans, 2015; McFerran
t al., 2010a; McFerran et al., 2010b; Vartanian, 2015). Sec-
nd, we demonstrate that social-norm based interventions are
ost impactful for individuals with a high tendency to com-

are themselves to others and a malleable view of the self,
dding to the literature documenting moderators of the effec-
iveness of social norm based marketing (Goldstein, Cialdini,

 Griskevicius, 2008; White & Simpson, 2013). Our work also
ontributes to the literature on parental food choice for children
nd factors that influence children’s attitudes toward and con-
umption of less healthy food (e.g., Connell, Brucks, & Nielsen,
014; Moore, Wilkie, & Desrochers, 2017; Mukhopadhyay &
eung, 2010; Raju, Rajagopal, & Gilbride, 2010) by exploring

eal fast food dining choices in the field.
Conceptually, our work adds to the retailing literature by

xploring how consumers make choices for others in a retail
nvironment. There is relatively little research in marketing
xploring this issue, but it is a very common occurrence in
he lives of consumers. In a conceptual piece characterizing the
hoices consumers make for others, Liu, Dallas, and Fitzsimons
2019) propose that such choices fall into one of four cells: gift
iving, every-day pickups/favors, joint consumption, and care
iving. Previous research in the retailing literature has explored
oth gift giving (e.g., Bradford & Sherry, 2013) and joint con-
umption, where consumers choose a product or hedonic activity
o consume together (e.g., Wakefield & Inman, 2003). Consider-
bly less work, however, has explored every-day pickups (e.g.,
ne spouse picks up a product for the other) or care giving,

here a consumer makes a choice as part of their care giving

esponsibilities (e.g., for a child or an elderly adult).
We focus specifically on parents’ care-giving choices for

hildren. Previous research exploring this type of care-giving
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as shown that parents generally want to make good choices
or children because they feel responsible for them (John &
ole, 1986). However, past work has also shown that individual
ifferences can influence how parents respond to promotional
essages for care-giving product choices (e.g., certainty in one’s

arental identity in Bhattacharjee, Berger, & Menon, 2014). We
ontribute to this literature by identifying two new individual
ifference variables beyond certainty in one’s parental identity
hat affect parental care giving decisions in a retail environment.

Finally, our work has important practical implications for
etail marketing managers and policy makers. We demonstrate
he effectiveness of a social norm based intervention to encour-
ge consumers to make healthier choices for their children when
ctually dining in fast food restaurants. This type of interven-
ion is relatively novel in the restaurant context, as significantly

ore research attention has been focused on the effect of the
rovision of calorie information on menus (Berry, Burton, &
owlett, 2018; Burton, Howlett, & Tangari, 2009). Although

alorie labeling can lead to improvements in healthy choices for
ome consumers, in a recent study, only 8% of fast food restau-
ant consumers actually used calorie information to inform their
hoices (Beck et al., 2017). This finding suggests that retail fast
ood managers need additional tools in their arsenal if they want
o help consumers make better choices. We therefore close with

 discussion of how managers of fast food restaurants can best
mplement social norm based interventions to influence parents
o make healthier choices for their children. Doing so has the
otential to not only allow managers of fast food restaurants
o partner with customers in making healthy choices, poten-
ially generating positive public relations and attracting new
ustomers, but also to increase customer satisfaction and repur-
hase intentions.

Theoretical  foundation

ocial  Influence  on  Food  Consumption

In a comprehensive review, Herman, Roth, and Polivy (2003)
xamined the effects of social facilitation, social modeling, and
mpression management on the amount of food an individual
onsumes in a social setting. They conclude their review by
ummarizing that social influences on food consumption are
oth “powerful and ubiquitous” and can increase eating (social
acilitation) or decrease eating (impression management). Other
ork has shown that social influence can also affect what con-

umers choose to eat, not just the amount (Cruwys et al., 2015;
artanian, 2015). In the consumer behavior domain, researchers
ave explored the influence of others who are physically present
n the retail consumption environment on food choices (e.g.,
ther customers or one’s server in a restaurant; McFerran et al.,
010a; McFerran et al., 2010b) and the influence of mere images
f others (Poor, Duhachek, & Krishnan, 2013). More broadly,

ocial influence can be both powerful and pervasive in the retail
ontext, as even the mere presence of other shoppers in an
isle influence consumers’ choices (Argo, Dahl, & Manchanda,
005).
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In this research, we predict that the perceived behavior
f other parents in a parent’s social network can influence
heir restaurant food choices for their own children, whether
his behavior is observed at the time of ordering or learned
hrough word-of-mouth or other sources. This prediction is
onsistent with both past research (1) documenting the social
nfluence of others in a retail context (e.g., Mangleburg, Doney,

 Bristol, 2004; Zhang et al., 2014) and (2) suggesting that
ther parents in a parent’s social network influence parental
ttitudes and behavior (Cochran & Niego, 2002). For instance,
arental networks affect parents’ decisions to vaccinate their
hildren (Brunson, 2013) and parents’ involvement with chil-
ren’s school activities (Smrekar, 1993). However, no past work
n marketing has explored the influence of parents’ social net-
orks on choice of food options for their children in a retail

ontext.
The extant research on the influence of parents’ social net-

orks is broadly consistent with research on Social Comparison
heory (Festinger, 1954). This theory states that when con-
umers engage in social comparison (i.e., comparing their own
ehavior to a relevant standard), they tend to assimilate (i.e.,
atch) their behavior to that of the standard (in this case, the

ehavior of other parents in their social network) when they
eel psychologically close to the standard (Mussweiler, Rüter,

 Epstude, 2004).
In the context we explore, we propose that parents in an indi-

idual parent’s social network (i.e., friends and colleagues who
re parents, other parents living in the same region, etc.) are
ikely to be perceived as psychologically close, which should
esult in assimilation and conforming to the perceived norm,
esulting in mimicking of other parents’ food choices even in
his relatively loose network. However, past research suggests
hat not all parents will be equally influenced by their beliefs
bout what other parents choose for their children. Thus, while
mple research has documented the influence of others on food
hoice, based on past literature on individual differences in the
endency to compare one’s behavior to that of socially relevant
thers, we further predict that the extent of a given parent’s
onformity to the perceived social norm for children’s food
hoices is moderated by that parent’s tendency to engage in
ocial comparison.

Although social comparisons tend to be both spontaneous and
ffortless (Gilbert, Brian Giesler, & Morris, 1995), researchers
ave long argued that, while virtually everyone engages in social
omparison, the extent to which people do so varies (Gibbons

 Buunk, 1999). Past research has shown that the tendency to
ngage in social comparison can be measured as an individual
ifference in social comparison orientation (Iowa-Netherlands
omparison Orientation; Gibbons & Buunk, 1999), such that

ndividuals with a high social comparison orientation have a
igh tendency to compare their own actions and attitudes with
ocially relevant others while those with a low social compar-
son orientation have a low tendency to do so. For parents to

onform to the behavior of other parents in their social net-
ork with respect to choosing food for their children, they must
rst engage in social comparison. That is, they must be focused
nough on others’ behavior to notice the standard set by other
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o
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arents’ behavior. An individual’s social comparison orientation
nfluences whether this comparison occurs, such that:

H1: Parents with a high social comparison orientation are more
likely to conform to the food choices of other parents in their
social networks for their own children compared to parents
with a low social comparison orientation.

he  Role  of  Implicit  Theories  of  the  Self  as  Fixed  or
alleable

A parent’s social comparison orientation is not the only factor
hat will influence whether they conform to what they perceive
o be the norm in their parental social network for ordering chil-
ren’s fast food side items. We predict that an individual’s theory
f the self also determines their susceptibility to the perceived
tandard of comparison set by their parental network, specif-
cally whether they see the self as an unvarying entity that is
mpossible to change or as more malleable and able to change.

 substantial body of research over the last three decades has
hown that individuals hold one of these two implicit theories
also called lay theories or mindsets) about the self (Dweck,
999; Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Dweck et al., 1995; Molden &
weck, 2006). Fixed or entity theorists believe that a person’s
ersonality and other traits such as intelligence and morality are
xed and that one cannot change these traits. Malleable or incre-
ental theorists, on the other hand, believe that personality and

ther traits are malleable, such that the self can change over time
Molden & Dweck, 2006).

In the consumer behavior domain, having a fixed or malleable
iew of the self has been shown to affect how consumers pro-
ess and respond to different advertising message frames (Jain,
athur, & Maheswaran, 2009; Park & John, 2012), their accep-

ance of brand extensions (Yorkston, Nunes, & Matta, 2010),
nd their use of brands to signal positive self-qualities (Park &
ohn, 2010). Most relevant to the current work, Mukhopadhyay
nd Yeung (2010) examined implicit theories of self-control
nd found that consumers who believed that self-control is a
imited resource that can change over time were more likely
o make choices that benefited children’s self-control. On the
ther hand, consumers who believed that self-control was an
nlimited resource or that it cannot change over time (i.e., fixed
elf-control theorists) were less likely to exhibit such behaviors.
o our knowledge, this is the only extant research that explic-

tly explores the role that implicit theories of any aspect of the
elf-play in parental choices for children. While Mukhopadhyay
nd Yeung (2010) explored beliefs about a specific aspect of the
elf being fixed or malleable (i.e., self-control), we take a dif-
erent theoretical approach from this past work by investigating
he effect of consumers’ implicit theories about the fixedness or
alleability of the self as a whole (vs. a specific attribute) and

uild theory on how these beliefs interact with social comparison
rientation to affect parental food choice for children.
At the core of our examination of consumers’ implicit theo-
ies of fixedness or malleability of personality is the difference
etween fixed and malleable theorists when making a decision
r choosing between options. The consistent finding across mul-
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iple studies exploring implicit views of the self is that those with
 fixed view of the self are less sensitive to the effect of contex-
ual or situational factors, whereas those with a malleable view
f the self are more sensitive to the context or situation (e.g., Jain
t al., 2009; Mathur et al., 2012; Park & John, 2012; Yorkston
t al., 2010). The rich body of research on implicit theories there-
ore suggests that fixed theorists, irrespective of the context they
nd themselves in, seek option(s) that fit their personality traits
Molden & Dweck, 2006). Thus, their preferences are relatively
table, as they believe their preferences, like their personality, are
xed. Malleable theorists, in contrast, ask themselves what kind
f a situation they are in and which option(s) seem appropriate
n that context, adjusting their preferences as needed because
hey believe their preferences are malleable (Molden & Dweck,
006).

It is precisely because these differences in beliefs about
he self result in a differential sensitivity to context that we
xpect self-theories to interact with social comparison orien-
ation. Information about what others do is part of the context
o which malleable self-theorists are particularly sensitive, but it
s a very specific part of the context focused on the behavior of
thers (vs. other types of contextual information like time of day,
emperature, etc.). Thus, only malleable theorists who are par-
icularly attuned to information about others (i.e., those with a
igh social comparison orientation) are likely to be affected in a
etail fast food context by what foods they believe others in their
arental social network are ordering for their children. We note
hat we do not expect a main effect of self-theory on tendency
o comply with social norms in this context because the social
orm is not necessarily readily apparent nor is it universally con-
idered relevant contextual information for fast food side dish
ecisions. Thus, while malleable theorists are, in general, more
nfluenced by contextual information, only those with high social
omparison orientation are likely to think about or pay attention
o what other parents do when making a food decision for their
hildren.

Taken together, our theorizing about these two constructs
eads us to predict that parents’ implicit beliefs about the self
ill interact with their social comparison orientation to influ-

nce their food choice for their children. We expect malleable
heorists with a high social comparison orientation to be most
ikely to conform to the perceived behavior of other parents in
heir social network because these individuals are likely to attend
o contextual information about what other parents are doing
due to their high social comparison orientation) and  likely to
e influenced by this information (due to their malleable theory
f the self, which makes them more likely to adjust their own
ttitudes, preferences, and behavior to match relevant contextual
nformation).

Thus, this group of parents’ behavior will differ from that
f the other three groups that emerge when combining these
wo constructs: malleable theorists with a low social compar-
son orientation, fixed theorists with a high social comparison

rientation, and fixed theorists with a low social comparison
rientation. Malleable theorists with a low social comparison
rientation will be less affected by the behavior of other parents
han malleable theorists with a high social comparison orienta-
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ion because these parents are less likely to engage in the social
omparison required to note what the norm is in this context,
lthough their malleable theory of the self would allow them to
djust to this norm if it became focal. Fixed theorists, regardless
f whether they are high or low in social comparison orienta-
ion, are unlikely to be affected by the norm because they are
ess likely to adjust their own preferences/attitudes to fit a partic-
lar context. Thus, regardless of social comparison orientation,
xed theorists are less likely to conform to the choices of other
arents in their social network. We therefore predict (as shown
n the conceptual model presented in Fig. 1):

H2: Social comparison orientation and self-theories interact
to influence the extent to which parents conform to the food
choices of other parents in their social networks. Parents with
a high social comparison orientation and a malleable theory of
the self will conform to a greater extent than any other parental
group.

ilot  Studies:  Characterizing  the  Norm  and  Perceptions  of
ealthiness  of  Side  Items

Prior to testing our hypotheses, we conducted two pilot stud-
es to (1) characterize the norm among the social network of
arents we study (i.e., is the norm to order healthy or less healthy
everage and food side items for children at fast food restaurants)
nd (2) identify which side items at the fast food restaurant where
e conducted our main studies were perceived by parents as
ealthy versus less healthy. The two pilot studies and all main
tudies were conducted on-site at locations of a fast food chain
n mid-sized rural cities in a Western democratic country. The
etting of our studies – parents in a specific geographic region
ho visited this fast food restaurant with their children – suggest

hat parents will feel psychological closeness with other parents
n their social network of friends, family, and colleagues that
ive in this region.

In the first pilot study, trained research assistants asked par-
nts who visited a fast food restaurant while accompanied by
t least one child who appeared to be between two and eleven
ears old to evaluate how healthy the listed “side items” were that
ame with a children’s meal (i.e., both beverage and food side
tems, as each meal came with a choice of a beverage and a food
ide). This helped us categorize the listed side items into two
roups, “perceived as healthy” or “perceived as less healthy.”
e conducted this study at two of the four restaurants that were

sed as locations for all subsequent studies. Parents participated
n this study in return for a free side item voucher redeemable for
he child at the chain. The age restriction for children accompa-
ying their parents to the fast food restaurant was chosen before
onducting the study since children in this age group (i.e., ages
–11) have moderate purchase and negotiation influence (John,
999) and are the typical targets of advertising for children’s
eals at fast food restaurants (Harris et al., 2013). Recogniz-
ng that the research assistants would not always be accurate
n assessing age, we asked parents to provide (in the question-
aire) the exact age of the child that they planned to redeem
he voucher for in order to make sure that only respondents that
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ig. 1. Conceptual Model: Social Comparison Orientation and Implicit Theory
ide Items for Children in a Fast Food Restaurant.

ctually had children in this age range with them were included
n the analysis.1 We also asked participants to participate only
f they were a parent of the accompanying child.

Seventy-one parents agreed to participate in the study, but
eventeen respondents were excluded because the accompa-
ying children were either older than eleven or younger than
wo. The remaining 54 study respondents (74.1% female,

age(Parents) = 34 (SD = 5.85), Mage(Children) = 5.80 (SD = 2.44)
valuated each of the listed side items for a children’s meal on a
-point Likert scale (1 = not healthy, 7 = healthy). Though main
ntrées were typical fast food items, the side items (i.e., bev-
rages and food side items) differed in how healthy they were
erceived to be.2 We conducted a factor analysis on ratings of
ealthiness of the side items, constraining the number of factors
o two. These two factors explained 57% of the variance.3 Five
tems loaded on the first factor, which represented relatively
ess healthy side items and included fries (Mhealthiness = 2.21;

 = .88), and seven items, including fruit, loaded on the sec-
nd factor, which represented relatively healthy side items
Mhealthiness = 5.65; α  = .73). The mean ratings of healthiness
or these two groups of side items were significantly different
t(53) = 22.73, p < .01). We used this categorization of side items
n the second pilot study, which examined customer transaction
ata, and in the main studies where we measured choice.

In our second pilot study, we analyzed historical customer
ransaction data at four restaurant locations of the same fast

ood chain in the same region in which the first pilot study was
onducted. The data was from a randomly chosen sample of
ver 7400 cashier transactions of children’s meals purchased in

1 All adults with children who looked to be the appropriate age (and who
hemselves looked the appropriate age to be parents versus grandparents) who
ntered the restaurant while the study was being conducted were approached
nd asked to participate before making a purchase. Each study was run on a
ariety of days (weekend and weekday) and at different times of day controlling
or differences in order patterns caused by day of week or time of day.
2 Details about the side items (i.e., beverages and food side items) are not

ncluded to respect data protection policies.
3 We also ran a factor analysis without constraining number of factors. This
nalysis reveals three factors with eigenvalues greater than one and explains
ore than 66.2% of the variance. The three-factor solution reveals one factor

epresenting healthy side items, one factor representing less healthy side items,
nd one factor with mixed loadings representing two common combinations,
hich are fries or fruit with water. Because of this outcome, we chose to retain

he two-factor analysis in our primary reporting.
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 three-month period. We found that 41.6% of the ordered chil-
ren’s meals included at least one side item perceived as healthy,
uch as fruit, while 58.4% of the ordered children’s meals
ncluded no side item perceived as healthy (t(7399) = 14.66,

 < .01).4 This baseline data characterizes the norm within this
arental social network as ordering less healthy side items for
hildren. This data is consistent with a recent large-scale survey
f U.S. parents (n  = 871) indicating that, of the 91% who had
aken their children to eat at least one meal at one of the four

ajor U.S. fast food chains in the last week (i.e., McDonald’s,
urger King, Wendy’s and Subway), only 26% reported buying
eals with only healthy food for their children (Scher, 2018).

mportantly, in the same survey, parents indicated that the avail-
bility of healthy options at these chains was a factor in selecting

 restaurant to visit, pointing to a potential disconnect between
hat parents value and what parents do.5 The prevalence of the
orm is perhaps unsurprising when one considers that soda and
ries are likely viewed as prototypical accompaniments to an
ntrée in a fast food context. Having established the norm in this
pecific retail context, we now report a series of field studies
esigned to test our hypotheses.

Study  1

Study 1 was a field study conducted with real diners at a
ast food restaurant dining with at least one child. We used a
ombination of a survey and cash register receipts to measure
arents’ social comparison orientation and record real purchases
arents made for their children.

ethod
This study was conducted at two locations of a fast food
estaurant located in two different cities with comparable demo-
raphics and socioeconomic conditions. Research assistants in

4 We note that at least one healthy side item chosen could mean either the
everage or the food side item selected was healthy. No healthy side item chosen
eans both the beverage and the food side item selected were less healthy. We

sed this coding throughout all of our studies.
5 Such value-behavior inconsistencies are not uncommon in the consumer
ehavior literature (where, for example, research has shown that consumers may
eport valuing sustainability but may not actually make sustainable purchases;
rothero et al., 2011).
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ach location and blind to the hypothesis and study objectives,
ere instructed, following the same guidelines outlined in the
rst pilot study, to ask customers who appeared to be parents
ccompanied by at least one child between the ages of two and
leven, to participate in a survey about parents’ opinions. In
eturn for their participation, respondents were offered a voucher
or a free children’s meal (which included an entrée and two
ides, a food side item and a beverage). We asked parents to
rovide the exact age of the child that they planned to redeem
he children’s meal voucher for in order to make sure that only
espondents that actually had children in this age range with
hem were included in the analysis. We also asked participants
o answer the questionnaire only if they were a parent of the
ccompanying child.

All participants first completed a questionnaire with items
hat assessed their social comparison orientation and their demo-
raphic information. We pretested the two main scales used in
ur studies – the social comparison orientation scale (Gibbons

 Buunk, 1999) and the implicit theories of personality scale
Levy, Stroessner, & Dweck, 1998) to arrive at reduced forms
f the scales to use in the field. Results of this pretesting are
resented in Appendix.6 Basic statistics (α, M, and SD) for
he scales and measures used in the four main studies are also
eported in Appendix.

Ninety-six parents participated in this study. Data from seven
espondents were excluded as the accompanying children were
lder than eleven or younger than two, leaving us with a
nal sample of 89 parents (69.6% female, Mage(Parents) = 37.36
SD = 6.1) Mage(Children) = 5.9 (SD = 2.46)). Parents who agreed
o participate in the study were given a voucher for a children’s

eal that was only valid for redemption on the day of the study
hat was included as the last page of the questionnaire. The
esearcher asked consumers to complete the questionnaire and
eposit it in a box on a table in one corner of the restaurant.
espondents were instructed to hand the voucher to the cashier

o get the free children’s meal. The cashier, blind to the hypoth-
sis, stapled the receipt for the transaction to the voucher. The
oucher and associated questionnaire shared a unique identifier
ode allowing us to match the questionnaire with the choices
ade by parents when redeeming the children’s meal voucher.

n this and all other studies, whether the beverage and food side
tem chosen for the voucher meal was healthy or less healthy
as coded on-site at the restaurant by research assistants on the
uestionnaire itself. We were not allowed to retain the actual
eceipts/vouchers per company policy. Thus, only one meal was
nalyzed per parent, even if the parent ordered more than one
hildren’s meal; we took this approach across all subsequent

tudies. Respondents were debriefed on the purpose of the study
fter they completed the study.

6 Based on the results of the pretest we decided to employ abbreviated versions
f the two scales in our studies for two reasons: First, items in both scales loaded
n multiple factors. In order to gain a unidimensional measure, we reduced the
cale to a one-factor solution. Second, a shorter questionnaire was desirable for
he field setting of our studies in order to maximize the likelihood that respon-
ents would (1) not be discouraged from participating by a lengthy questionnaire
nd (2) complete the entire questionnaire.
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esults  and  Discussion

In order to assess the relationship between parents’ social
omparison orientation and actual choice when ordering a chil-
ren’s meal, respondents’ choice of side items was coded as 0
hen no healthy side item was chosen and 1 when one or two
ealthy side items (both beverage and food side item) were cho-
en as part of the meal they received from their voucher (i.e.,
n order of French fries and soda would result in a score of 0,
nd an order of French fries and water or an order of fruit and
ater would both result in a score of 1, since at least one healthy

ide item is present).7 We used the classification of side items
perceived as healthy and less healthy) from the first pilot study
n order to complete this coding. We note that, in this study, no
articipant chose both a healthy beverage and healthy food side
tem.

Results from a logistic regression with parents’ social com-
arison orientation as the predictor variable and choice of side
tems as the outcome variable (controlling for parent’s age
nd gender and the age of the child for whom the voucher
as redeemed) showed that parents’ scores on the social com-
arison orientation scale significantly affected their choice of
ealthy/less healthy side items (β  = −.45, Wald χ2(1) = 4.42,

 = .036), such that parents with a higher social comparison ori-
ntation were less likely to choose a healthy side item for their
hildren.

In sum, results from Study 1 support our hypothesis that par-
nts with a high social comparison orientation are more likely
o make food choices for their children that conform to the norm
f less healthy choices identified in the pilot study (H1). Specifi-
ally, parents with a high social comparison orientation were less
ikely to choose healthy side items as part of a children’s meal
ompared to parents with a low social comparison orientation.

Study  2a

Study 2a was designed to test our second hypothesis, which
osits that implicit self-theories of malleability and fixedness
f personality moderate the effect of social comparison orienta-
ion on parental food choice. We did so by measuring parents’
ocial comparison orientation and their implicit theory of the
elf. We followed the same overall procedure as we did in Study
, including collecting real choice data.

ethod

One hundred and eighty parents agreed to participate; sixteen

espondents were excluded from the analysis either because the
hildren were outside the age range of 2–11 years or because the
hildren’s age was not reported, resulting in a final sample of 164

7 In subsequent studies we present our primary analysis using this dichoto-
ous coding and a supplemental analysis using count of healthy items chosen

s the dependent variable. Because no participant chose two healthy side items
n study 1, the dichotomous coding is identical to count of healthy items so only
ne analysis is presented for this study.
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79% female, Mage(Parents) = 36 (SD = 8.28), Mage(Children) = 6.1
SD = 2.66)). The study was conducted on the same days and
imes in four restaurant locations of the same fast food chain
n this region. Respondents who volunteered to participate in
he study completed several measures: (1) their estimates of the
ercentage of other parents in their social circle of friends, fam-
ly, and colleagues that they thought would choose healthy/less
ealthy side items for their children at a fast food restaurant,
2) their social comparison orientation (reduced scale based on
ibbons & Buunk, 1999), (3) their implicit self-theory of per-

onality (reduced scale based on Levy et al., 1998), and (4)
heir demographic information. As in Study 1, the last page of
he questionnaire contained the voucher for a children’s meal,
hich was only valid on that day and at that location. Respon-
ents were debriefed on the purpose of the study by a different
esearch assistant after completing the study.

esults

erceptions  of  Choice  Made  by  Other  Parents  in  the  Social
ircle

Respondents estimated that a majority of other parents in their
ocial circle would prefer fries instead of a healthier side like fruit
M = 60.0%) and would prefer soda over a healthier beverage like
ater (M  = 62.3%) with their children’s meal, consistent with

he findings in our pilot study that the norm in this population
s to order less healthy sides for children at fast food restau-
ants. Estimates did not vary by respondents’ social comparison
rientation or implicit self-theory.

mpact of  Social  Comparison  Orientation  and  Implicit
elf-Theories on  Choice

Using PROCESS (Model 1) for SPSS (Hayes, 2013), we
egressed choice of healthy side items (i.e., whether one or
ore of the items was healthy regardless of whether this was

he beverage or the food side) on social comparison orientation,
mplicit self-theories, and their interaction. We first mean-
entered scores on the social comparison orientation scale and
he implicit self-theories scale. We used age of parents, parents’
ender, and the age of the children as controls. Results revealed

 marginally significant negative effect of social comparison
rientation (β  = −.23, Z  = -1.68, p  = .09), such that those with a
igher social comparison orientation were less likely to choose
ealthy side items. We did not find a significant main effect of
mplicit theories of the self (β  = −.19, Z  = -1.64, p  > .1). Most
mportantly, however, the results revealed a significant interac-
ion (β  = −.18, Z  = -1.99, p  = .046) between social orientation
nd implicit self-theories, as predicted in H2 (see Fig. 2 – Panel

 for details).
A floodlight analysis (Spiller et al., 2013) was used to test

he regions of significance of the measured moderator variable
implicit theories) on the effect of social comparison orientation
n choice of a healthy side item. Results indicated that there

as a significant conditional effect of implicit self-theories only

mong participants who had a score of 4.16 and above on the
ocial comparison orientation scale (SE = .14, p  = .05). When
articipants have a high social comparison orientation, those

s
o
t
b
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hat are malleable theorists are significantly less likely to order
ealthy side items for their children compared to those who
re fixed theorists. These results support H2 and demonstrate
he robustness of our findings. There was no significant differ-
nce between malleable and fixed theorists in their likelihood
f ordering healthy side items for children among respondents
ith a low social comparison orientation (below 4.16).
We also ran the main analysis using a count of the number of

ealthy items chosen. When doing so, the self-theory ×  social
omparison interaction is non-significant (β  = .031, Z  = 1.239,

 = .216), but we also noticed that the number of participants
ho chose two healthy options was extremely small (n  = 15 or
.1% of the sample). We speculate that this small group of indi-
iduals may be highly health conscious and hence not sensitive
o normative information in this context. When analyzing the
esults removing these participants and using number of healthy
ptions chosen as the DV (n  = 149), the results conceptually
eplicate those for the full sample, that is, the focal interaction
etween self-theory and social comparison orientation remains
ignificant (β  = -295, Z  = -2.668, p  = .008).

iscussion

Our results show that parents were not uniformly likely to
onform to their belief that the norm in their parental network is
o order less healthy versus healthy fast food side items for their
hildren. Those with a higher social comparison orientation were
arginally less likely to choose healthy side items. Parents with

 high social comparison orientation who are malleable theorists
ad the lowest likelihood of choosing at least one healthy side
tem as part of the children’s meal they ordered. To test the
obustness of these results, we aimed to replicate these findings
y experimentally manipulating rather than measuring implicit
elf-theories in Study 2b.

Study  2b

Research on implicit self-theories has shown that these beliefs
bout fixedness or malleability of personality can be experimen-
ally induced (Chiu, Hong, & Dweck, 1997; Jain et al., 2009;
orkston et al., 2010). In Study 2b, we therefore manipulated
onsumers’ implicit self-theories to test the robustness of our
ndings.

ethod

One hundred and fifty-nine parents with an accompanying
hild participated in Study 2b. Four respondents were excluded
rom the analysis because their children were older than eleven.
he final sample had 155 parents (68% female, Mage(Parents) = 37

SD = 5.99), Mage(Children) = 5.9 (SD = 3.06)). Similar to our pre-
ious studies, this field experiment was conducted in four
ocations of the same fast food chain on the same days and at the

ame times and followed the same procedure as in Study 2a with
ne exception. Rather than measuring self-theories in the ques-
ionnaire, we experimentally manipulated implicit self-theories
y using the widely followed procedure of asking respondents to
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Fig. 2. Panel A Implicit Theory of the Self (Measured) Moderates the Influence of Social Comparison Orientation on Choice of Healthy Side Item (Study 2a,
Floodlight Analysis). Panel B Implicit Theory of the Self (Manipulated) Moderates the Influence of Social Comparison Orientation on Choice of Healthy Side Item
(Study 2b).



f Reta

r
i
p
e
f
o
o
c

R

h
o
t
t
F
(
m

o
m
1
P
s
a
s
p
e
S
(
a
a
2
d
e
p
o
t
b
t
f
o
Z
o
w
S
o
p
t
β

D

w
t

t
o
w
o
o
2
s
q
m

s
t
B
a
i
a
R
c
r
i
2
e
e
h
e
2

e
l
i
d
c
O
n
i
i
e
s
i
s

c
t
g
e
t
a
k
n

J. Hogreve et al. / Journal o

ead a passage about the fixedness (or malleability) of personal-
ty as explained by a well-known researcher with the ostensible
urpose of answering a brief reading comprehension test (Chiu
t al., 1997; Jain et al., 2009; Yorkston et al., 2010) (see Appendix
or the manipulation). Parents were randomly assigned to one
f the two experimental conditions. Respondents were debriefed
n the purpose of the study by a different research assistant after
ompleting the study.

esults

The implicit theories scale used in Study 2a was employed
ere as a manipulation check. As expected, the manipulation
f implicit self-theories was successful. Participants exposed to
he fixed theory prime (MFixed = 3.61) differed significantly from
hose exposed to the malleable theory prime (MMalleable = 4.35;
(1, 155) = 9.36, p  < .05) on the implicit theories measure
α = .89, M  = 3.97). Higher scores on this measure indicate a
ore malleable self-theory.
We next regressed choice of healthy side items on scores

n the social comparison orientation scale (mean-centered),
anipulated self-theory (coded such that fixed self-theory = -

 and malleable self-theory = 1), and their interaction. We used
ROCESS (Model 1) for SPSS (Hayes, 2013) for the analy-
is and controlled for age of parents, parents’ gender, and the
ge of the children. We found a main effect of social compari-
on orientation, replicating support for H1 (b  = −.47, Z  = -3.23,

 < .01), such that parents with a high social comparison ori-
ntation were less likely to order healthy side items. As in
tudy 2a, we did not find a main effect of implicit self-theories
b = −.19, Z  = -1.06, p  > .1). Instead, we found a significant inter-
ction between scores on the social comparison orientation scale
nd manipulated self-theory (fixed or malleable) (b  = −.31, Z  = -
.13, p  = .033), as predicted in H2 (see Fig. 2 – Panel B for
etails). Follow-up simple effects analyses of the conditional
ffects for the dichotomous moderator indicated that for those
rimed to be fixed theorists, there was no difference in likelihood
f ordering healthy side items by social comparison orienta-
ion (b  = −.16, Z  = −.93, p > .10). In contrast, those primed to
e malleable theorists who had a high social comparison orien-
ation were significantly less likely to order healthy side items
or their children compared to those primed to be malleable the-
rists who had a low social comparison orientation (b  = −.78,

 = -3.36, p  < .01). When we ran the same analysis using count
f the number of healthy items chosen, the focal interaction
as non-significant (β  = −.048, Z  = 1.321, p  = .189), but, as in
tudy 2a, the number of participants who chose two healthy
ptions was quite small (n  = 8, 5.2% of the sample). When these
articipants were removed, the results conceptually replicate
hose using the dichotomous coding for the full sample (n  = 147;

 = −.31, Z  = -2.137, p  = .032).

iscussion
The consistent finding in Studies 2a and 2b is that parents
ith a high social comparison orientation who are malleable

heorists are more likely to conform to the perceived norm in

t
h
e
s
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heir parental social network than parents who are malleable the-
rists but have a low social comparison orientation or parents
ho are fixed theorists (regardless of their social comparison
rientation). The significant interaction of social comparison
rientation and implicit theory of the self in Studies 2a and
b is driven by this group of parents, regardless of whether
elf-theory was measured or manipulated. Thus, an important
uestion remains: How can marketing managers or public policy
akers influence the choices made by these parents?

Changing  parental  food  choice  through  social  norms
marketing

The communication of descriptive social norms, also called
ocial norms marketing, has been widely used to change
he behavior of individuals in a desired direction (Calder &
urnkrant, 1977; Cialdini & Trost, 1998). The underlying mech-
nism of such an intervention is to inform individuals how other
ndividuals behave in comparable situations in order to encour-
ge them to conform to that behavior (Goldstein et al., 2008;
eno, Cialdini, & Kallgren, 1993). Research has shown that
ommunicating descriptive norms can encourage consumers to
euse hotel towels (Goldstein et al., 2008), to engage in unfamil-
ar sustainable behaviors like grasscycling (White & Simpson,
013), and to reduce adolescents’ intention to smoke (Andrews
t al., 2004). More broadly, social norms are a powerful influ-
nce on eating behavior (Higgs, 2015), and descriptive norms
ave been shown to impact food choices both in the lab (Burger
t al., 2010) and in the field (Mollen et al., 2013; Reicks et al.,
012).

Though there exists an extensive body of research on the
ffectiveness of social norms marketing, there is relatively
imited research that investigates moderators of normative
nfluence. Recent research by White and Simpson (2013)
emonstrated that descriptive norms are more likely to yield
onformity when an individual (vs. collective) self is activated.
ther research suggests that adherence to descriptive social
orms is higher when the situation in which the norm is formed
s more comparable to the setting the conforming individual
s currently occupying (Goldstein et al., 2008). We add to this
merging body of research by proposing that an individual’s
ocial comparison orientation and their implicit theory of the self
nteract to influence their tendency to conform to a descriptive
ocial norm.

We found in Studies 2a and 2b that parents with a high social
omparison orientation and a malleable view of the self conform
o the perceived norm within their parental social network to a
reater extent than any other type of individuals identified by
xamining the interaction between social comparison orienta-
ion and self-theory. We now predict that these same individuals
re also most likely to be affected by a social-norms based mar-
eting intervention in which a new, healthy, descriptive social
orm is communicated. This is because they are most likely

o attend to this new, healthy descriptive social norm (due to
igh social comparison orientation) and  most likely to be influ-
nced by this information (due to their malleable theory of the
elf, which makes them more likely to adjust to match relevant
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ontextual information). In contrast, malleable theorists with a
ow social comparison orientation will be less affected by the
ehavior of other parents in their social network than those with

 high social comparison orientation. Similarly, fixed theorists,
egardless of social comparison orientation, are unlikely to be
ffected by any norm – new or established – in a parental social
etwork because they are less likely to adjust their own prefer-
nces/attitudes to fit a particular context. We therefore predict:

H3: Presence (vs. absence) of a descriptive social norm of
choosing healthy food for children significantly increases
choice of healthy foods for children among the individuals
most sensitive to information about what other parents in their
social network are choosing (i.e., parents with a high social
comparison orientation and a malleable theory of the self).
Presence/absence of a descriptive social norm will not affect
choices made by parents with a different combination of social
comparison orientation and self-theory.

Study  3

In Study 3, we test H3 by providing parents making fast food
hoices for their children with supposedly objective information
bout a descriptive norm for parents in the same situation.

ethod

Study 3 respondents were recruited in a similar fashion as
n previous studies, in four restaurant locations of the same
ast food chain. Similar to Study 2a, we measured respon-
ents’ social comparison orientation and implicit self-theory.
e then manipulated a descriptive social norm in the study

uestionnaire. About half of the study respondents read an
xcerpt from a newspaper article at the beginning of the ques-
ionnaire (before making their food order) that claimed that
5% of all parents choose healthy products for their children
t fast food restaurants. This descriptive social norm manipu-
ation was adapted from Goldstein et al. (2008) and is shown
n Appendix. The other half of the study sample did not receive
his information. Thus, the study used a measured social compar-
son orientation ×  measured self-theory ×  2 (descriptive social
orm explicitly communicated to be healthy: present vs. absent)
esign. Parents were randomly assigned to one of the two experi-
ental conditions (with and without a social norm intervention)

t all four restaurant locations. Three hundred and nine par-
nts participated in the study, and 21 respondents were excluded
ecause the accompanying children were either older than 11 or
ounger than two, yielding a total of 288 respondents (70.8%
emale, Mage(Parents) = 38 (SD = 6.36), Mage(Children) = 6.4 (2.71)).

e used the same scales and measures as in previous studies. As
n previous studies, participants were debriefed after completion
f the study.
esults

We asked respondents who saw the descriptive social norm
o recall, from the expert quoted in the newspaper article they

f
2
i
o

iling 97 (2, 2021) 173–190

ead, the percentage of parents who choose healthy side items
or their children at a fast food restaurant. Ninety-eight percent
f respondents recalled the correct proportion (i.e., 75%), and
his number did not differ by social comparison orientation or
elf-theory.

In order to test H3, we regressed choice of side items on
cores on the social comparison scale (mean-centered), scores
n the self-theory scale (mean-centered), the manipulated fac-
or of whether participants were shown information about the
ew healthy social norm (coded such that norm not present = −1
nd norm present = 1), and all possible interactions of these fac-
ors while including the controls used in previous studies. First,
e checked whether the social norm intervention was able to

ncrease healthy food choices overall. A total of 39.4% of the
espondents choose at least one option perceived as healthy when
hey did not receive healthy norm information, compared to
1.0% of those who received the healthy social norm treatment
b = .27, Z  = 4.53, p  = .03), consistent with past research showing
he power of social norms to influence behavior (Goldstein et al.,
008). This represents an increase of over 29% in the percentage
f parents choosing at least one healthy side item as part of the
hildren’s meal because of the social norm intervention. Most
mportantly, as hypothesized in H3, the results reveal a signifi-
ant 3-way interaction (b  = .138, Z  = 4.00, p = .045). To explicate
he three-way interaction, we report the results for participants
ho did not see the healthy social norm intervention separately

rom the results for participants who did see the healthy social
orm information in the following sections.

We note that we also ran the full model analysis using a
ount of the number of healthy items chosen as the dependent
ariable and found a non-significant three-way interaction using
his coding (β  = .018, Z = .849, p  = .396). However, as in previ-
us studies, the number of participants who chose two healthy
ptions was small (n  = 33 or 11.5% of the sample). When analyz-
ng the results removing these participants, the focal three-way
nteraction hypothesized in H3 is marginally significant, con-
eptually replicating the results using the dichotomous coding
or the full sample (n  = 255; β  = .121, Z  = 1.639, p  = .100). The
ollow-up analyses reported next use all participants and the
ichotomous coding.

esults  When  No  Descriptive  Healthy  Social  Norm  is
ommunicated

When participants did not see information communicating
 healthy social norm, results replicated findings from Studies
a and 2b. Analyzing the data using PROCESS (Model 1) for
PSS (Hayes, 2013), we found a main effect of social compari-
on orientation, supporting H1 (b  = −.37, Z  = -2.33, p  < .05). We
id not find a significant main effect of implicit theories of the
elf (b  = −.13, Z  = −.94, p > .1). Most importantly, the results
evealed a significant interaction (b  = −.24, Z  = -2.2, p < .05)
etween scores on the social comparison orientation scale and
he implicit self-theories scale, as predicted in H2 (see Fig. 3

or details). The follow up floodlight analysis (Spiller et al.,
013) showed that there was a significant conditional effect of
mplicit self-theories only among participants who had a score
f 4.14 and above on the social comparison orientation scale



J. Hogreve et al. / Journal of Retailing 97 (2, 2021) 173–190 183

terven

(
c
s
d
H
n
i

e
i

Fig. 3. The Effect of Social Norm In

SE = .17, p  = .05). Specifically, when parents have a high social
omparison orientation, those that are malleable theorists were
ignificantly less likely to order healthy side items for their chil-
ren than those who are fixed theorists. These results support

2 and demonstrate the robustness of our findings. There was
o significant difference between malleable and fixed theorists
n their likelihood of ordering healthy side items among par-

R
P

t

tion (Study 3, Floodlight Analysis).

nts with a low social comparison orientation (below 4.14), as
n Study 2a.
esults When  the  Descriptive  Healthy  Social  Norm  is
resent

When participants did see a descriptive healthy social norm,
here were no main effects of social comparison orientation
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b  = .09, Z  = .68, p  > .1) or implicit theories (b  = .06, Z  = .49,
 > .1) on choice of side items. In addition, we did not find a sig-
ificant interactive effect of these two measures (b  = .01, Z  = .15,

 > .1). These results, in concert with the results when a descrip-
ive healthy social norm is present, suggest that the social norm
ntervention increased the choice of healthy side items specif-
cally for parents who are malleable self-theorists with a high
ocial comparison orientation, such that their choices were as
ealthy as those of other parents.

iscussion
Consistent with H3, the results of Study 3 demonstrate that

he descriptive healthy social norm intervention eliminated the
ffects consistently found in our previous studies. When pre-
ented with information that a large majority of other parents
hoose healthy food options for their children at a fast food
estaurant, a significantly larger proportion of parents with a
igh social comparison orientation who were malleable theo-
ists chose at least one healthy side item when ordering their
hildren’s meal compared to when such information was not
resented. In contrast, this new information about other par-
nts had no effect on parents with a low propensity for social
omparison or parents who were fixed theorists.

One limitation of this study is that we provided information
o communicate only a healthy descriptive social norm (leaving
articipants to rely on their own internalized norm of choosing
ess healthy side items in the condition in which we did not com-
unicate a descriptive social norm). We also note that there was

o main effect of self-theory in this study even when norma-
ive information was clearly presented, which one might expect
ince past research has argued that malleable self-theorists are,
verall, more sensitive to contextual information. We specu-
ate that even when information about what other parents order
s presented clearly, malleable theorists are who low in social
omparison orientation simply do not see this information as rel-
vant to their decisions, resulting only in a significant interaction
etween self-theory and social comparison orientation.

General  Discussion

Given that (1) parents are the main influencers of children’s
ealthy eating habits well into adolescence (Pedersen, Grønhøj,

 Thøgersen, 2015) and (2) eating patterns established dur-
ng childhood persist throughout one’s adult life (Lien, Lytle,

 Klepp, 2001; Raju et al., 2010), understanding how parents
hoose between less healthy and healthy options for children
as lifelong implications. We find robust evidence that parents’
ocial comparison orientation and implicit theory of the self
nfluence their choice of food items for their children at fast
ood restaurants. More specifically, parents with a high social
omparison orientation who are malleable theorists are most
usceptible to conforming to this norm, which, in the popula-
ion we study, is to order relatively less healthy side items for

hildren at a fast food restaurant. It is this critical group of par-
nts that had the highest likelihood of choosing less healthy side
tems as part of the children’s meals ordered in our studies. By
roviding a descriptive social norm intervention – contradic-

m
t
a
e

iling 97 (2, 2021) 173–190

ory (and fictitious) information that a majority of other parents
hoose healthy items for their children at a fast food restaurant –
e were able to dramatically increase the overall proportion of
arents that chose a healthy side item by increasing the choice
f healthy items specifically for this group so that their choices
atched those of other parents.
Our results suggest the potential to have real impact on the

alories children are consuming. A comparison of the average
alories of healthy and less healthy side items suggests that par-
nts ordering healthier side items did significantly reduce the
alories children were served at the retail outlet where we ran
ur studies. Parents who chose a healthy beverage and a healthy
ood side served, on average, 70.57% fewer calories in side items
o their children than parents who chose a less healthy beverage
nd less healthy food side. The difference is not as stark when
omparing parents who chose only one healthy side (beverage
r food) to parents who chose two less healthy sides, but even
ne healthy choice still resulted in 35.28% fewer calories served.
ee Table 1 for the percentage of respondents who chose each
ossible combination of side options across all studies.

heoretical  Implications  of  our  Research

Our research makes novel contributions to the literature on
hoices for others in a retail context, social influence on food
hoice, implicit self-theories and lay theories in a food consump-
ion context, the effectiveness of descriptive social norms, and
he larger body of work aimed at understanding drivers of food
hoice and the role parents play in their children’s health. First,
e contribute to the retailing literature by exploring choices

or others in a retail context (Liu et al., 2019). Specifically,
hile other researchers have explored gift giving (Bradford &
herry, 2013) and joint consumption in this context (Wakefield

 Inman, 2003), we are among the first to explore care-giving
hoices made at retail fast food restaurants in an attempt to under-
tand how parental individual differences impact choices for
heir children.

Second, we build on research examining the role of social
nfluence on food choice (McFerran et al., 2010a; McFerran
t al., 2010b; Poor et al., 2013) in a retail environment (Zhang
t al., 2014). We contribute to this stream of research by theoriz-
ng and demonstrating, for the first time, that social comparison
rientation determines the degree of influence that parental
ocial networks have on parents’ food choices for their children.

Third, we contribute to research on implicit self-theories
nd lay theories in food consumption contexts. Although prior
esearch has shown that fixed theorists behave in ways consis-
ent with their inner beliefs and malleable theorists adapt their
ehavior based on the context or situation (Chiu et al., 1997),
e show, for the first time, that the extent to which malleable

heorists adjust their behavior to a social comparison standard is
etermined by their social comparison orientation. A majority
f research exploring how lay theories can lead consumers to

ake less healthy food choices has explored lay theories about

he relationship between specific food attributes (e.g., health
nd price in Haws et al., 2017; health and taste in Raghunathan
t al., 2006) while other work has focused on lay theories about
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Table 1
Percentage of Respondents Choosing Each of the Possible Combinations of Healthy and Less Healthy Beverages and Food Sides across Studies.

Healthy
Beverage + Healthy
Food Side

Healthy
Beverage + Less
healthy Food Side

Less healthy
Beverage + Healthy
Food Side

Less healthy
Beverage + Less
Healthy Food Side

Study 1 0% 48.3% 0% 51.7%
Study 2a 9.1% 12.8% 23.2% 54.9%
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tudy 2b 5.2% 32.9% 

tudy 3 11.5% 30.6% 

he source of obesity (McFerran & Mukhopadhyay, 2013). In
ontrast, we show that consumers’ implicit self-theories interact
ith social comparison orientation to influence food choice for

heir children.
Fourth, our work adds to the small yet growing body

f research on moderators of social norm effectiveness. We
nhance this literature by showing that a descriptive social norm
ntervention is most effective with consumers with a high social
omparison orientation who are malleable theorists. On the other
and, it has little effect on those with a low social comparison
rientation or those who are fixed theorists. Our work also con-
ributes to the broader literature exploring how descriptive social
orms influence food consumption (Burger et al., 2010; Higgs,
015; Mollen et al., 2013; Reicks et al., 2012).

Finally, this research contributes directly to the growing liter-
ture in marketing aimed at understanding drivers of children’s
onsumption of food (e.g., Connell et al., 2014; Moore et al.,
017; Raju et al., 2010). Our findings support the consumer
ocialization framework analyzing the family’s influence on
hildren’s bodily development proposed by Moore et al. (2017)
y using one of the five elements in their framework, parental
actors.

anagerial  and  Public  Policy  Implications

In a culture with increasing sensitivity to making healthy
ood choices, particularly for children, our research offers
ractical insights to managers and policy makers. For over a
ecade, fast food restaurants have increased the availability of
ealthy food options on their menus, and more recently, affected
ajor changes to their children’s meal options (e.g., in the
.S., Wendy’s removed soda as a choice in children’s meals;
owerman, 2015). Doing so allows the retailer to enhance the
ustomer experience by communicating shared values with par-
nts who say they want the option to buy healthy food for their
hildren at fast food outlets (Grewal et al., 2017).

Our findings suggest that despite the availability of such side
tems on fast food menus, parents with a high tendency to engage
n social comparison and a malleable view of the self are most
ikely to conform to the established norm in their parental social
etwork, whether it is to order healthy or less healthy foods.
iven that the norm in the population we studied is to order a
ess healthy side item (e.g., fries) versus a healthy side item (e.g.,
ruit), conforming results in significantly less healthy orders for
he children of this group of parents. Recent survey evidence
ndicates that this norm is prevalent in other populations and

t
l
&

5.2% 56.8%
7.3% 50.7%

ot just limited to the specific geographic location we studied
Scher, 2018).

Why might the norm be to order less healthy items for
hildren? Although there has clearly been demand from some
takeholders to offer healthier options for children at fast food
estaurants, consumers appear to still value less healthy options
s indulgent “treats” (Trivedi, Sridhar, & Kumar, 2016), in line
ith the idea that “unhealthy = tasty” (Raghunathan et al., 2006).
ur findings suggest that managers and policy makers can target

he group most likely to conform to a less healthy norm to shift
he balance from choosing indulgent treats to healthier options.
o do so, Study 3 suggests descriptive social norm interventions
ay be effective.
The results of Study3 suggest that employing descriptive

ocial norms that describe others making healthy food choices
or their children could influence parents to make healthier
hoices, particularly parents with a malleable view of the self
nd a high social comparison orientation. These norms could be
ommunicated using point-of-sale materials (e.g., menus, menu
oards, in-store signage, server scripts). However, there are two
otential caveats to this approach. One is that the actual norm in
he population may be to choose less healthy options (as it was
n the population we studied). Managers and policy makers may
ave difficulty phrasing social norm interventions that are both
ealthy and truthful in populations where this is the case. To do
o, they may need to focus on narrowly defined behaviors (e.g.,
hoosing a specific side item) versus general norms about “being
ealthy.” In doing so, it is critical that managers not cross the bor-
er into making deceptive claims, both from an ethical and legal
erspective. Given that healthy norms are not universal, man-
gers may also wish to explore other ways to suggest a healthy
orm without making explicit statements that healthy items are
hosen more frequently than less healthy items if this is not,
ndeed, the case. One possibility for doing so is to visually depict

 representative family in the region enjoying healthy side items
s part of a children’s meal. Signs indicating that fruit is “now
rending” or “a popular choice” may also imply a descriptive
orm toward healthy choices without being deceptive. Adding

 healthy option as a mandatory side item might also effectively
hange the norm (Settembre, 2017). Future research could test
he efficacy of such implied social norms. In addition to these
erbal and visual cues, managers may also consider other types
f sensory cues that may suggest that the norm in a restaurant is

o order healthy food. For example, recent research shows that
ight and pale colors may signal healthiness (Mai, Symmank,

 Seeberg-Elverfeldt, 2016), while other work has found that
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decider simply buys the option the recipient requests.

Finally, future research could also explore whether the tight-
86 J. Hogreve et al. / Journal o

tmospheric cues like sounds (Biswas, Lund, & Szocs, 2019)
nd smells (Biswas & Szocs, 2019) in the retail environment
ay also subtly cue healthiness. Research could explore whether

hese types of atmospheric cues can shape perceptions of what
he normative choice is in the retail environment. It is pos-
ible that these cues may remind consumers about their own
ersonal values for healthy eating, which could positively influ-
nce choice of healthy foods by increasing self-accountability
Peloza, White, & Shang, 2013).

Second, descriptive social norms may not be effective in
udging all consumers. This is a key implication from our
esearch. We show that a descriptive social norm is most effec-
ive for consumers with a high social comparison orientation
ho are malleable theorists. Rather than viewing descriptive

ocial norms as universal cures, managers and policy makers
ill benefit from understanding how specific groups respond to

hese interventions and designing customized communication
or each group, a strategy which may be achievable digitally.

We end this section by asking why fast food managers would
ant to help customers make healthier choices. We suggest

everal reasons. The first is because many mangers do have a
enuine desire to partner with customers in helping them achieve
ealthy goals. In addition, there are at least two good reasons
o do so from a business perspective. If a firm is perceived as a
artner in making healthy choices who genuinely cares about its
ustomers, it will no doubt receive positive publicity as a result
nd could potentially attract new customers from doing so. Our
esults suggest that there are parents who want to consistently
ake healthy choices at fast food restaurants, even if this group

s relatively small (i.e., the small group of customers who chose
oth a healthy food side and healthy beverage for their child
cross our studies). The more this group of customers feels that
hey are able to do so, the more likely they are to patronize
hese restaurants, allowing the fast food retailer to attract more
f these parents and garner a bigger share of wallet for those
ho are already their customers.
Further, getting parents to choose healthier food and beverage

ide items at a fast food restaurant has the potential to signifi-
antly increase customer satisfaction and repurchase intentions.
e suggest that after making a healthy choice for children, par-

nts likely feel good about their decision and hence about the
ustomer experience. The positive affect generated from feel-
ng like a good parent for making a healthy choice could help
ast food restaurants become an option regularly chosen from
he consideration set, even when parents are prioritizing healthy
hoices for children, thus increasing sales and revenue for the
estaurant. We propose that future research explore the affective
onsequences for parents and resulting effects on repurchase
ntentions when consumers feel like a retailer has made it easier
or them to make a healthy choice for their children. Important
ere will be understanding when consumers feel like such “help”
rom a retailer is truly help and not something that is forced
n them (which could produce reactance, thus minimizing the

otential for positive impact on sales; Brehm, 1966). n
iling 97 (2, 2021) 173–190

imitations  and  Directions  for  Future  Research

Our findings lead to multiple opportunities for further
esearch. Whereas our studies examined parental food choices
t a fast food restaurant, future research can investigate other
arental choices to test if our results persist across other food
hoices for children, including food bought at a grocery store
r meals cooked at home. It is possible that our results will not
e as strong in a grocery store environment. In our studies, par-
nts’ choices were constrained to two side dishes among a set of
learly less healthy and healthy options. Other parents’ choices
re also clearly observable in the restaurant if parents choose to
ay attention. In a grocery store environment, it is unlikely to
e as clear what items in a shopping cart are being chosen for
hildren and when they are being consumed (e.g., as snacks, as
art of a meal, at school vs. home, etc.). Thus, norms may not be
s clear in other retail contexts, making even those with a high
ocial comparison orientation and a malleable self-theory less
ubject to their influence. Similarly, norms for home consump-
ion may also be unclear. However, to the extent that a norm is
learly understood in these other contexts, we would expect our
esults to replicate.

A further test of the theory we developed would be to con-
uct similar studies in a restaurant specifically known for healthy
ood, or in a region with a high incidence of healthy food pur-
hase. Our baseline study showed that a majority (58.4%) of
ransactions involving a children’s meal in this setting included
ess healthy side items. Our theory would suggest that, in a set-
ing where these numbers were reversed, parents with a high
ocial comparison orientation who are malleable theorists would
e more likely to choose healthier food for their children than
arents with a low social comparison orientation or those who
re fixed theorists.

Further, although we measured real choices that parents made
or their children in field studies run in real fast food locations,
e did not measure children’s own preferences or parents’ per-

eptions of those preferences (and how they might influence
hether the child actually eats what is chosen for them). Liu et al.

2019) characterize care-giving as a balance of the recipient’s
references and the chooser’s own preferences. Future research
hould explore factors that might increase or decrease the child’s
nfluence. Fruitful possibilities include the child’s age, whether
he child has health issues the parent is managing, and the pur-
ose of the visit to the retail location (e.g., for a typical meal
r as a treat for the child). It is also possible that parents with

 malleable theory of the self are more susceptible to influence
rom their own children, just as they are more subject to other
ontextual information. Future research might also explore what
actors influence whether a choice for a child falls into the care
iving cell of Liu et al.’s (2019) framework (where both parties
ave influence) or the “everyday favors/pick-up” cell, where a
ess of the parental network affects the degree of conformity
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mong parents. The setting of our studies – parents in a specific
eographic region who visited four restaurant locations of the
ast food chain with their children – may suggest a loose parental
etwork, that is, other parents that live in this region. While we
nd support for our theory within this setting, future research
an examine the degree of tightness or looseness of the parental
etwork by measuring and manipulating this variable and test-
ng whether it affects the hypothesized relationships found in
ur studies.
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Appendix

.1  Pretest  of  Scales

We conducted a pretest with the two main scales – Social
omparison Orientation (taken from Gibbons & Buunk, 1999)
nd Implicit Theories of the Self (taken from Levy et al., 1998).
he pretest was conducted at the same fast food restaurant loca-

ions as in the main studies. Participants (n  = 212) were parents
ho visited the fast food restaurant with at least one child. We
id not exclude any participants regardless of the age of their
ccompanying child. Items used in the main studies are marked
n bold in the following tables. We note that all questionnaires
ere originally drafted in English and translated into the native

anguage of the region by a bilingual expert who was a native
peaker. The questionnaire was then back translated into English
y another bilingual expert and checked for consistency with the
riginal. This standard procedure, developed by Brislin (1970),
s commonly followed by marketing researchers (De Jong et al.,
008).

ocial Comparison Orientation
response format: 7-point Likert scale; 1 = strongly
isagree, 7 = strongly agree)
ronbach’s α (full scale): .66

Mean SD

 often compare how my loved ones (boy or girlfriend,
amily members, etc.) are doing with how others are
oing. (SC1)

3.70 1.82

 always pay a lot of attention to how I do things 3.29 1.59

ompared with how others do things. (SC2)
f I want to find out how well I have done something I
ompare what I have done with what others have done.
SC3)

3.31 1.78

h
m
s
e
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 often compare how I am doing socially (e.g., social
kills, popularity) with other people. (SC4)

2.44 1.48

 am not the type of person who compares often with
thers. (reversed) (SC5)

4.23 2.04

 often compare myself with others with respect to what
 have accomplished in life. (SC6)

3.07 1.74

 often like to talk with others about mutual opinions
nd experiences. (SC7)

5.17 1.46

 often try to find out what others think who face
imilar problems as I face. (SC8)

4.78 1.61

 always like to know what others in a similar
ituation would do. (SC9)

4.14 1.78

f I want to learn more about something I try to find
ut what others think about it. (SC10)

4.06 1.65

 never consider my situation in life relative to that of
ther people. (reversed) (SC11)

4.43 1.95

Exploratory factor analysis of all Social Comparison Ori-
ntation items yield a four factor solution explaining 65.89%
f the variance. Rotation shows that SC7-10 have the highest
oadings on their respective factor (Cronbach’s α  for shortened
cale = .72).

mplicit Theories of the Self (response format: 7-point
Likert scale; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree)
Cronbach’s α (full scale): .82

Mean SD

he kind of person someone is, is something very basic
about them, and it can’t be changed very much. (EO1)

3.76 1.77

eople can do things differently, but the important parts
of who they are can’t really be changed. (EO2)

3.42 1.73

veryone, no matter who they are, can significantly
change their basic characteristics. (reversed)
(EO3)

3.83 1.78

s much as I hate to admit it, you can’t teach an old dog
new tricks. People can’t really change their deepest
attributes. (EO4)

3.86 1.79

eople can always substantially change the kind of
person they are. (reversed) (EO5)

3.83 1.70

veryone is a certain kind of person, and there is not
much that can be done to really change that. (EO6)

3.14 1.70

o matter what kind of person someone is, they can
always change very much. (reversed) (EO7)

3.75 1.73

ll people can change even their most basic qualities.
(reversed) (EO8)

4.03 1.72

Exploratory factor analysis yields a two-factor solution
xplaining 61.89% of the variance. Rotation shows that EO1-

 have the highest loadings on a single factor (Cronbach’s α

or shortened scale = .78). The original scale is coded such that
igher scores indicate stronger espousal of the self as fixed (vs.

alleable). Because we use only reverse coded items in our main

tudies, higher scores on our short form scale indicate stronger
spousal of the self as malleable (vs. fixed).
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A

S gly
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Study 1
Mean (SD)
α = .70

Study 2a
Mean (SD)
α = .79

Study 2b
Mean (SD)
α = .76

Study 3
Mean (SD)
α = .76

I 4.87
(1.50)

4.73
(1.66)

5.26
(1.64)

5.17
(1.51)

I 4.36
(1.70)

4.24
(1.63)

4.96
(1.61)

4.59
(1.67)

I 4.48
(1.60)

4.02
(1.78)

4.78
(1.76)

4.03
(1.75)

I t it. 4.30
(1.49)

3.86
(1.64)

4.31
(1.86)

4.00
(1.68)

I
(

α  = .79 α = .89 α = .83

E
c

– 3.61
(1.90)

4.15
(1.87)

4.25
(1.82)

P – 3.96
(1.93)

3.88
(1.79)

4.34
(1.86)

N – 3.94
(1.89)

3.98
(1.76)

4.38
(1.78)

A – 3.96
(1.81)

3.88
(1.67)

4.39
(1.66)

O
P and answer the following questions about these parents. In this context 0%
m  that based on your evaluation the statement is true for all your friends, family
m
Q  have children. . .

. – 60.0
(23.4)

– –

. – 62.3 – –
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.2  Scales  and  Measures  Used  in  the  Main  Studies

ocial Comparison Orientation (response format: 7-point Likert scale; 1 = stron
isagree, 7 = strongly agree)

 often like to talk with others about mutual opinions and experiences. 

 often try to find out what others think who face similar problems as I face. 

 always like to know what others in a similar situation would do.

f I want to learn more about something I try to find out what others think abou

mplicit Theories of the Self
response format: 7-point Likert scale; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree)

veryone, no matter who they are, can significantly change their basic
haracteristics.
eople can always substantially change the kind of person they are. 

o matter what kind of person someone is, they can always change very much.

ll people can change even their most basic qualities. 

ther Parent’s Behavior
lease think of your friends, family members, or colleagues who have children 

eans that the question does not refer to anybody in this group. 100% signifies
embers, or colleagues who have children.
uestion: What percentage of your friends, family members, of colleagues who

 . .would choose fries instead of salad or fruit.

 . .would choose soft drinks instead of water, milk, or juice. 

.3  Experimental  Manipulations  (Studies  2b  and  3)

.3.1  Study  2b:  Fixed  Theory
In his talk at the American Psychological Association’s

nnual convention held at Washington, D.C. in August, Dr.
eorge Medin argued that ‘in most of us, by the age of ten,
ur character has set like plaster and will never soften again.’
e reported numerous large longitudinal studies which show

hat people ‘age and develop, but they do so on the foundation
f enduring dispositions.’ In addition to that he presented study
esults that show that all human personality is fixed from the age
f ten and cannot be changed.

.3.2  Study  2b:  Malleable  Theory
In his talk at the American Psychological Association’s

nnual convention held at Washington, D.C. in August, Dr.
eorge Medin argued that ‘no one’s character is hard like a rock
hat cannot be changed. Only for some, greater effort and deter-
ination are needed to effect changes.’ He reported numerous

arge longitudinal studies which show that people can mature and
an change their character. He also reported research findings

A

(22.6)

howing that people’s personality characteristics can be changed
ven in their late sixties.

.3.3  Study  3:  Descriptive  Social  Norm
Well-known Professor Max Bachmann held a speech in front

f students at Frankfurt University. In his presentation he pre-
ented an empirical research study showing that more and more
arents place importance on giving their children healthy food.
Results from the study showed that 75% of all parents choose
ealthy drinks and food items for their children when visiting a
ast-food restaurant,” he said.
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