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mminsd  km: (a) Mat stimufatss  eating bouts?  and (b) What injhserscss  how nruchJmd  will
be mnsumd during such a Imut? 77ss resssltsfnnn a survey of 178 adults suggsst  that sating
spisodss in which a pmon mnsumss thwc timss tk amount ofa purticularjwd  than k or sk
woufd typimlly mrrsurne arr oisrosd as mnslituting  an sating bout. Tkw  sating bouts om k
stimufotcd  by intsrrraf  cuss, such os moods or cravings, or by extsrnol cues, such as tk visual
or aromatic aolimcs o~tk@d.  hr gsneral, eating boufs that are stimulated by irrkrnal  curs are
psrrxivd as bsing fsss ruwonable,  fess hmlthy,  and less enjoyable, /saving a pmsorr@ling more
guilty, lonely, and depresssd.  FurfkrnrorE,  it uwa ~und that when an .mting bout uuss
stimulated bysxterrsal  cuss, thsjimd’s  nutritwnal rulus,  wrsatility, andpsn”shobility  influenced
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jizc!ors rwrv not in~umtial in how much was urtm. Tk ofucatiorral  impliartions  O! thrse
findings are thm discussed.

Dramatic increases in the volume consumed of a certain food are
referred to as eating bouts. Such bouts involve everything from soup
and oranges to cookies and ice cream, and they influence the con-
sumption patterns of nearly all households. Because of this, under-
standing eating bouts is of both theoretical and practical importance.
To this extent, this article addresses two questions:(a) What stimulates
eating bouts? and (b) What influences how much food will be con-
sumed during such a bout?

Irregularities in a person’s rate of consumption of a particular food
are common (l-ague, 1991). Some irregularities can be attributed to
particular situations or occasions, such as weddings, holidays, vaca-
tions, or dinner parties. Others can be attributed to the seasonality
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Dramatic increases in the volume consumed of a certain food are
referred to as eating bouts. Such bouts involve everything from soup
and oranges to cookies and ice cream, and they influence the con-
sumption patterns of nearly all households. Because of this, urtder-
standing eating bouts is of both theoretical and practical importance.
To this extent, this article addresses two questions: (a) What stimulates
eating bouts? and (b) What influences how much food will be con-
sumed during such about?

Irregularities in a person’s rate of consumption of a particular food
are common (Logue, 1991). Some irregularities can be attributed to
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tions, or dinner parties. Others can be attributed to the seasonality
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and availability of the food. This article focuses on eating bouts that
occur in typical, everyday situations. IrI doing so, it makes three key

I
contributions First, it suggests that there are theoretical and empirical
distinctions between those eating bouts that are stimulated by inter-

1 nal cues versus those that are stimulated by external cues. Second, it
identifies food-related factors that mediate the volume of food con-
sumed during an eating bout include the nutritiousness, substitut-
ability, price, and perishability of the food. Third, the article presents

I
a useful theoretical framework and empirical findings that carI aid irt
nutrition education.

After describing prior reseamh in this area, a theoretical framework
for understanding eating bouts is presented and hypotheses are gen-
erated. These hypotheses are then tested with a cross-sectional ques-
tionnaire that examines the circumstances surrounding the eating
bouts of 178 adults, including the antecedents and consequences of
these eating bouts. The results and the implications for consumer
education are then discussed.

EATING BOUTS

Eating bouts are distinguished from “binging~ in that they are not
pathological irs nature (Herman& Polivy, 1984). That is, they do not
represent a dysfunctional or habitual behavior. An “eating bout”
refers to a time period in which a particular food is consumed in a
much greater volume than is the norm for that individual (Herman
& Mack, 1975). One way to objectively characterize the intensity of art
eating bout is by comparing the volume of food consumed with the
volume of food that an individual typically consumes in a similar time
period (Berry, Beatty, & IUesges,  1985). ‘

Dividing the volume of food consumed during the eating bout by
the amount generally consumed during that time period provides a
ratio of consumption intensity. For instance, ifan eating bout involved

. three times the volume of food that a person would generally con-,.
sume in that same time period, this ratio cf consumption intensity
would be 3.0. This ratio enables us to make comparisons across very
different foods. That is, ice cream, potato chips, cake, or pizza are
measured in very different ways. A ratio (which is a unit-free measure
of comparison) enables us to make generalizations across them. The
second advantage of using a ratio is that it is sensitive to each indi-
vidual’s specific consumption norms. That is, eating a pint of ice
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TABLE 1: ReDorted  Reasons for Whv an Eathm Bout Occurs

cream in one afternoon might represent a threefold increase for a light
user, but it maybe considered typical for a more frequent user.

Although a basic hunger drive can obviously initiate an eating bout
(Bloch, 1978; Logue, 1991), the boundary model of consumption
(Herrnan & Polivy, 1984) argues that the point at which a person is
hungry and the point at which he or she is full are both subjective and
wide-ranging (Sunday, Sanders, &Collier, 1983). Unless one is physi-
caUy stuffed with food, he or she can stiU “make room for some more,”
particularly in the case of foods containing sugar (Berry et al., 1985;
Denton, 1982; Ferber& Cabanac,  1987). As a result, although hunger
plays a significant physiological role in food consumption, there are
other important nonphysiological aspects that also influence eating
bouts (cf. McAUster  & Pessernier,  1982). Nevertheless, eating bouts
often extend far beyond the point where one’s physical hunger would
be satisfied.

THE CUES THAT STIMULATE
EATING BOUTS

A distinction between internal and external cues is used to explain
differences in what motivates people to eat (Schachter & Gross, 1968).
A series of studies that was conducted in the late 196CS showed that
external cues such as food v~lbility, the number of highly palatable
food cues present, and the time of day can aU cause a person to
consume more food than he or she otherwisewould ~nsume  (Nisbett,
1968; Schachter  & Gross, 1968). These studies implied a dichotomy
between internal and external control of feeding (cf. Schachter,
Goldman, & Gordon, 1968).

in reality there is likely to be a joint relationship between internal
and external cues (Rodin, 1981). That is, a person would not respond
to external cues if he or she did not already have an internal predis-
position (such as some degree of hunger). Nevertheless, it is ixnpor-
tant to realii  that these two cues probably have very unequal effects.
In a particular situation, one may dominate the other.

Reported Reasons Why Eating Bouts Occur

It is interesting to speculate as to whether consumers tend to
attribute their eating bouts to internal or external cues. To examine
this, a smaU exploratory study was conducted with 33 female staff

Number (and % of Sample
Mentioning Reason (of 33Y

Speculation Self-Reporf
Reported Reason Abouf Offrers of Oneself

.
Internal cues

Affect (i.e., love the focal, had a craving
for it, tastes great etc.)

A
22 (67%) 19 (58%)

Mood (i.e., depressed, lonely, anxious,
angry, etc.) 19 (58%) 8 (24%)

Hungry (i.e., starving, had not eaten) 3 (9%) 1 (3%)
Extemel cues

Visual saliencafccmvenienca  (i.e., it was aroundf
sitting out, wantad to finish it up, It was
convenient, etc.) 16 (48%) 11 (33%)

Arometic  salie~ 1 (3%) 3 (9%)
Miscallaneouskltuational  cues

(i.e., birthday, guests, holiday) 7 (21%) o (o%)
a. Note that respondents were abte to mentbn more than one reason. Most individuals
did mantion multiple reasons when speculating about others, but they frequently
mentioned only one reason when  reporting atxmf their own behavior.

members at a northeastern college. The women were between 25 and
55 years of age with a diverse educational background (the typical
subject had attended coUege but had not necessarily graduated).
Although no questions were asked about weight, height, or bone
structure, these women appeared to represent a typical cross section
of heights, weights, and bone structures for the geographical area.
They were told they would be asked a number of questions involving
“home economics-related questions.” They were then asked to com-
plete questiomaires  that asked them what factors they believed
stimulated one of their recent eating bouts, and what stimulated an
eating bout of a friend or family member. The order in which they
were either asked about themselves or about others was randomized.

. The attributions made about these eating bouts are noted in Table 1.
In general, eating bouts that were stimulated by the visual or

aromatic salience of the food can be considered to be extemaUy
stimulated, whereas eating bouts stimulated by one’s own mood,
craving for the food, hunger, and so on can be considered to be
intemaUy stimulated. It is interesting to note that these people per-
ceived internal cues to be the cause of the eating bo~lts of others, but
they perceived their own eating bouts to be more externally cued, X2 =
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. .
5.2, p <.05. For example, two family members can split what remains
of a cake, but each may attribute different reasons as to why they ate
it and as to why the other person did the same.

Internal cues. A food is internally cued when one evokes the food
to salience without the aid of any external cues, such as the presence
of the food itself (Schachter, 1971).  Research by Kirkley Burge, and
Ammerman (1988) and by Herrnan and Polivy (1984) suggest that
when eating bouts are stimulated by internal cues, these bouts may
frequently be associated with strong negative emotions, such as de-
pression, boredom, or loneliness. This is consistent with the findings
in Table 1. Other internal cues that are noted in Table 1 are ones that
are not attributed to emotions per se; instead, they are attributed to a
“cravhg”  or hunger that one had for the food. Past research has
suggested that once a satiation point has been reached and a person
is no longer hungry it is clear that “hunger” can no longer motivate
consumption (Berry et al., 1985). The data in Table 1 are consistent
with this, for very few individuals mentioned hunger to be the factor
behind either their own eating bout (9%) or behind the eating bout of
others (3Yo).

Exlernrd cues. External cues such as the visual or aromatic promi-
nence of the food cars also produce salience (Schac.hter, 1971). These
externally cued eating bouts are the type that are stimulated when
one walks past cookies on the table or when one sees half of a cake on
a counter. Irr effect, people claim to eat this food “because it’s there.”
In such cases, it seems unlikely that there is a powerful premeditated
drive to consume this food; the food simply is convenient and promi-
nent. In effect, the food is salient because of recent exposure to it, not
necessarily because a person evoked it from long-term memory (Rook
& Hoch, 1985; %hachter, 1971), which can be the case with internally
cued eating bouts.

How Do ktemally Cued and
Externally Cued Eating Bouts Differ?

Recall that internally cued eating bouts are more frequently asso-
ciated with strong negative emotions than are externally cued eating
bouts. Although such bouts are by no means rational or reasonable in
terms of being premeditated, they are likely to be perceived as more
reasonable than internally cued eating bouts simply because they

.

.

have less emotion associated with them. The strong negative emo-
tions associated with internally cued eating bouts are likely to make
these bouts appear less reasonable. Therefore, one can hypothesize
the following:

Hypdresis 1: When an eating bout is slimrslatcd by an intemal.cue,  a person will
perceive it as less reasonable than if it were externally crscd.

This hypothesis is important because it has implications for one’s
perceptions about oneself. If internally cued eating bouts are seen to
be less reasonable than externally cued ones, they should also gener-
ate a greater degree of guilt.

Hypothesis 2: When an eating trout is stimulated by an internal cue, a person
will feel more guilty about having been involved with it than if it were
extemaUy cued.

What Influences How Much a Person Eats?

It has been suggested that the strength of a person’s motivation to
consume a food determines the volume of food he or she ultimately
consumes (Nisbett, 1968). Internally cued eating bouts are likely to
characterize a more intense level of motivation because they necessi-
tate that the food be evoked from longer term memory and that the
person locate and open the food (it may not be as convenient as being
“on the table”). As a result, when involved in an internally cued eating
bout, people may be less rational about the food because they are
more motivated and have expended more effort to consume it. If a
person is highly motivated about consuming a food and is not rational
in the way she or he is viewing the food at that moment, it will be
eaten. Food-related characteristics, such as nutrition, perishability,
substitutability, or price will have little affect on how much food is
eaten.

Hypothesis 3: When an eating bout has been stimulated by an inrernaf  cue, the
volume of food consumed will be (a) uncomelatcd  with the food’s perceived
nutritional value, (b) uncorrelated with the food’s perceived perishability,
(c) uncorrelatcd  with the food’s perceived substitutability, and (d) uncorrelatcd
with the food’s percei vcd price.

In contrast, recall that Hypothesis 1 stated that eating bouts that
are externally cued will be relatively more reasonable. If this is true,
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a food that is perceived to be of high nutritional value, relatively
inexpensive, perishable, or a convenient substitute for another food
is likely to be eaten in greater quantities than foods with opposite
characteristics. As a result, we should expect the following.

Hypothesis 4: When an eating bout has been stimulated by an external cue,
the volume of food consumed will be (a) positively correlated with the
food’s perceived nutritional value, (b) positively correlated with the
food’s perceived perishability (c) positively correlated with the food’s
perceived substitutability and (d) negatively correlated with the food’s
perceived price.

M~HODOLOGY

The objectives of this study are (a) to determine how internally
cued eating bouts may be distinct from extemaUy cued eating bouts,
and (b) to determine the extent to which the volume of food consumed
during these eating bouts is altered by food-related factors such as
nutritional value, perishability substitutability, and price.

Respondents and Procedure

Respondents were recruited through seven Parent-Teacher Asso-
ciations (PTAs) in New Hampshire. Involvement in this study served
as a fund-raiser for these PTAs as $6 were donated to the respective
organization for each member who participated in the study. Each
PTA managed their own recruitment: Notes were sent home with
ch.iIdren, and follow-up phone calls were made by selected members.
In all correspondence, the respondents were simply told that we were
interested in their experiences with different home economics issues.
A total of 212 respondents participated. Seventy-two percent of the
respondents were between the ages of 30 and 45, 63% were female, ~
and 62°A were employed outside the home. All but three had com-
pleted high school, and 32% had completed college. Through visual
inspection, it was determined that all but three of the respondents
were within a range of what could be considered a normal weight
range for their height and their frames. Although it would have been
optimal to have weight, height, and body-type measures, questions
regarding these measures (along with income) were not allowed by
the sponsoring organization because of privacy reasons.

Respondents met in groups of 11 to 19 at the respective schools
where their PTA met. They wem asked to take alternate seats, and each
was given a closed packet of materials containing a cover sheet of
instructions and a number of consecutively labeled booklets. The
respondents were told they were going to mswer a variety of ques-

. tions that dealt with issues ranging from home economics to how they
spend their leisure time.

Each respondent was then instructed to turn to the booklet contain-
. ing the questionnaire about their consumption habits. On opening the

19-page booklet, they read the following

Many of us go through short periods of time when we eat a particular
food more frequently than we usually do. We are interested in getting
abetter understanding of a recent experience which you had after going
on such an eating bout for a particular food. Think carefully about your
experience for a few moments and then answer the questions on the
next page. If you cannot recall the last time you went on such an eating
bout, please continue to the next bookfet.

What initially prompted you to start eating this food more ficquctrtly
than you normally do?

Respondents were given a full page in which to answer these
questions. Following this, they were asked the type of food they ate,
how much they ate, and what volume of this food they nonmdly ate.

Measures

Respondents were then asked to respond on a 9-point semantic
differential scale, ranging from bad (1) to good (9), as to whether they
thought eating this food during this particular occasion was bad—
good, foolish—wise, unreasonable—reasonable, appropriate—
inappropriate (Wansink & Deshpande, 1994). The correlation matrix
of’ these four variables provided a Cronbach’s alpha (.941) that en-
abled these four scale iterns to be averaged as a summary measure of
attitude (Nunnally, 1967). Measuring food on these dimensions is.
consistent with past survey research (GormaUy, Black, Daston, &
Rardin, 1982; Kidder, 1980; Stemple & Wesley 1988). This construct
will simply be referred to as “reasonableness” in subsequent discus-.
sions.

Following these attitude measures, respondents were asked spe-
cific questions regarding their beliefs about different characteristics
of the food (such as its nutritional value, its substitutability with other
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products, its perishability, and its price), circumstances surrounding
the eating bout (such as the accessibility of the food and its inventory
level), and about feelings they associated with the eating bout. All of
these questions involved a specific question that the respondent
answered by circling the appropriate response on a 9-point Likert- 1
type scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (9). Last, ~
basic demographic measures were taken regarding their family size, M’
ages, and education. It took most respondents approximately 35
minutes to complete this 19-page booklet.

Although questions related to height, weight, and bone structure
were included in the pilot study, they wem not permitted in the main
study. It was believed, however, that heights and weights would be
normally distributed across the respondents and would not represent
a systematic sampling concern. These respondents did not appear to be
physically atypical for what would be expected from this population.

RESULTS

Overview

Out of the 212 respondents, 41% reported that their eating bout
involved a sweet food, zg~.  reported their eating bout involved a salty
food, and 16~0 reported eating a dairy-related food (typically ice
cream). The remaining 14% of respondents mentioned a variety of
foods from casseroles to fruit.

The average consumption volume involved in these eating bouts
was 3.1 times the respondents’ daily consumption volume for that
food. This figure is important because it represents a selfdefmed
benchmark as to what an average individual believes constitutes an
eating bout. This ratio ranged from 2.3 to 4.0 and did not vary
systematically across the different food types.

These questiomaires  were coded by two judges (alpha = .87) to
determine whether an eating bout had been internally or extemaLly
cued. Consistent with the descriptions of internal and external cues
given earlier in the article (see also Table 1),27’% of the eating bouts
were coded as being externally cued and 65~0 as internally cued. The
remaining 8?’0 of the questionnaires were ones that were not fully or
correctly completed. (Three, for instance, had noted that they had not
been involved in an eating bout.) The remainder of the analyses was
conducted on the 178 fully completed questionnaires. Eating bouts
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that were coded as internally cued involved similar foods as those
coded as externally cued.

How Do Internally Cued and
Externally Cued Eating Bouts Differ?

It was stated in Hypotheses 1 and 2 that internally cued eating
boyts would be perceived as less reasonable than externally cued
eating bouts and would generate a greater degree of guilt. These were
both confiied in Table 2. Respondents having internally cued eating
bouts perceived their eating of the foods as being less reasonable than
those whose eating bouts were externally cued. The significance of
these differences was confirmed when an analysis of variance
(ANOVA) ] was conducted on ratings of whether the respondents
considered that eating the food was “unreasonable: F(l,  177)= 4.5, p <
.05. These respondents were also likely to feel more guilty after this
eating bout, F(l,  177) = 4.4, p <.05. These differences were consistent
across the four different categories of food (salty foods, sweet foods,
dairy-related foods, and miscellaneous foods).

Table 2 indicates there are other important differences between
internally and externally cued eating bouts. Eating bouts that are
categorized as internally cued were not only perceived as less reason-
able but, when compared to extemaUy cued bouts, they were also
perceived to be less healthy F(l, 177) =4.6, p < .05; less enjoyable, F(l,
177) = 3.6,p < .05; and they often involved larger volumes of food, F(l,
177) = 5.1, p <.05. These differences existed even though the foods
eaten during these two types of bouts were similar.

It is also worth noting that after being involved in an internally
cued eating bout, not only did people feel relatively more guihy but
they also felt relatively more lonely F(l, 177)= 3.7, p <.05, and more
depressed, F(l, 177) = 3.5, p c .05. In addition, they also rated these
foods as memorable from their childhood, F(l, 177) = 3.4, p <.05, and as
being similar to the foods they liked as children, F(l, 177)= 3.6, p <.05.

What Influences How Much a Person Eats?

In Hypothesis 3 (a-d) it was hypothesized that when an eating bout
is stimulated by an internal cue, perceptions of the food’s nutritional
value, perishability, substitutability, and price will not influence how
much of a food a person eats. The results in Table 3 partially support
these hypotheses, Three of these four variables were uncorrelated
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TABLE 2: How Internally Cued and Externally Cued Eating Bouts Differ

Eating &@*

Internally Cued Externally Cued
Variable (h= 131) #l= 47)

Consumption intensity
(Volume consumed) + (Iypical

volume consumed) 3.4 2.1
Perceptions of the eating bout

“Eating the food was reasonable-a 4.5 5.6
“Eating the food was healthy’ 4.4 5.4

Perceptions of the food
The food is nutritious” 3.3 4.9
“1 enjoyad the foo& 3.9 5.7

S91f-percepUons  following the eating bout
‘1 felt guilty after eating the focxf 5.7 4.2
“1 fell  lonely after eating the fod 4.9 2.8
‘1 felt depressed after eating the food -

4.4 2.9
Food-related assodatlons

The  food reminded me of my childhti 5.2 3.3
The food reminded me of foods I liked

as a child” 5.0 3.4
a. Information about the characteristics of tha product or the situation in which  if was
consumed were measured on a 9-point Likert-  type scale (1 = strorrg/y cfissgrea, 9 =
stmrrg/y  agree).
“p< .05.

with how much food was eaten. The exception was a measure of the
food’s nutritional value (“The food is less fattening”), which was
statistically significant at the .05 level (r = -.26). A second measure of
nutritional value (“The food is nutritious”) was statistically insignificant.

IrI contrast to this, Hypothesis 3 (a-d) stated that the volume of food
eaten during externally cued eating bouts would be positively related
with that food’s perceived nutritional value, its perishability, and its
substitutabihty, whereas it would be negatively related to its price.
This hypothesis was generally supported. People ate more of the
foods they viewed as either nutritional, perishable, or substitutable
(p c .01). AS shown in Table 3, the correlation between nutritional
value and consumption volume averaged .42 (.41 and .44), the corre-
lation between perishabdity and consumption volume averaged .32
(.26 and .39), and the correlation between substitutability and con-
sumption volume averaged .61 (.70 and .51). It is Likely that this
correlation with perishability would have been even high~r if not for

TABLE 3: Product-Moment Correlations Between Food PerceptIons and
Consumption Volume

Com31afions

internally Cued Externally Cued
Aggregate Eating Bouts Eating Bouts

Food Perceptions (h= 178} only @l= 13f) Only (h =47)

Perceived perishability
U bacames  state quickly -.06 -.17 .2&

It loses flavor onca opened . 1 0 -.19 .39*”

Perceived subsfftutabilify
I can eat it instead of other foods .12 .11 .70””

I can eat it in a varfefy of situations .18 .22 .51””

Perwived price
I never cawidered the prh -.05 -.21 -.37
Didnl  matter how much I paid -Ot -.16 -.34

Perdvad nutritional value
The food is nutritious -.05 -.24 .41*”
The food is less fattening -.04 -.26” .44..

“p< .05; ““p <.01.

the fact that these foods generally tended to not be very perishable,
thus restricting the variance.

The perceived price of the food was not significantly correlated (r =
-.34 and -.37, p < .10) with one’s consumption volume. This maybe
because the price of the food was relatively inexpensive or because
people consider price when they buy a product but not necessarily
when they use it (Blattberg & Neslin, 1990). That is, price may have
an impact on one’s choice of a nonperishable item at the grocery store,
but it maybe forgotten or ignored once the food is purchased and in
the cupboard.

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

What Stimulates Eating Bouts and
Influences the Amount Consumed?

Broadly speaking, eating bouts are stimulated by external cues (such
as visual or aromatic salience) and by internal cues (such as moods,
boredom, or hunger). II-I essence, the food becomes salient because it
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is either seen or smelled, or because it is evoked from memory.
Although it is not argued that these two cues are mutually exclusive,
or that they always operate distinctly they are associated with impor-
tant differences. Eating bouts that are categorized as internally cued
are perceived as less reasonable, less healthy, less enjoyable, and they
often involve large volumes of food. Following these eating bouts,
people reported that they felt guilty, lonely and depressed. Do inter-
naUy cued eating bouts generate these feelings? The answer is unclear
because they probably existed prior to the eating bout. It is simply
important to realize that these feelings were not eliminated by the
eating bout.

Not only do internally cued eating bouts influence attitudes differ-
ently than externally cued eating bouts but they also influence how
much one eats. If an eating bout is internally cued, the volume of food
a person eats tends” to be unrelated to the nutritional value, price,
substitutability, or perishability of the food. In contrast, if an eating
bout is externally cued, a person is more likely to take these factors
into account . . . with the exception of price. It is not surprising that a
food’s price had no impact on consumption volume of externally cued
bouts. Prices can influence one’s choice in the grocery store but have
less of an impact once the food has been purchased and is in the
kitchen.

It is interesting to note that people tended to characterize the
consumption of a food as an “eating bout” when it involved three

times (3.1) as much of that food as they usually consume. This may
prove to be a useful benchmark for future research in this area.

Limitations and Future Research Opportunities

These studies provide insights that help us better understand some
of the factors that influence eating bouts. An appropriate starting
point for this research was to build a model of eating bouts that
accounts for the circumstances under which they am stimulated.
Although the model presented here incorporates both internal and
external cues, the goal of this research was not to examine the rela-
tionship between these two cues. These two sets of cues may operate
independently, interactively, or in serial. Regardless of the exact rela-
tionship, these findings indicate that these two different cues each
have dramatically different associations.

Eating-bout intensity has been defined here as a ratio of the volume
of food consumed in a particular time period divided by the typical

.
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volume of that food that the person consumes in that time period.
How large must this ratio be before it qualifies as art eating bout?
Defining a value for this ratio would not only be food specific but it
would also depend on how much one typically consumed of that
particular food. II-I this study the average ratio across all types of foods
was 3.1. At this evolutionary stage in eating-bout research, it is best
to provide broad parameters for eating bouts and let these bouts be
selfdefi.ned  by the respondents who are examined. We must, how-
ever, be aware of the limitations associated with self-reported behav-
ior. Afield study in which variables such as external-cue salience were
manipulated (instead of measured) would be valuable. Nevertheless,
identifying “internal cues” wiU still be difficult and may still necessitate
self-reports.

It is interesting to speculate whether certain individuals have a
tendency to be drawn to either internally cued or externally cued
bouts. In the future, measures of weight, height, and body type might
be useful in helping to determine if these factors can explain the
intensity of these bouts. In addition, various psychological charac-
teristics have recently been associated with compulsiveness (0’Guinn
& Faber, 1989; Warrsink, 1994). These characteristics might help iden-
tify the types of people who are predisposed to being influenced by
either internal or external cues. Furthermore, the responsiveness to
external cues could be generated through a conversation, a recipe, or
an advertisement. These different forms of external stimuli can be the
focus of laboratory studies, which can examine the degree to which
they influence consumption across different psychological profiles of
consumers.

IMPLICATIONS FOR EDUCATION

No presumption is made in this article as to whether eating bouts
are good or bad because too much depends on the food and on the
person. It is clear, however, that when one feels depressed after an
eating bout and claims not to have enjoyed the food (see Table 2), an
educational program may help them either manage their expectations
or modify their behavior. This becomes even more important when
we realize that such bouts tend to involve over three times one’s
typical consumption of that food.

The first step to helping consumers manage their eating bouts is to
promote’ an awareness of those specific factors that can stimulate
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eatirtg bouts. People need to be made aware that eating bouts can
simply be stimulated by the visual salience of a food. To minimize
externally stimulated eating bouts, consumers should be encouraged
to make food less available and less visually salient. In other words,
keeping a food on the table or counter, or in the front of the
refrigerator or freezer, all but guarantees that it will not remain
there for long.

To minimize internally stimulated eating bouts, such as those
stimulated by moods and cravings, it is important to inform consume-
rs about the consequences of such eating bouts. Not only will they
enjoy the food less but they will feel guilty for eating it, and they will
eat a relatively large volume of it. Re&hg that such bouts do nothing
to ehrniiate  one’s feelings of loneliness or depression may help a
person avoid them. Furthermore, it is also important that consumers
realize that once these eating bouts begin, they are not guided by
reason, and they often continue until that product is depleted from
inventory. It is obvious that “if it’s not around, you won’t eat it.”
Nevertheless, nothing deters an ice cream eating bout better than
having no available ice cream.

SUMMARY

Although eating bouts are selfdefined  and vary across individu-
als, it is interesting to note that people tended to charactetie the
consumption of a food as an “eating bout” when it involved approxi-
mately three times as much of that food as they usually consume.
Furthermore, it was found that eating bouts that are characterized as
being intemaUy cued exhibit important differences from those that
are externally cued. Even though they involve identical foods, inter-
nality cued eating bouts are perceived as being less reasonable, less
healthy, less nutritious, and less enjoyable. They also leave a person
feeling more guilty, more lonely and more depressed. This also has
an impact on the volume of food that one eats. If a person is internally
motivated to consume a food, the food’s price, nutritional value,
substitutability, and perishability have no effect on how much will be
eaten. Perceptions of these factors only influence how much one eats
when the food is externally cued.

. .
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NOTE

1. A series of analyses of variance (ANOVAs) were conducted across  a number of
key dependent variables, and demographic data and product-type dummy variables
were incfuded as covariates.  f3ecause these variables proved to be insignifirmt as
covm-iates, they were not included in the analyses reported here (Wmer, 1971).
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