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Mixing Vice and Virtue in Food Products among Prevention-
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ABSTRACT

ach day consumers have to choose both the “vice” stimuli that give immediate pleasure but may not

give long-term benefit (e.g. pork belly), as well as the “virtue” stimuli that may not give immediate

pleasure but give long-term benefit (e.g. vegetable). Many times, both “vice” and “virtue” stimuli are

mixed together. It could be a vice-base stimulus such as herbal fried chicken - that is the main
ingredient is vice (fried chicken) and the additional ingredient is virtue (herb). Or it could be a virtue-base
stimulus such as stirred fried Chinese broccoli with pork belly - that is the main ingredient is virtue (Chinese
broccoli) and the additional ingredient is vice (pork belly). It is not clear whether consumers put emphasis on
the main ingredient or the additional ingredient, given that both types of ingredients could be “vice” or “virtue”.
The “focus and context” concept and the “simplicity theory” could be used to explain the information processing
situation. However, these two perspectives are contradictory. The “focus and context” puts emphasis on the
focus (additional ingredient), while the “simplicity theory” puts emphasis on the context (main ingredient). The
author proposes that consumers’ regulatory focus could be brought in to bridge the discrepancy between
the two contradicting perspectives. The results show an interaction effect between the stimulus (vice base/
virtue base food type) and the consumers’ regulatory focus type. Prevention-focused consumers tend to prefer
virtue-base stimulus to vice-base stimulus. However, promotion-focused consumers do not have differences in

choosing virtue-base versus vice-base stimuli. Further explanation is discussed in the paper.

Keywords: Mental Spotlight Theory, Focus and Context, Simplicity Theory, Vice, Virtue, Regulatory Focus
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