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Introduction

Consumers often desire to eat healthy foods. Yet a food’s healthiness is an
unobservable attribute, and consumers therefore often rely on extenal cues to
draw their own conclusions. In this research, we find that the number of
ingredients in a product branded as healthy can bias these conclusions. In
contrast to the frequency heuristic, which has consistently found that “more is
better,” we find that consumers infer that foods containing more ingredients
are less natural and thus less healthy. This is because consumers infer that
products with more ingredients are more likely to originate from a more
complex production process that requires more human intervention. 

Literature

Consumers’ judgements of a product's healthiness are often influenced
by external factors like front-of-package labels (Irmak, Vallen, and
Robinson 2011; Trudel et al. 2015), price (Haws, Reczek, and Sample 2017),
and tastiness (Raghunathan, Naylor, and Hoyer 2006).

Frequency heuristic: “more is merrier” (Alba and Marmorstein 1987;
Alba, Broniarczyk, Shimp, and Urbany 1994; Pang 2017; Rice, Kelting,
and Lutz 2012; Sela and Berger 2012)

We proposed "less is naturaler" because consumers believe that a
larger number of ingredients are less likely to naturally co-occur, and
thus products containing more ingredients are more likely to result
from greater human intervention and a more complex production
process. 

Hypotheses

Consumers infer that
products containing
fewer ingredients are
healthier  and more
natural.

Perceived process
complexity mediates 
 the effect.

Study Design

Study 1 A : Charting the relationship between ingredient
quantity and perceived product healthiness
Design: 8-level (1 vs. 2, 3, 5, 10, 25, 50, or 75 ingredients)
between subject. N = 810
Measures:  Perceived naturalness, Perceived healthiness

Results

Study 1A: Conclusions

Ingredient quantity information shapes
consumers’ judgements of product healthiness
and product naturalness. Consumers infer that
products containing fewer ingredients are
healthier because consumers believe that a large
number of ingredients are less likely to naturally
co-occur, and that as a result, products
containing more ingredients are more likely to
result from greater human intervention. 
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Study 1 B : Front-of-packaging ingredient quantity 
Design: 2-level (3 vs. 25 ingredients) between subject
N = 209
Measures: Perceived naturalness & healthiness, expected
tastiness.

Study 2 : With all natural ingredient names 
Design: 2-level (3 vs. 25 ingredients) between subject
N = 199 
Measures: Perceived naturalness, Perceived healthiness

Study 3 : The mediating role of perceived process
complexity
Design: 2-level (3 vs. 25 ingredients) between subject
N = 224 
Measure: Perceived naturalness, Perceived healthiness,
Perceived process complexity (adapted from Kahn &
Wansink 2004; Townsend & Kahn 2014)

Perceived Product Naturalness

Study 1B:

Perceived Product Healthiness
Linear term (B = -.02, t(808) = -9.96, p < .001). 
Quadratic term (B = 0).

Linear term (B = -.016, t(808) = -7.98, p <.001). 
Quadratic term (t(808) = 1.324, p = .19).

Perceived Product Naturalness Perceived Product Tastiness

Study 2: Perceived Product Naturalness Overall Ingredients Familiarity 

Study 3:

Indirect Effect: - .01, 95% CI [-.02, -.01]


