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Rising rates of  obesity 

From: Ng et al. (2014). Global, regional, and national prevalence of  overweight and obesity in children and adults 
during 1980–2013: a systematic analysis for the Global Burden of  Disease Study 2013. Lancet, 384, 766-781. 



Social influences on eating 
�  Social modelling (Cruwys et al., 2015) 

�  Social norms (Higgs, 2015) 

�  Impression management (Vartanian, 2015)  

I’ll just have what everyone else is having 

What would others approve of  me having? 

What do I order to seem cool? 



Norms are linked to self-categorisations 

�  Healthy eating intentions associated with 
descriptive norm, but only among students who 
reported high levels of  identification (Louis et al., 2007) 

�  Modelling occurs in groups that share an important 
social identity (Cruwys et al., 2012) 

�  Generally, high identifiers follow the group norm 
(Abrams et al., 1990) 



Novel ideas: ironic effects 

�  Licensing: perceived goal progress leads to 
disengagement (Khan & Dhar, 2006) 

�  Vicarious licensing: among high identifiers, 
perceived goal progress at group level leads to 
disengagement at individual level (Kouchaki, 2011) 



Competing hypotheses 

�  H1 (traditional normative influence) 
People behave in line with the group norm, 
especially if  they identify highly with the group 

�  H2 (ironic effect) 
High identifiers behave contrary to the group norm 



Study 1: Australian identity 

�  N = 87, Australian university students 

�  High overall national identification:  
mean = 6.16 on a 7-point scale 

�  All participants shown a healthy or unhealthy set of  
6 pictures related to Australia 

�  Instructions: choose 3 pictures that best represent 
what it means to be Australian 



Norm manipulation 

Healthy 

Unhealthy 



Outcome 

�  Outcome measure: choices from 
an online restaurant menu 

�  Outcome variable: energy content 
(kJ) of  the foods picked from the 
online menu 



Interaction between ID and norm 
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Study 1: Conclusion 

�  Interaction between identification and norm 

�  Participants who highly identified with other 
Australians went against the presented healthiness 
norm 

�  The results were consistent with vicarious licensing, 
but not with the traditional normative influence 
account 



Study 2: female identity 

�  Conducted in a lab, with a taste test to measure 
eating behaviour 

�  We manipulated female identity 

�  Results similar to those from Study 1, indicating an 
ironic interactive effect 



Study 3: American identity 

�  Both ID and norm were manipulated 

�  ID Manipulation: Linguistic framing procedure 
(Greenaway et al., 2015) 

�  Norm manipulation: text about most Americans 
(not) eating healthily 

�  Participants: Americans recruited via mTurk 

�  Outcome: As in Study 1 



Study 3: Results 
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Study 3: Results 
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Study 3: Conclusion 

�  Replicated the results using a 2×2 design with a 
control group 

�  Used a different norm manipulation and a novel 
identification manipulation 

�  Participants who identified highly as American went 
against the presented healthiness norm 

�  An ironic effect, may indicate vicarious licensing 



Boundary conditions 

�  Results go against previous findings depicting 
normative influences on eating 

�  However, vicarious licensing seems to occur only 
among very high identifiers 

�  Group identification level could be the boundary 
condition 

�  May only hold for eating behaviours presented as 
“healthy vs. unhealthy” 



Conclusion 

�  The positive association between group 
(descriptive) norm and intention has been the 
prevailing paradigm 

�  The data on behaviour has been scarce 

�  Our studies show that very high identification levels 
may lead to an ironic reaction in response to a 
positive group norm (vicarious licensing?) 

�  Health promotion campaigns appealing to group 
norm may not be effective for very high identifiers 



Thank you 


