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Design and Methods

Discussion

§ The incidence of Covid-19 deaths seems to be related to stress, although 
more on a biological level and on reports of acute stress, not chronic stress

§ No negative effects of stress were found on ability to make healthy choices 
independently of whether or not they require self-control

Background and Hypotheses
§ The Covid-19 pandemic has impacted people’s wellbeing resulting in post-traumatic stress symptoms and depression (Brooks et al., 2020). 
§ Acute stressors lead to the increased release of stress neuromodulators such as noradrenaline and cortisol (Hermans et al. 2014). The ratio of cortisol 

to cortisone can be used to assess the activity of the HPA axis (Zhang et al., 2017).
§ In lab experiments, acute stress was found to lead to less dietary self-control (Maier et al., 2015) as well as more impulsive decision-making (Fields et 

al., 2014).
§ Over time, acute stress can turn into chronic stress, marked by increased activity of cortisol. Research on the effects of chronic stress on self-control is 

sparse but research on more general decision making suggests that more chronic stress would lead to more disadvantageous decision making. 
§ Here, we investigated whether and how the Covid-19 crisis is an exogenous stressor that impacts healthy food choices, specifically in the eye of 

temptation
§ Preregistered hypotheses:
§ (1) The Covid-19 pandemic leads to increased stress (i.e., acute and chronic)
§ (2) The Covid-19 induced stress levels correlate with self-control abilities.

Analyses and Results (continued)
§ Do Covid-19 induced stress levels correlate with ability to make 
healthy choices?

§ Is self-control ability linked to stress?

Analyses and Results
§ Did the pandemic lead to increased stress?

§ No significant correlation of biological 
markers of chronic stress with healthy 
choices; r(472) = .03, p = .574

§ No significant correlation of three 
months mean 7 day death incidence 
with healthy choices; r(684) = -.06, p = 
.135

§ No significant correlation of self-
reported measures of chronic stress 
with healthy choices; r(716) = -.02, p = 
.579

§ Participants:
§ N = 788 (76.4% females, Mage= 25.9, SD=7.03), from regions 

with varying levels of Covid cases: China (n=200), France 
(n=360), Germany (n=228)

§ Two-staged data collection:
§ (1) Online study to collect food choice behavior
§ (2) Hair sample collection to extract hair cortisol

§ Measures:
§ (1) Time and region matched Covid-19 death statistics
§ (2) Self-reports of acute and chronic stress levels
§ (3) Hair cortisol levels as biological marker of chronic stress
§ (4) Food Choices

July to October 2020 April to June 2021 Ongoing Post Covid?

Food Choice Task

Low Conflict Trials High Conflict Trials
What would you prefer to eat at the end of the experience today? 

§ Significant correlation of 7 day death incidence with self reported 
acute stress; r(685) = .08, p = .036

§ No correlation of three months mean 7 day death incidence and self-
reported measures of chronic stress; r(671) = -.05, p = .175

§ Significant correlation of three months mean 7 day death incidence  
and biological markers of chronic stress; r(430) = .15, p = .002

§ No significant correlation of biological 
markers of chronic stress with healthy 
choices; r(472) = .07, p = .130

§ No significant correlation of three 
months mean 7 day death incidence 
with healthy choices; r(684) = -.05, p = 
.186

§ No significant correlation of self-
reported measures of chronic stress 
with healthy choices; r(716) = .01, p = 
.879


