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Abstract 

This research contributes to the emerging interest in food morality by exploring the preference for and the effects 
of a particular food flavor (mint) on consumption behavior. More specifically, we examine how the refreshing 
oronasal properties of a specific food flavor (i.e., mint) systematically influence consumer preferences and food 
choice behavior. Across a pilot and two studies, we show that the refreshing properties of mint that can help 
dieters wash away the guilt associated with the consumption of “taboo” foods. We found that dieters tended to 
prefer “taboo” foods such as chocolate cookies (study 1) when they were mint-flavored. Further, after having 
consumed taboo food such as chocolate, dieters were more likely to prefer a mint- (vs. berry- or cinnamon-) 
flavored oral freshener (study 2). We also provide food marketers and public policy makers with new insights 
into how certain consumers (i.e., dieters) evaluate mint-flavored food products. 

Keywords: dieters, mint, moral cleansing, food, consumption guilt  

1. Introduction 

Walking the aisles of your favorite grocery store, you will see mint flavoring and mint odors added to various 
products. Because mint has traditionally been used to flavor oral hygiene products such as toothpaste and 
mouthwash, consumers have come to associate it with the feelings of freshness and cleanliness experienced after 
brushing their teeth or rinsing their mouths. The associations between mint and its cleansing properties can also 
be seen in products such as floor cleaners, shampoo, and soap. Increasingly, we see food product manufacturers 
also drawing on the associations between mint and freshness. While mint flavors have long permeated categories 
such as gum and breath mints, the flavoring is increasingly used as an ingredient in products promoting health 
benefits such as herbal teas, energy drinks, and protein bars.  

The oronasal cavity’s freshness perception from mint exposure comes from the menthol compounds found in 
mint-flavored foods. Menthol activates trigeminal (temperature-sensitive) nerve endings located in the mucous 
membranes of the oronasal cavity, signaling temperature reduction in the brain (Rohacs et al., 2005). It has been 
shown that sensory attributes related to coldness are strongly associated with refreshing perceptions (Zellner & 
Durlach, 2003). As a result, consuming mint-flavor foods is described by consumers as a highly refreshing 
experience. In this paper, we explore how the freshness properties long associated with mint systematically 
influence the food choices of consumers, especially those who engage in dieting behavior. 

Dieting to lose weight is common in the U.S. From 2013 to 2016, 49.1% of U.S. adults tried to lose weight in the 
last 12 months (Martin et al., 2018). Dieting is also big business: the annual revenue of the U.S. weight-loss 
industry, which includes diet books, diet drugs, and weight-loss surgery, is estimated at $72 billion (Market 
Research, 2019). Despite the growing cost of the obesity epidemic and the explosion of businesses with products, 
services, and publications that attempt to help consumers tackle their weight problems, there is little evidence to 
suggest society is making adequate progress in reversing this health crisis. Dieters who achieve short-term 
success can usually not maintain weight loss due to relapses into overeating (Laessle et al., 1989; Lee, Greening, 
& Stoppelbein, 2007). Overeating is associated with a lack of self-control, contrary to accepted norms of moral 
behavior and social prescriptions. Overeating can thus have negative consequences not only for one’s health but 
also for one’s psyche (Yuker, Allison, & Faith, 1995). Feelings of shame and guilt often accompany being 
overweight or obese (Conradt et al., 2008). The stigma associated with obesity motivates many to avoid 
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consuming energy-dense foods such as chocolate, candy, and cookies, which they find highly desirable but 
consider forbidden or taboo (Macht & Dettmer, 2006). However, choosing to exercise self-control within the 
tempting food-rich environments consumers face each day depletes their regulatory resources (Vohs et al., 2008) 
and may make them more susceptible to a temporary lapse in self-control or indulgence in the food they 
previously labeled forbidden or off-limits. Subsequently, these lapses in self-control may prompt feelings of guilt 
for those who violate their diet intentions. This research explores how dieters seek to alleviate the guilt they 
associate with taboo foods through mint flavoring.  

Research demonstrates how consumers use names and packaging cues to categorize foods as healthy (e.g., Deng 
& Kahn, 2009; Madzharov & Block, 2010; Scott et al., 2008) and how such cues may license overconsumption 
(Bui, Tangari, & Hawk, 2017). The finding that consumers presented with a non-partitioned package of food 
tend to eat more of the product perceived as healthy is important given that single-serving packages have been 
heavily promoted for unhealthy products. 

Companies seek to develop products that will help consumers satisfy their hedonic desires while simultaneously 
meeting their health goals or minimizing post-consumption guilt. This research explores how mint flavoring 
helps dieters “wash away” some of the guilt associated with taboo food consumption. We begin with an 
overview of research that demonstrates the sensory properties that link mint flavoring to feelings of freshness. 
Then we review recent findings in the literature that link physical cleansing and metaphorical moral cleansing to 
consumption choices. Building on this research, we conduct a pilot test and two studies demonstrating how 
mint-flavored products may cleanse dieters of their consumption “sins”. We conclude with a discussion of the 
theoretical, managerial, and public policy implications. 

2. Theoretical Background 

2.1 The Refreshing Properties of Mint 

Menthol, the active ingredient in mint-flavored products, has been long used for medical purposes, such as 
analgesic balms, cough medicine, etc. It is also commonly found in oral care and body care products. In food 
product categories, in addition to chewing gum, marketers have recently introduced a wide range of 
mint-flavored confectionery foods (e.g., M&Ms mint chocolate or Girl Scout mint cookies). Laska and 
colleagues (Laska et al., 1997) showed that trigeminal stimulation could lead to such sensations as burning, 
cooling, and tingling. Among several odorous substances, menthol can similarly activate trigeminal nerves 
(Parikh et al., 2009). The underlying mechanism by which menthol activates trigeminal nerve endings located in 
the mucous membranes in the oronasal cavities was illuminated by discovering the receptor TRPM8 (Peier et al., 
2002). The trigeminal nerve fibers in the oronasal cavities respond to substances that produce hot and cold 
sensations, such as cinnamon and menthol, respectively, even though those substances do not change the 
temperature of the mucous membranes (Kozyreva et al., 2010). Menthol binds to the TRPM8 neural receptors 
activated by actual declines in body temperature (Klein et al., 2010; Kupisz & Trebacz, 2011). In this way, 
menthol compounds in mint-flavored foods and oral cleansers activate thermo-receptive neurons that signal 
temperature reduction to the brain (Rohacs et al., 2005). 

Previous research has demonstrated that sensory attributes related to coldness are strongly related to refreshing 
perceptions (Zellner & Durlach, 2003). Thus, the result of mint exposure in the oronasal cavity is typically 
described by consumers as a highly refreshing experience (Karashima et al., 2007; Labbe et al., 2009). Indeed, 
mint is considered one of the most refreshing aromas and flavors for foods and beverages (Labbe et al., 2009). 
Building on this research, we propose that dieters prefer mint-flavored oral products (i.e., those containing 
menthol) both during and after consuming energy-dense foods because they help to physically and 
metaphorically refresh and thus wash away the guilt associated with the consumption of taboo foods. We will 
also show that oral exposure to mint flavors can license dieters’ re-indulgence in energy-dense foods because of 
its guilt-reducing effects.  

2.2 Balancing One’s Moral Self-Identity 

A person’s moral self-identity is one aspect of a person’s social self-schema organized around a set of moral 
traits related to actions that promote or protect the welfare of others (Aquino & Reed, 2002; Hart, Atkins, & Ford, 
1998). Aspects of one’s moral self-identity drive behavior to the extent that a person views moral traits “as 
essential to his or her self-concept” (Aquino & Reed, 2002, p. 1425). We propose that part of the moral 
self-identity of dieters is closely tied to the foods they eat and which they consider good or bad in terms of 
conforming to societal expectations. Specifically, for dieters, eating or resisting taboo food has moral 
implications for their dynamic sense of moral self-worth, manifesting in their subsequent food choices. The 
moral cleansing and moral licensing literature, discussed next, show that people try to maintain a particular 
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standard of moral behavior. When they become aware of deviating from it, they engage in compensatory 
behaviors.  

The notion of moral cleansing, introduced by Tetlock and colleagues (2000), suggests that people engage in 
virtuous behaviors after engaging in unethical behaviors to regain a balanced sense of one’s moral self-identity. 
If someone recalls immoral behavior from the past, he or she is more likely to then engage in prosocial behaviors, 
such as donating blood and volunteering (Jordan, Mullen, & Murningham, 2011; Gao, Wheeler, & Shiv, 2009; 
Strahilevitz & Myers, 1998). After thinking about financially compensating the poor to harvest their body organs, 
people are more likely to donate or volunteer (Tetlock et al., 2000). Administering “electric shocks” to another 
person (actually a confederate in an experiment) leads to more compliant behavior (Carlsmith & Gross, 1969).  

The reverse type of response, moral licensing, refers to the effect of past ethical deeds on current decisions to 
behave immorally. The moral licensing literature has shown that temporary boosts to one’s moral self-identity 
licenses less self-controlled or unethical behavior (Monin & Miller, 2001; Sachdeva, Iliev, & Medin, 2009). 
After recalling an instance of moral behavior from the past, for example, one is more likely to cheat (Jordan, 
Mullen, & Murningham, 2011; Gao, Wheeler, & Shiv, 2009; Strahilevitz & Myers, 1998). Consumers similarly 
engage in compensatory moral and immoral (or utilitarian and hedonic) behaviors as evidenced by their product 
choices. Ramanathan and Williams (2007) found that some consumers are more likely to launder their negative 
emotions after indulgences by making a utilitarian product choice. Khan and Dhar (2006) demonstrated a 
licensing effect such that consumers who express an intention to act virtuously in the future feel licensed to 
choose a luxury rather than necessity product. 

Therefore, a person’s moral self-identity is impacted both by prior boosts and prior threats, which elicit 
compensatory behavioral responses in a negative feedback model of behavior (Sachdeva et al., 2009). People’s 
compensatory moral behavioral processes echo aspects of psychoanalytic theory, which proposes that opposing 
forces underlie human behavior—the pleasure-seeking id versus the superego (which imposes morality, social 
conformity, and altruism). The ego which is the realistic part of human balances these two via compromise. The 
balancing of these two forces is seen in the moral cleansing (remunerative moral strivings) and moral licensing 
(relaxed moral strivings) literature. 

2.3 Metaphorical Moral Cleansing  

Recent research has found that moral cleansing can be achieved not only behaviorally (through moral actions or 
virtuous product consumption) but also metaphorically, such as through physical cleansing behavior (e.g., Zhong 
& Liljenquist, 2006). Research on metaphorical cleansing effects shows that higher-order mental processes are 
closely tied to or “grounded” in human perceptual and motor processes (Barrett, 2011; Barsalou, 1999).  

More specifically, this literature suggests that people use metaphors to link abstract concepts, such as morality, to 
physical and sensory experiences, such as being cleansed (Barsalou, 2008; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). Physical 
cleanliness is a primary goal for most individuals and is based on the adaptive desire to avoid dangerous 
contaminants from the environment (Rozin, Millman, & Nemeroff, 1986; Williams, Huang, & Bargh, 2009). The 
concrete experience of feeling clean comes to be metaphorically linked to the abstract notion of moral purity 
(Rozin et al., 1986). This process is evident in the fact that physical cleansing terms are often used to describe 
one’s moral purity level—to be moral is to be clean and pure.  

Recent research shows that smelling a citrus scent activates concepts related to cleanliness (Holland, Henriks, & 
Aarts, 2005; Schnall, Benton, & Harvey, 2008). Threats to one’s moral purity (e.g., recalling unethical deeds) 
result in more positive ratings of cleansing products and a preference for hand wipes over pencils as gifts (Zhong 
& Liljenquist, 2006). When primed with feelings of impurity, individuals render harsher moral judgments 
(Wheatley & Haidt, 2005). Such results indicate that bodily feedback plays a direct role in judgments related to 
higher-level goals (Williams et al., 2009). Such research also suggests that physical cleansing may serve as a 
surrogate for behavioral cleansing of one’s moral self-identity. 

We aim to show in these studies that consuming taboo foods such as chocolate candy or chocolate cookies will 
pose a threat to dieters’ moral self-identity and self-worth. As a result, they will attempt to attain moral purity by 
continually monitoring their consumption-driven moral self-worth and adjusting their consumption behavior to 
keep it in balance. We propose that the freshness effect of mint-flavored products comes to be metaphorically 
linked to the abstract notion of moral purity. Consequently, the desire for oral refreshing through the 
consumption of mint-flavored products will be evident among dieters, who will not only seek out mint-flavored 
taboo foods but will also seek out mint-flavored oral cleansers after taboo food consumption, which will cleanse 
them of their consumption guilt and thus license them to re-indulge.  



ijms.ccsenet.org International Journal of Marketing Studies Vol. 14, No. 2; 2022 

61 

Because of chocolate’s status as a highly desirable but taboo food, it is utilized in the taboo foods in the set of 
studies reported in this paper. Consuming chocolate, the most craved food in the Western world (Rozin, Levine, 
& Stoess, 1991), often generates feelings of guilt (Macht & Dettmer, 2006) due to its energy-dense 
characteristics—that is, its high fat and sugar content (Cartwright & Stritzke, 2008). Indeed, chocolate is often 
rated as the most forbidden of foods—referred to as a “nice but naughty” product (Stirling & Yeomans, 2004). 
For those trying to control their weight, exposure to tasty but unhealthy food products such as chocolate presents 
a classic type of goal conflict—approaching the short-term goal-congruent object to satisfy an immediate desire 
for pleasure and the avoidance of the long-term goal-incongruent object to attain the future desire of maintaining 
one’s health and weight. We next report the results of a pilot and two experiments to test these expectations. 

3. Methods 

3.1 Pilot Test 

We first conducted a pilot test among 59 students and staff in a student union (mean age = 24, 62% female) to 
assess the perceived refreshing/cooling sensations of mint flavoring as an additive to indulgent food products. 
Participants sampled identical cookies except for whether they contained a mint or a peanut-butter flavor 
ingredient. Participants were randomly assigned to taste either a mint-flavored or peanut-butter-flavored cookie. 
The cookies were identical in size and appearance; both were covered in chocolate. To measure the perceived 
cooling sensation created by the cookies, respondents indicated their agreement (from 1 = Disagree to 7 = Agree) 
to these items: This product has a minty flavor, This product creates a tingling sensation in my mouth, My mouth 
feels clean, My mouth feels fresh, and I feel refreshed now (α = .90). A factor analysis with varimax rotation on 
these items confirmed they all loaded onto a single dimension, which accounted for 67.3% of the variation in 
response. An ANOVA on this measure of perceived refreshing/cooling quality showed that the mint-flavored 
cookie was rated as significantly more refreshing/cooling than the peanut-butter flavored cookie (F (1, 57) = 
69.32, p < .01; M = 4.00 vs. M = 1.59), as expected. 

3.2 Study 1 

In this study, we examine whether dieters prefer forbidden food, such as chocolate cookies, that contain a 
mint-flavored filling compared to two other cookies that do not by using an actual taste test setting. 

3.2.1 Sample and Design 

Students and staff (n = 116, 48% female, 50% < age 32) in a student center participated in this study for a small 
gift. Each participant tasted three different cookies (chocolate sandwich cookie with mint cream filling, 
chocolate sandwich cookie with vanilla cream filling, and vanilla sandwich cookie with vanilla cream filling) on 
a within-subjects basis. After providing evaluations of the three cookies, participants completed several 
closed-ended items, including whether or not they were currently on a diet.  

3.2.2 Materials and Procedure 

All participants were provided with a large manila envelope containing a questionnaire with instructions plus 
three zip-locked bags, each containing a single cookie. All three cookies were Oreo brand sandwich cookies, 
each of which had the same number of calories (i.e., 70) and grams of fat (i.e., 7). The cookies were: chocolate 
(i.e., Chocolate Double Stuf, a chocolate sandwich cookie with a vanilla cream insert), mint (i.e., Cool Mint, a 
chocolate sandwich cookie with a mint-flavored cream insert), and vanilla (i.e., Golden Double Stuf, a vanilla 
sandwich cookie with a vanilla cream insert). The actual names of the cookies were not provided to the 
participants; only the cookies themselves, identified with a random letter.  

Participants were instructed to taste each cookie, one at a time, in any order they liked, and to indicate purchase 
intent for each one (e.g., I would purchase this product, 1 = disagree to 7 = agree). After evaluating the three 
cookies, participants were asked to choose their favorite with this question: “Which cookie did you like the 
best?” They then answered two items to measure post-consumption guilt (described below) plus other 
closed-ended items: Are you on a diet now? (yes, no).  

3.2.3 Results 

Consumption Guilt. We combined two items to measure post-consumption guilt: “I feel very guilty about what I 
just ate” and “I wish I had not eaten those cookies” (from 1 = disagree to 7 = agree; r = .64, p < .01). As expected, 
participants on a diet felt significantly more guilty after tasting the three cookies than did those not on a diet 
(MDieter = 4.03 vs. MNon-Dieter = 2.99; F (1, 115) = 7.30, p < .01).  

Favorite Cookie. We conducted a Pearson chi-square test to see whether the likelihood of choosing the 
mint-flavored cookie (yes, no) as the favorite varied as a function of dietary status (yes, no). The test was 



ijms.ccsenet.org International Journal of Marketing Studies Vol. 14, No. 2; 2022 

62 

significant (χ2 (1) = 8.83, p < .01). As predicted, dieters were more likely to choose the minty cookie (51.6% of 
dieters) than were non-dieters (23.0% of non-dieters) as their favorite. Whereas the dieters’ favorite cookie was 
the minty one, the minty one was the least favorite among the non-dieters. The non-dieters favorite was the 
traditional chocolate cookie with the vanilla flavored filling (50.6% of non-dieters chose the traditional chocolate 
cookie as their favorite). 

Purchase Intent. We conducted a MANOVA on participants’ purchase intentions for each of the three cookie 
types (mint, chocolate, vanilla) as a function of dieter status. Only purchase intent for the mint-flavored cookie 
emerged significant (F (1, 114) = 4.25, p < .05). Neither of the other two cookies exhibited significant 
differences in purchase intent as a function of dietary status (p’s > .30). A follow-up ANOVA showed that dieters 
were more likely to agree “I would purchase this product” than were non-dieters for the mint-flavored cookie 
(MDieter = 4.73 vs. MNon-Dieter = 3.76), as expected.  

 

 
Figure 1. Study 1 results: Proportion choosing favorite cookie flavor 

 

3.2.4 Discussion 

Study 1 demonstrates that dieters are more prone to experience post-consumption guilt. In addition, dieters 
experiencing guilt were significantly more likely to prefer a cookie containing a mint-flavored filling (within a 
chocolate cookie sandwich) than those with vanilla-flavored fillings (within either a chocolate or vanilla cookie 
sandwich) in a within-subjects tasting format. This preference for mint-flavored indulgent products was evident 
in terms of both flavor preference and product purchase intent. In addition, this study demonstrates that dieting 
consumers are more likely to choose an indulgent product with mint flavoring over other similar indulgences that 
do not contain mint flavoring. As reported in the pilot study, consuming mint-flavored indulgent products such as 
cookies and chocolate are more likely to produce freshness sensations. Next, we examine dieters’ preferences for 
mint-flavored oral products after they have consumed a taboo food product. 

3.3 Study 2 

Study 1 demonstrated that when choosing to consume taboo food such as chocolate cookies, dieters prefer one 
that contains a mint flavor. What about dieters’ flavor preferences for oral products consumed after taboo food 
consumption? More specifically, would mint-flavored oral cleansers such as breath strips be more preferred by 
dieters (versus non-dieters) after having “sinned” via taboo food consumption? If so, such a result would show 
that dieters strive for the refreshing feeling of physical oral-sensory cleansing in the form of mint-flavored 
products after having “sinned” by consuming taboo foods. Study 2 explores this question.  

In study 2, we examine whether dieters who eat regular (i.e., full fat) chocolate candy rather than the same 
chocolate labeled as “low fat” are more likely to subsequently choose a breath strip in a mint flavor. We expect 
dieters will exhibit a greater desire to cleanse their palates via mint-flavored oral products after the more 
forbidden food consumption. 
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3.3.1 Sample and Design 

Undergraduate students (n = 209, 43% female, 64% < 25 years of age) participated in this study for partial 
course credit. The study was a 2 (chocolate type: regular vs. “low fat”) X 2 (dietary status: on a diet, not on a diet) 
between-subject design, with random assignment to chocolate condition. As in the previous studies, we asked 
respondents whether they were currently on a diet toward the end of the experiment to classify them in terms of 
dieting status. 

3.3.2 Materials and Procedure 

This study took place in a behavioral lab at a large public university. Participants entered the lab in groups of up 
to twelve but completed the task in individual cubicles. They were instructed that the study involved several 
parts. For the first part, the chocolate taste test, all participants received a zip-locked bag containing three 
bite-sized pieces of foil-wrapped chocolate (consisting of one piece each of: Hershey’s Nuggets-Milk Chocolate 
with Toffee & Almonds, Dove milk chocolate, and Dove dark chocolate). The chocolates were re-wrapped in 
nondescript foil to avoid alerting participants to brand names. The total weight for the three pieces of chocolate 
used in the taste was .875 oz. For participants in the regular chocolate condition, their chocolates were in a 
zip-locked bag that contained a white label with the type-written words: REGULAR CHOCOLATE. For 
participants in the “low fat” condition, their chocolates were in a zip-locked bag with a similar type of label that 
read: LOW FAT, NO SUGAR ADDED. In reality, all subjects received the same set of chocolates to control 
caloric consumption, flavor quality, mouthfeel, etc. Thus, the manipulation consisted of a labeling difference 
only.  

Participants were instructed to taste each chocolate sample, one at a time, in any order they liked, and to evaluate 
each chocolate to support the cover story (i.e., tastes good, high quality). When participants finished tasting the 
chocolates, they were asked to indicate how much they agreed that they just consumed (1) a lot of calories, (2) a 
lot of fat, and (3) a lot of sugar as a manipulation check.  

Participants were asked to indicate how much guilt and regret they felt about the chocolate they had consumed. 
Next, participants saw a picture of Listerine breath strips that included a mint-flavored version of the product and 
three other flavors. They indicated which of the four flavors of breath strips they would most likely buy from the 
four flavors depicted in the visual image (i.e., Cinnamon, Coolmint, Arctic Berry, Citrus). Participants also 
indicated whether they were currently on a diet.  

3.3.3 Results 

Manipulation Checks. When participants finished tasting the chocolates, they were asked to indicate how much 
they agreed that they had just consumed (1) a lot of calories, (2) a lot of fat, and (3) a lot of sugar on slider scales 
ranging from 0 = disagree to 100 = agree (α = .84). We averaged these three items to measure how taboo the 
chocolate consumed was perceived to be. An ANOVA confirms that the regular chocolate was perceived to be 
more fattening than the chocolate labeled low fat (Mregular = 59.4 vs. Mlowfat = 48.6, F (1, 207) = 14.87, p < .01). 

Consumption Guilt. Participants were asked these two items: “How guilty, if at all, do you feel right now about the 
chocolate you ate” (1 = not at all guilty to 5 = extremely guilty) and “Do you regret at all having eaten the chocolate 
in this taste test?” (1 = no regret at all to 5 = extreme regret; r = .71, p < .01). We averaged these two items for a 
measure of consumption guilt. An ANOVA on consumption guilt as a function of dieter status (on a diet: yes, no) 
confirmed that dieters (M = 1.92) felt guiltier than did non-dieters after chocolate consumption (M = 1.53: F (1, 
207) = 7.61, p < .01). 

Breath Strip Flavor Choice. We conducted a logistic regression on whether or not mint was chosen as the breath 
strip flavor (0 = no, 1 = yes) as a function of dietary status (0 = not on a diet, 1 = on a diet), chocolate type (0 = low 
fat, 1 = regular), and the interaction between these two variables. Neither dietary status (b = .0952, z =.30, p > .75) 
nor chocolate type (b = .1723, z =.57, p > .55) were significant. However, the interaction between these two 
variables was (b = 1.4341, z = 2.25, p < .05), indicating that the effect of eating full fat (vs. supposedly low fat) 
chocolate on choice of a mint flavor breath strip was conditional on dietary status. Specifically, among non-dieters, 
there was no effect of chocolate type on the predicted probability of choosing the mint-flavored breath strip (Low 
fat = 69.4% vs. Regular = 61.9%; effect = -.3355, z = -.92, p > .35). However, among dieters, there was a 
significant effect of chocolate type (b = 1.10, z = 2.11, p < .05), with the probability of choosing the mint-flavored 
breath strip significantly higher if the chocolate labeled regular rather than low fat had been eaten (Low fat = 
55.6% vs. Regular = 79.0%; as shown in Figure 2).  
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Figure 2. Study 2 results: Proportion choosing mint breath strips 

 

3.3.4 Discussion 

The results of study 2 show that dieters exhibit a greater preference for oral-sensory cleansing via mint-flavored 
(vs. other-flavored) breath strips after they have eaten what they perceive to be a more taboo food item—chocolate 
labeled as regular rather than low fat. We propose that dieters who have indulged exhibit moral striving in their 
desire for a mint-flavored breath freshening product.  

4. General Discussion 

4.1 Theoretical Implications  

In this research, the morally-charged implications of food choices emerged only for dieters, for whom taboo 
foods such as chocolate candy and cookies can create the desire for physical and metaphorical cleansing via 
mint-flavored foods and oral cleansers. We show that dieters’ moral self-identities are closely tied to consuming 
what they consider taboo foods. Across the set of studies presented here, we find that dieters: prefer to consume 
energy-dense foods that are mint-flavored and prefer mint-flavored oral cleansers (such as breath mints) after 
eating energy-dense foods. The results demonstrate the utility of investigating metaphorical processing to help 
disentangle physically-versus psychologically-driven consumption motivations.  

We speculate that the tendency over the last several decades to classify foods as either good or bad, with the 
demonization of specific ingredients such as sugar and fat, may be partly to blame for the obesity epidemic due 
to compensatory consumption efforts among dieters. Interestingly, in countries with lower obesity rates, such as 
France, it is much rarer to observe the perception of certain foods as forbidden or immoral. The characterization 
of some foods as “healthy” (and others as “unhealthy”) might unwittingly be eliciting the subsequent 
consumption of energy-dense foods through the process of moral rebalancing. Moreover, as seen here, certain 
sensory sensations, such as the cooling and refreshing sensations associated with mint flavors, may provide 
alternate means of dieter redemption with similar licensing effects. 

4.2 Managerial Implications  

Our findings have important implications for manufacturers of diet foods (e.g., Jenny Craig, Weight Watchers, 
Atkins, etc.). The most obvious implication is that marketers of diet foods could increase their products’ appeal 
to dieters by increasing the number of mint-flavored offerings. This strategy is likely most effective when the 
products are taboo foods, such as desserts and snacks. Moreover, the current research also offers helpful insight 
and recommendations for manufacturers of oral cleansing products (e.g., breath strips, toothpaste, mouthwash, 
etc.). Study 2 shows that after consuming taboo food, dieters are more likely than non-dieters to prefer to cleanse 
their palates with mint-flavored oral cleansers. Manufacturers of oral cleanser products could create more intense 
mint offerings so that their products are more appealing to specific segments of the population seeking moral 
redemption.  

4.3 Public Policy Implications 

Our findings also have implications from a public policy perspective. Research indicates that consumers with 
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low levels of appearance self-esteem may be susceptible to external cues in making consumption decisions 
(Argo & White, 2012). For overweight consumers with low appearance esteem, cleansing flavors in indulgent 
products may license unhealthy choices and undermine their diet intentions. It has been shown that for 
consumers who pay close attention to nutrition and food information and products positioned based on health, 
packaging cues may lead to overconsumption (Mohr, Lichtenstein, & Janiszewski, 2012). In the same way, 
mint-flavored offerings may produce unintended health consequences licensing overconsumption of indulgent 
products as consumers mitigate consumption guilt by making an oral cleansing choice. Given the rising rates and 
costs of obesity, it would be beneficial for governments to understand one of the mechanisms contributing to 
failure among dieters.  

4.4 Future Research  

This research is one of the first in marketing to examine the systematic effects of a specific food flavor on 
consumption behavior. To our knowledge, dieters’ preference for mint flavors has not been previously 
documented. Although a burgeoning interest in sensory marketing is evident within the field of marketing, 
researchers have explored the effects of individual senses such as scent (Spangenberg, Crowley, & Henderson, 
1996; Morrin & Ratneshwar, 2003), touch (Krishna & Morrin, 2008; Peck & Childers, 2003) and taste (Elder & 
Krishna, 2010), very few have examined the effects of specific flavors on behavior. It is hoped this research will 
motivate others interested in sensory marketing to explore the effects of food flavors, which combine several of 
the senses (taste, smell, and touch), and consider it a worthwhile area of study. 

Future research might explore whether moral cleansing is more or less effective among individuals who 
chronically under indulge (Haws & Poynor, 2008; Kivetz & Simonson, 2002)—would such people be more or 
less likely to feel licensed by mint-based oral cleansing? Future research could also explore conditions under 
which positive rather than negative feedback effects (e.g., when consuming mint would reduce subsequent taboo 
food consumption). The effectiveness of moral cleansing may be domain-specific for individuals, reflecting the 
facets of their moral self-concept. For dieters, eating behavior is a highly salient aspect of their moral 
self-concept. For other individuals, the moral self-concept may reflect other highly salient behaviors. 
Understanding the motivations to engage in moral consumption may help to encourage positive consumption 
behaviors.  
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