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The authors review evidence that the widely accepted culprits behind the obesity epidemic (e.g. 

excessive food availability, Wansink, 2004) are not unequivocally related to overeating. The authors 

argue that the lack of standards about when and where one should eat, may go a long way in explaining 

current overconsumption of food and is largely missing from the current debate. Although I find the 

argument compelling, I think it is necessary to explore the reasons why exactly eating standard have 

faded in the recent decades. One possibility is that the waning of eating standards has not accidentally 

gone hand in hand with the emergence of food abundance, as have so many other things such as the 

emergence of television,  accessibility of commercial airfare, or divorce rates, to give just a few disparate 

examples, but is a direct consequence of that same abundance. If valid, this analysis has implications for 

how the authors’ insights could inspire new interventions aimed at combatting obesity.  

Standards or social norms are considered as behavior regulation devices (e.g. Elster, 1989), and one of 

their important functions is the coordination of individual behaviors, or more specifically, the reduction 

of the conflict between individual interests and group interests (Coleman, 1990). Norms lead people 

towards certain behaviors, including health behaviors (e.g. dietary behavior, substance abstinence, 

physical activity, etc. (McEachan, Conner, Taylor, & Lawton, 2012) and social norms typically curb the 

potentially disturbing influence of individual strivings that may ruin group cohesion. In return, people 

avoid social punishment or secure social approval (Fehr and Fischbacher, 2004). From a functional point 

of view, it seems plausible that the availability and the strictness of these norms varies with 

environmental demands (Kenrick, Li, and Butler, 2003). Putting these elements together, we can 

speculate that the prevalence of norms and their impact in a certain domains wax and wane with the 

intensity of the potential conflict between individual and collective interests in that domain.  

There is some evidence that the strength of norms may be related to shortage. In the field of human 

altruism, it has been demonstrated that inequality in contribution levels triggers emotionally driven 

norm-enforcing behavior (Daws et al. 2007 for an overview).  In the human mating system literature, 

Henrich, Boyd, and Richerson (2012) explained how the norm of monogamy emerged in contexts where 

the conflict between individual interests (male competition for as many partners as possible) and 

collective interests (male energy canalyzed towards production) soared in the wake of growing 

inequality. The spontaneous and efficient emergency of rationing systems in times of famine seems also 

consistent with this mechanism linking shortage to norm strength (Ryan, 1990).  

Applied to the food domain, I observe that food shortage has faded and given way to food abundance 

since world war II in areas which by and large coincide with the areas that are now plagued by obesity. 

My claim is that the persistent disappearance of food shortage erodes eating standards. I assume that 

the typical human situation is one in which the individual striving for food exceeds the available average 

resources available (Pinel, Assanand, and Lehman, 2000). In the modern Western World, however, the 

individual interest (securing resources for survival) and the collective interest (redistributing resources 



to enhance social efficiency) are no longer in opposition. In other words, there is no collective need for 

food regulation norms anymore. In situations where collective norms fade, individual interests gradually 

get more impact on individual decisions, which has been shown in cooperative situations (for an 

example in the field of human altruism: Fehr & Gächter, 2002). In the food domain, this would imply 

that eating frequency or portion size would no longer be under social control but driven by individual 

discretion. Given that people strive towards buffering against famines, they spontaneously eat more 

than they need (Pinel et al. , 2000).  

If the connection between abundance and norm fading is a natural one, the solution via the norm route 

may be more difficult or at least quite different from what could derived from the target article. Re-

establishing eating standards may not be a durable solution because the norm would not be rooted in 

actual scarcity or the conflict between individual and collective interests, and hence be vulnerable to 

norm erosion. Consistent with this idea is the finding that naturally occurring norms have been found to 

be much more predictive of behavior than norms that have been established by social norm campaigns 

(Schulz et al. 2007). If it is right that norms only work when they come in the right context, interventions 

may need to focus on more upstream variables than the salience of the eating standard.  

First, there may be potential in the perception of scarcity. If people have the impression that food is 

scarce, they may be more receptive for eating and sharing norms. The question is how this can be 

established in a more durable way than the perception of a social norm itself. Second, there may be 

potential in highlighting conflicts between the individual and collective interest regarding food intake. 

Perhaps the perception that individual food choice may conflict with the viability of the (collective) 

health care system, may create a receptiveness for social norms about food intake. It is good to stress at 

this point that it is not the conflict between the short and long term consequences, which are defined 

both at the individual level, which triggers social norms according to the present view. From a social 

norm perspective, it is the very (perceived) collectiveness of the health implications of poor eating 

choices that I think is essential to enhance the receptiveness of the food regulations norms.   
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