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We developed a novel decision-making paradigm that allows us to apply prospect

theory in behavioral economics to body mass. 67 healthy young adults completed

self-report measures and two decision-making tasks for weight-loss, as well as for

monetary rewards. We estimated risk-related preference and loss aversion parameters

for each individual, separately for weight-loss and monetary rewards choice data.

Risk-seeking tendency for weight-loss was positively correlated with body mass index in

individuals who desired to lose body weight, whereas the risk-seeking for momentary

rewards was not. Risk-seeking for weight-loss was correlated to excessive body

shape preoccupations, while aversion to weight-gain was correlated with self-reports

of behavioral involvement for successful weight-loss. We demonstrated that prospect

theory can be useful in explaining the decision-making process related to body mass.

Applying prospect theory is expected to advance our understanding of decision-making

mechanisms in obesity, which might prove helpful for improving healthy choices.

Keywords: decision-making, prospect theory, loss aversion, risk seeking, obesity

Introduction

Prospect theory is a behavioral economic theory developed by Daniel Kahneman. His work
with Amos Tversky, namely prospect theory, provides a way to describe how people make deci-
sions based on psychological valuation of potential gains and losses (Kahneman and Tversky,
1979). Prospect theory provides an augmentation to neoclassical economic utility models, and
is a descriptive approach to human behavior that explains how people actually make decisions
rather address how people theoretically should make decisions. In other words, prospect theory
describes or characterizes real-life choices, which are often not optimal, rather than explain-
ing rational choices. Prospect theory studies typically employed monetary choices that include
positive and negative outcomes (e.g., winning or losing money). Interestingly, the majority of
people in the United States view weight-loss as a positive outcome and weight-gain as a neg-
ative outcome (Robison et al., 1993). Like many human behaviors, our eating behaviors are
often “less than optimal.” For example, though we know spinach is healthy and have a desire
to have a healthy body weight, we often choose to eat French fries instead. Furthermore, some
people opt for pharmacological or surgical treatments to control body weight that may cause
negative side effects (e.g., yo-yo effect) instead of changing their eating behavior. Observations
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of eating and body-weight management behaviors may introduce
us the opportunity to apply prospect theory to better understand
basic decision-making mechanisms in obesity.

Prospect theory includes the concept of risk preference (also
referred to as risk-seeking or risk-aversion) and loss aversion,
which is illustrated in Figure 1. Risk preference refers to the
extent to which people are comfortable with probabilistic gains or
losses. Commonly, in prospect theory, these gains and losses are
operationalized usingmonetary values. There are wide individual
differences in risk preference, supported by a wealth of psycho-
logical research (Tversky and Kahneman, 1992; Tversky and Fox,
1995). Prospect theory can explain why risk-seeking individuals
prefer an uncertain option to a certain option (e.g., 50% chance of
$100 rather than 100% chance of $50), while risk-averse individ-
uals are reluctant to accept an uncertain option even when it has
an equal or greater expected payoff than a certain option (e.g., a
gamble that has 50% chance of winning $100 and 50% chance of
losing $50). Risk preference also follows a developmental trajec-
tory with adolescents typically more risk-seeking than young and
middle adults (Steinberg, 2004). Risk-seeking behavior is thought
to be related to impulsivity and diminished executive control
(Kelley et al., 2004; Gladwin et al., 2011).

Recently, a growing body of literature has demonstrated obese
individuals show greater impulsivity (Braet et al., 2007; Epstein
et al., 2010; Jarmolowicz et al., 2014) as well as greater reward
sensitivity when compared to healthy weight individuals (Ned-
erkoorn et al., 2006; Carnell et al., 2012). For example, obese
individuals were more sensitive to food rewards and revealed the
inability to control eating behaviors (Nederkoorn et al., 2006).
Similarly, a functional neuroimaging study showed that elevated
body weight correlated with impulsivity measured by behavioral
response inhibition task that accompanied with decreased neural
responses in inhibitory control regions and increased neural

FIGURE 1 | A hypothetical value function based on prospect theory.

responses in food-related reward regions (Batterink et al., 2010).
Also, previous research has documented excessive temporal dis-
counting (increased delay discounting rates) in individuals car-
rying excess weight individuals (Weller et al., 2008; Epstein et al.,
2010; Bickel et al., 2014; Jarmolowicz et al., 2014). That is, obese
individuals aremore likely to choose a smaller reward sooner than
a larger reward later.

Overall, mounting evidence suggests that executive functions
might be altered in individuals with excess body weight (Verdejo-
Garcia et al., 2010; Reinert et al., 2013; Liang et al., 2014). Thus,
it is possible obese individuals tend to be higher in risk-seeking
than healthy weight individuals in probabilistic choice situations,
though few studies have examined this; one study reported that
most of patients who seeking weight-loss surgery showed will-
ingness to accept risk of dying to undergo surgery (Wee et al.,
2013). In particular, regarding probabilistic choices, it is not fully
understood whether obese individuals would be more likely to
generally engage in risky behaviors across domains (including
monetary choices), or whether they would be more likely to
engage in risky behaviors specific to weight-related decisions.

Loss aversion refers to the idea that people would much rather
avoid a loss than they would gain a reward, and there is substan-
tial theoretical and empirical support for the construct (Camerer,
2005). Loss aversion is represented by a steeper slope in the region
of losses (x < 0) than in the region of gains (x> 0) (see Figure 1).
In general, we hate losing much more than we like winning.
Using a monetary example, a chance to lose $100 (psycholog-
ical loss/pain) can be twice as impactful on our behavior as a
chance to win $100 (psychological gain/pleasure). There are also
individual differences in loss aversion, with some individuals par-
ticularly averse to situations that include possible losses (Tversky
and Kahneman, 1991; De Martino et al., 2010).

By using probabilistic choice sets that include both gains and
losses, prospect theory can parameterize individual differences in
loss aversion and risk preference. To our knowledge, no stud-
ies have examined whether risk preference and loss aversion
differ based on body mass. In behavioral economics research,
risk preference and loss aversion are most commonly exam-
ined using objects that have monetary values. It may be worth-
while, however, to also investigate how themode of reward affects
behavioral decisions. In fact, a paper examining behavioral eco-
nomics of childhood overweight and obesity called for a more
thorough examination of constructs of prospect theory (Ehmke
et al., 2008). If people perceive weight-gain as a “psychological
loss” and weight-loss as a “psychological gain” (Robison et al.,
1993), it would be possible to investigate psychological param-
eters for weight-related risk preference and weigh-gain aver-
sion. If applying the concept of loss aversion to body mass, we
would assume people would be much more sensitive to gaining
weight (psychological loss/pain) than losing weight (psychologi-
cal gain/pleasure) of the same or larger magnitude. We will refer
to this as “weight-gain aversion.”

Our study aimed to develop a novel decision-making
paradigm that allows us to apply prospect theory in behav-
ioral economics to body mass. Critically, the subjective value of
weight (gaining weight or losing weight) may not correspond
to the absolute weight value. We believe that understanding
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mechanisms of psychological valuation of body weight would
provide important information for obesity research as well as
successful weight management. The current study is designed to
further our understanding of the relationship between body mass
index (BMI) and psychological constructs within prospect the-
ory. We hypothesized that the psychological phenomenon of risk
preference and loss aversion would be observed related to body
weight for individuals who have a desire to lose their weight,
and the individual difference in prospect model parameters from
weight-loss choices would be specifically correlated to body mass
and obesity-related psychological variables.

Methods and Procedures

Participants
Sixty-seven healthy college students with a mean age of 23.0
(SD = 6.0 years; 13 males) were recruited through Psych Pool
online research participant recruitment system at the University
of Missouri–Kansas City (UMKC). Participants received course
credits for participating in the experiment. The study proto-
col was reviewed and approved by UMKC’s Institutional Review
Board. Prior to the experiment, participants provided informed
consent and completed a demographics questionnaire including
two questions that askedwhether they were at desired weight and,
if not, what percentage of body weight they want to lose or gain
with a rating scale (−30,−20,−10,−5%, 0, 5, 10, 20, 30%).

Participants also completed Weight Locus of Control Scale
(WLOC) (Saltzer, 1982), Body Shape Questionnaire (BSQ)
(Cooper et al., 1987), and Eating Behavior Inventory (EBI)
(O’neil et al., 1979). The WLOC scale (Saltzer, 1982) measures
the expectancy that one can control weight changes in a 6-point
Likert scale. The WLOC includes two internal control items and
two external control items. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient in
this study was 0.46. The BSQ (Cooper et al., 1987) includes 34
items thatmeasure weight and body shape preoccupations caused
by being fat. It has been used to assess eating disorder pathology
in clinical settings (Anderson et al., 2004). The Cronbach’s alpha
of the BSQ in this study was 0.98. The EBI (O’neil et al., 1979)
is a self-report instrument that assesses frequencies of behaviors
that are associated with weight loss and weight management. The
EBI is known to be consistently sensitive to successful behavioral
weight management interventions (O’neil and Rieder, 2005). The
Cronbach’s alpha of the EBI in this study was 0.71.

Body weight and height weremeasured to calculate BodyMass
Index (BMI) (kg/m2). Among the 67 participants (42 females, 13
males; 15% freshman, 24% sophomore, 28% junior, 33% senior;
55% Caucasian, 3%Hispanic, 19% African American, 17% Asian,
6% Others), 27 participants (40%) answered that they were at a
desired weight, 35 participants (53%) answered that they were
not at a desired weight and wanted to lose weight, and five par-
ticipants (7%) answered that they were not at desired weight
and wanted to gain weight. The latter five participants, who may
approach decisions about losing weight differently than indi-
viduals in other two groups, were excluded from further data
analyses.

Among 35 participants who expressed that they were not
at their desired weight and wished to lose their body weight

(Unsatisfactory Group), 13 (37%) were in the normal weight
range (BMI: 18.5 ∼ 25), 14 (40%) were in the overweight range
(BMI: 25 ∼ 30), and 8 (23%) were in obese range (BMI: 30 or
higher). Among 27 participants who expressed that they were
at desired weight and reported no desire to change their body
weight (Satisfactory Group), 2 (8%) were in underweight status
(BMI: below 18.5), 19 (70%) were in normal weight status, and
6 (22%) were in overweight status. The unsatisfactory and sat-
isfactory groups showed a significant difference in BMI scores
(t = 5.54, η2 = 0.34, p < 0.001; Munsatisfactory = 27.71,
SE = 0.75; Msatisfactory = 22.23, SE = 0.57), but there were

no significant difference between gender (χ2 = 0.20, df = 1,
p = 0.89), college year (χ2 = 0.80, df = 3, p = 0.85), or
ethnicity (χ2 = 2.73, df = 4, p = 0.60).

Experimental Paradigm
Participants completed two probabilistic decision-making tasks
for monetary rewards and weight-loss based on prospect theory.
Each task contained 140 forced binary choice trials. As shown in
Figure 2, each choice trial included two choice options between a
risky gamble (50% chance of winning) and a guaranteed amount
of rewards (100% chance of winning). The probability of gam-
bles was fixed to P = 0.50. All choices were hypothetical, but
participants were encouraged to consider their choices that could
be implemented as real outcomes (i.e., winning money or losing
body-weight as shown). To characterizing psychological param-
eters of the prospect theory model–(a) attitude toward chance
(risk reference parameter for gain and loss, ρ+ and ρ−) and (b)
subjective weighting of losses over gains (loss aversion param-
eter, λ), the values of gains (monetary rewards or body-weight
loss) and losses (monetary losses or body-weight gain) were para-
metrically varied across choice trials. Monetary choice sets were
taken from Sokol-Hessner and colleagues’ study (Sokol-Hessner
et al., 2009). The exact same values from the monetary reward
choice set were used for the body-weight choice set, but shown
in a unit of body weight (pounds) instead of the U.S. dollar ($).
For example, $10 win in monetary choices corresponded to 10
lbs. body-weight loss in body-weight choices. Similarly, $5 loss
in monetary choices corresponded to 5 lbs. body-weight gain in
body-weight choices. This exploratory conversion was employed

FIGURE 2 | Sample displays of choice sets [(A) monetary choice, (B)

weight-loss choice] are shown. The top and bottom boxes on the left

represent the possible monetary gain (or weight-loss) and monetary loss (or

weight-gain) for an 50%/50% uncertain option, the box on the right represent

an 100% sure option. Participants were required to make forced choices

between the two hypothetical options.
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to achieve a realistic range of weight gain and loss choices (24
lbs weight loss ∼ 30 lbs weight gain; See Appendix for a full
list of choices). Note that our conversion does not necessarily
equate utilities of gambles from two different domains, nor make
them directly comparable, which were not our research goals.
Among 140 choices for each set, 120 were forced-choices between
mixed-valence gambles (50% positive + 50% negative) and guar-
anteed (100%) amounts of zero. The remaining 20 choices did not
include negative outcomes, in which participants made forced-
choices between gain only gambles (50% positive + 50% zero)
and guaranteed (100%) amounts of positive outcomes. Choices
were presented in random order. Participants were asked to indi-
cate their choices by pressing one of two keyboard buttons (num-
ber “1” for the left option; number “0” for the right option).
A choice set was displayed on monitor screen until a button
press. After a button press, only the chosen option remained on
the screen for an additional 0.5 s. Every trial was separated by
an inter-trial-interval of a 1.5 s fixation cross. The experimental
schedule of stimulus presentation and behavioral data acquisition
were programmed using Presentation software (Neurobehavioral
System, Berkeley, CA).

Prospect Theory Model Parameter Estimation
Each individual participant’s prospect theory model parameters
were estimated through a nonlinear stochastic choice model
following approaches described in the previous study (Sokol-
Hessner et al., 2009). From Kahneman and Tversky’s prospect
theory (Kahneman and Tversky, 1979), the participant’s utility
(value) functions were represented as two parts of a power func-
tion by the sign of x values (gains: x > 0; losses: x < 0) as shown
below.

u(x)=

{

xρ+
if x ≥ 0

−λ

(

−xρ−
)

if x < 0

We estimated utility functions separately for monetary rewards
and body-weight loss choices. For body-weight loss choices, the
weight-loss was conceptualized as a gain domain that implies
potential motivational incentives, while the weight-gain was con-
ceptualized as a loss domain. Note that we excluded those five par-
ticipants who expressed a desire to gain body weight as described
before.

This prospect theory model included three parameters–(1) the
risk preference parameter for a gain domain (monetary gains
or weight loss), ρ+, (2) the risk preference parameter for a loss
domain (monetary losses or weight gain), ρ−, and (3) the loss
aversion parameter, λ. We selected two-risk preference parame-
ters model rather than one-risk preference parameter model (i.e.,
a single ρ for gain and loss domains), because it was plausible that
participants might show different risk-related attitudes for gain
and loss domains, particularly for weight gain and weight loss.
The risk preference parameter (ρ) represents diminishing sensi-
tivity (a discounting rate) to changes in value for the increase in
absolute value. A ρ-value larger than 1 indicates the risk-seeking
attitude—a preference for an uncertain option over a certain

option. On the other hand, a ρ-value smaller than one indi-
cates the risk-averse attitude—the reluctance to accept an uncer-
tain option that may have an equal or higher expected payoff
over a certain option. Prospect theory predicts that risk-seeking
and risk-averse individuals would show different behaviors for a
binary choice between a risky gamble (50% for $20 + 50% for
$0) and guaranteed money of $10, although both options have
the same expected values of $10. If ρ+

money = 0.8, the risky
gamble and the guaranteed money would have subjective values
of $5.49 (=200.8 × 0.5) and $6.31 (=100.8), respectively. In this
scenario, a risk-averse person of ρ+

money = 0.8 would choose
the guaranteed $10 option. Similarly, by applying the prospect
theory model to weight-loss choices, we can predict that weight-
loss risk-seeking individuals would likely to choose the risky
weight-loss option over the guaranteed weight-loss option, while
risk-averse individuals would likely to choose the opposite. For
another example, a choice between the risky weight-loss (50% for
20 lbs. + 50% for 0 lbs.) and the guaranteed weight-loss of 10
lbs., if ρ+

weight = 1.2, a risk-seeking person (who has a desire
to lose weight) will choose the risky weight-loss gamble that has
a subjective value of 18.21 lbs. (= 201.2 × 0.5) rather than the
sure weight-loss that has a subjective value of 15.85 lbs. (= 101.2).
Thus, smaller ρ represents stronger risk-averse attitude, while
larger ρ represents a stronger risk-seeking attitude. A ρ-value
of one indicates risk neutrality or indifference. In the prospect
theory model, the loss aversion parameter (λ) represents relative
weighting of losses (e.g., losing money) over gains (e.g., earning
money). As shown in the equation above, the value function of
loss domain (x < 0) is calculated bymultiplying this loss aversion
parameter. For our body-weight loss choices, the weight-gain was
treated as a negative consequence. Thus, the aversion param-
eter for weight gain (λweight) represents relative multiplicative
weighting of weight-gain over weight-loss. A value of λweight >

1 represents a tendency to overemphasize weight-gain relative to
weight-loss in subjective valuations of weight changes.

Model parameter estimations were performed following
Sokol-Hessner et al.’s procedure (Sokol-Hessner et al., 2009). For
each individual, the probability to accept 50% gambles (Pgamble)
can be described as below. The logit sensitivity or slope param-
eter (µ), that represents the sensitivity of choice probability to
the subjective utility differences or the amounts of inconsistency
(randomness) over choices were estimated through a softmax
function.

Pgamble =
(

1+ exp{−µ(ugamble − uguranteed)}
)−1

Separately for monetary choices and weight-loss choices, we fit-
ted the data using maximum likelihood, with the log likelihood
function implemented with the MATLAB software (MathWorks,
Natick, MA) to estimate prospect theory model parameters.

140
∑

i= 1

yi log(Pgamble)+(1− yi)log(1− Pgamble)

Here, yi represents the choice of participant in trial i (1
for gamble choices, 0 for guaranteed alternative choices). See
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Sokol-Hessner et al.’s for additional details on estimation
methods (Sokol-Hessner et al., 2009).

Statistical Data Analysis
After individually estimating prospect theory model parameters,
we conducted a series of independent t-tests to compare the esti-
mated model parameters between the unsatisfactory (n = 35)
and satisfactory groups (n = 27). Parameter estimations and
comparisons were performed separately for weight-loss and
monetary choices. Next, we performed exploratory correlations
and multiple linear regression analyses with the prospect theory
model parameters, BMI, and psychosocial variables included in
our study.

Results

We speculated that psychological values (or “utilities”) of weight-
gain and weight-loss might differ according to individuals’ atti-
tudes toward their current body weight and whether they desire
to lose body weight or not. Therefore, we have summarized sta-
tistical results separately for unsatisfactory (i.e., desire to lose
body weight) and satisfactory (i.e., no desire to lose or gain body
weight) groups for data analyses. For each participant, we fitted
the prospect theory model parameters separately for weight-loss
choices and monetary choices.

Prospect Theory Model Parameters for
Weight-Loss and Monetary Choices
A prospect theory model parameter summary for weight-loss
choices and monetary choices is shown in Table 1. The unsat-
isfactory group’s mean model parameters for weight-loss risk
preference (ρ+

weight), weight-gain risk preference (ρ
−
weight), and

weight-gain aversion (λweight), which were estimated from hypo-
thetical weight-loss choices, were 0.88, 1.04, and 2.09. The sat-
isfactory group’s mean parameters for ρ+

weight, ρ−
weight, and

λweight were 0.43, 0.93, and 1.93. The unsatisfactory and satisfac-
tory group showed a significant difference in the weight-loss risk
preference parameter (ρ+

weight; t = 4.82, η2 = 0.28, p < 0.001),
while they did not show a significant difference in the weight-
gain risk preference parameter (ρ−

weight; t = 0.75, η2 = 0.01,
p = 0.46). Interestingly, both unsatisfactory and satisfactory
groups showed weight-gain aversion (λweight > 1; t = 3.71,

η2 = 0.29, p < 0.01; t = 2.94, η2 = 0.25, p < 0.01) that was
not statistically different each other (λweight; t = 0.37, η2 = 0.00,
p = 0.71), suggesting that even for participants at the desired
body weight, gaining body weight has relatively larger psycholog-
ical impact compared to losing body weight. On the other hand,
as expected, the unsatisfactory and satisfactory groups did not
show any significant difference for prospect model parameters of
monetary choices (all p > 0.05).

To explore how prospect theory model parameters for weight-
loss choices and monetary choices, we computed pairwise corre-
lations between two modalities. In the unsatisfactory group, all
three parameters (ρ+, ρ−, and λ) showed significant positive cor-
relations (r = 0.37, p < 0.05; r = 0.50, p < 0.01; r = 0.47,
p < 0.01). However, in the satisfactory group, only ρ− parameter

TABLE 1 | Prospect theory model parameters for unsatisfactory and

satisfactory groups.

Parameter Unsatisfactory Satisfactory t η
2 p

group (n = 35) group (n = 27)

ρ+weight 0.88 (0.06) 0.43 (.07) 4.82 0.28 <0.001

ρ−weight 1.04 (0.09) 0.93 (0.12) 0.75 0.01 0.46

λweight 2.09 (0.30) 1.93 (0.32) 0.37 0.00 0.71

ρ+monetary 0.99 (0.05) 0.88 (0.07) 1.34 0.03 0.18

ρ−monetary 0.86 (0.06) 0.85 (0.08) 0.13 0.00 0.89

λmonetary 2.30 (0.28) 2.65 (0.36) −0.78 0.01 0.44

Means and standard errors are shown. Higher ρ scores denote risk-seeking tendency,

while higher λ scores denote monetary loss aversion or weight-gain aversion.

revealed a significant correlation, (r = 0.44, p < 0.05), while
ρ+ and λ parameters did not (r = 0.17, p = 0.39; r = 0.24,
p = 0.23). Our result suggests that weight-related risk preference
and weight-gain aversion attitudes share common variance with
risk preference and loss aversion attitudes estimated from tradi-
tional monetary choices, and demonstrates convergent validity in
the individuals who want to lose weight.

Body Mass and Prospect Theory Model
Parameters
To investigate the relationship between prospect theory model
parameters and obesity, we performed correlational analyses sep-
arately for the unsatisfactory and satisfactory groups. As illus-
trated in Figure 3, BMI scores were positively correlated with
weight-loss risk preference parameter, ρ+

weight (r = 0.52, p <

0.01) in the unsatisfactory group. In other words, obese indi-
viduals (who want to lose weight) tend to choose risky (uncer-
tain) weight-loss options rather than safe (certain) weight-loss
options (e.g., taking 50% chance of 12 lbs. weight-loss rather than
100% chance of 6 lbs. weight-loss). Interestingly, the risk pref-
erence parameter of monetary gains (ρ+

monetary) did not show
a significant correlation (r = −0.06, p = 0.75), suggesting the
specificity of association of obesity with a risk-seeking tendency
for “weight-loss,” which cannot be measured via other domains
of incentives such as monetary rewards. Our weight-loss choices
employed the absolute amount of potential weight loss or gain.
However, subjective valuation for the absolute amount of weight
loss could be different across participants, and it might affect the
first-order correlation between BMI scores and weight-loss risk
preference parameter (ρ+

weight). To rule out this possibility, we
performed additional partial correlation analysis with a rating of
the percentage of weight loss or gain to want to achieve. Even
after controlling for the percentage of weight change ratings, BMI
showed a significant positive relationship with a risk-seeking ten-
dency for weight-loss (rpartial = 0.38, p < 0.05) in the unsatisfac-
tory group. The other prospect model parameters did not show a
significant correlation with BMI scores (all p > 0.05; Table 2).
Also, not surprisingly, no significant correlation between BMI
scores and risk preference parameters existed in the satisfactory
group.
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FIGURE 3 | Scatter plot between weight-loss risk preference

parameters and BMI scores in satisfactory group. ρ+weight = 1

represents risk neutrality. ρ+weight > 1 represents risk-seeking, whereas

ρ+weight < 1 represents risk-aversion. Note significant correlation even after

removing an individual with BMI of 40.

Obesity-Related Psychological Variables and
Prospect Theory Model Parameters
Next, to investigate the relationship between prospect model
parameters and obesity-related psychological variables, we per-
formed correlational analyses with self-report scales (Table 2).
The ρ+

weight parameter was positively correlated with BSQ (r =
0.37, p < 0.05; r = 0.45, p < 0.05) in both unsatisfactory
and satisfactory groups, showing that risky weight-loss choices
are associated with body shape preoccupations. Additionally, we
performed a multiple regression analysis on ρ+

weight parameter
with all three psychological variables as well as with BMI in the
unsatisfactory group. The BMI and BSQ significantly predicted
ρ+

weight parameter even after controlling for other variables (t =

2.12, r2part = 0.09, p < 0.05; t = 2.39, r2part = 0.12, p < 0.05). On
the other hand, the λweight parameter revealed a significant pos-
itive correlation with EBI (r = 0.38, p < 0.05). This result sug-
gests that weight-gain aversion estimated via prospect theory is
closely associated with active behavioral involvement for success-
ful weight-loss. For completeness, we checked additional corre-
lations between the estimated parameters frommonetary choices
and self-report scales. As expected, none of correlations was sig-
nificant in both groups, confirming the specificity of prospect
theory parameters for weight-loss.

Discussion

This study demonstrates that prospect theory, widely utilized to
understand human economic decisions, can also be applied to
other domains. It can provide novel and valuable information
to understand underlying decision-making mechanisms related
to obesity. Daily decisions are critical determinants for a healthy
life. Foods we choose to eat (energy intake) and if and how much

TABLE 2 | Pearson correlations between prospect theory risk-seeking and

weight-loss aversion parameters and self-report scales in unsatisfactory

and satisfactory groups.

Parameter BMI WLOCa BSQb EBIc

UNSATISFACTORY GROUP (n = 35)

ρ+weight 0.52 (p = 0.001) −0.22 (p = 0.20) 0.37 (p = 0.03) 0.14 (p = 0.44)

ρ−weight 0.18 (p = 0.29) 0.02 (p = 0.93) 0.30 (p = 0.08) 0.06 (p = 0.72)

λbweight 0.12 (p = 0.51) 0.00 (p = 0.99) −0.02(p = 0.93) 0.39 (p = 0.02)

SATISFACTORY GROUP (n = 27)

ρ+weight 0.11 (p = 0.59) −0.03 (p = 0.89) 0.45 (p = 0.02) −0.01 (p = 0.97)

ρ−weight 0.02 (p = 0.94) 0.03 (p = 0.88) 0.10 (p = 0.63) −0.11 (p = 0.58)

λbweight −0.02 (p = 0.94) −0.16 (p = 0.42) 0.09(p = 0.66) 0.11 (p = 0.62)

Correlation coefficients and p values are shown.
a Weight Locus of Control Scale; Higher scores denote perceived external locus of control

of weight-loss.
b Body Shape Questionnaire; Higher scores denote more body shape preoccupations.
c Eating Behavior Inventory; Higher scores denote behaviors linked with weight-loss

success.

we exercise (energy expenditure) directly affect our weight sta-
tus. In prospect theory, the value of outcome does not necessarily
correspond to the objective, monetary value. Our results demon-
strate that neither does the objective value of weight correspond
to the absolute weight value. The psychological parameters esti-
mated from weight-loss choices displayed similar characteristics
to themonetary choices in individuals who desired to lose weight,
showing significant correlations for risk preference and loss aver-
sion parameters. Furthermore, we confirmed and better charac-
terized weight-gain aversion similar to loss aversion for monetary
values in both unsatisfactory and satisfactory groups. We have
referred to this concept as “weight-gain aversion.” As expected,
the threat of weight-gain looms larger than an equivalent oppor-
tunity of weight-loss. In other words, participants detest weight
gain about twice as much as they enjoy weight-loss. The relative
ratio of weight-gain aversion in the unsatisfactory and satisfac-
tory groups were 2.09 (SE = 0.30) and 1.93 (SE = 0.32), which
were close to the typical parameter range of 1.5 ∼ 2.5 from pre-
vious studies with monetary rewards (Tversky and Kahneman,
1992; Bateman et al., 2005; Tom et al., 2007; Sokol-Hessner et al.,
2009, 2013).

Although this single study cannot determine why people
detest weight-gain more than they like weight-loss, a positive
correlation between two loss aversion model parameters in the
unsatisfactory group suggest that loss aversion for monetary loss
and weight gain may share common underlying mechanisms. It
has been suggested that hypersensitive to losses is driven by or
mediated by negative emotions such as fear or anxiety (Camerer,
2005). Thus, weight-gain aversion observed in our study also
might be driven by fear of being obese. A neuroimaging study
showed that individual indifferences in loss aversion in monetary
choices correlate with brain activities in the ventral striatum and
prefrontal cortex (Tom et al., 2007). Thus, it would be interest-
ing to explore underlying neurobiological mechanisms of weight
gain aversion in future studies. We also observed the unique
role for prospect theory’s weight-gain aversion in relation to
psychological variables. Overall, our results of weight-loss choices
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suggests that prospect theory can successfully describe how an
individual subjectively perceives weight-gain and weight-loss and
how s/he processes uncertainty related to weight changes.

In our study, individuals who want to lose weight showed a
increased tendency for risky choices for weight-loss, compared
to individuals who are satisfied with their current weight. Also,
the risk-seeking parameter for weight-loss was positively corre-
lated with body mass in the individuals who had a desire to lose
their body weight, while the risk-seeking parameter for mone-
tary rewards was not. A positive correlation between the risk-
seeking for weight-loss and body mass was observed even after
statistically controlling for the percentage amount of weight-loss
wishes, suggesting that the amounts of desired weight loss might
be not a critical factor that determines the relationship between
risk-seeking for weight-loss and the body mass. Considering the
previous research on the impulsivity and reward sensitivity in
obesity (Nederkoorn et al., 2006; Braet et al., 2007; Epstein et al.,
2010; Carnell et al., 2012; Jarmolowicz et al., 2014), our find-
ing of the risk-seeking tendency for weight-loss is particularly
interesting. It is plausible that the hypersensitivity to weight-loss
(which is psychologically rewarding) and impulsivity (poor cog-
nitive control) might contribute to make individuals choose an
uncertain option (50% probability for larger weigh-loss) rather
than a sure option (100% probability of smaller wegith0-loss).
Also, the risk-seeking choices might share overlapping executive
control mechanisms that have been shown to be affected by carry-
ing excess body weight (Verdejo-Garcia et al., 2010; Reinert et al.,
2013; Liang et al., 2014).

The present study further elucidates relations between risk-
seeking for weight-loss and other psychological variables. Inter-
estingly, the risk-seeking for weight-loss was related to the BSQ
scores in our study. The BSQ, measures body shape preoccu-
pation or concern often typically observed in eating disorders
(Cooper et al., 1987). In regression analyses, BMI and BSQ sig-
nificantly predicted risk-seeking for weight-loss even after con-
trolling for the effects of other variables. Our data suggests that
increased concern with body shape as well as excessive body
mass may be uniquely associated with risk-seeking behaviors for
weight-loss. On the other hand, aversion to weight-gain itself was
not correlated with BMI, but it was positively correlated with EBI
that measures behavioral involvement for weight management.
Higher scores on the EBI indicate greater adoption of behaviors
that are linked with successful weight-loss (e.g., “I carefully watch
the quantity of food I eat”). Previous studies demonstrated that
EBI is a sensitive predictor for weight-loss (O’neil et al., 1979).
Thus, weight-gain aversion may serve as a motivational factor for
active weight management behaviors in daily life.

Utilizing weight-loss choices from prospect theory provides
valuable information that more general prospect theory param-
eters based on monetary values fails to predict. That is, prospect
theory may provide a unique, individually-tailored therapeutic

perspective for decision-making to achieve a healthier energy bal-
ance. As demonstrated through our results, applying prospect
theory in obesity enables us to describe exact subjective weight-
value function for each individual, which cannot be achieved
through other decision-making tasks that have been applied
in obesity research (e.g., Iowa gambling task, temporal dis-
counting tasks) (Best et al., 2012; Daniel et al., 2013; Verbeken
et al., 2014). However, there are several caveats. Our first-of-
a-kind study cannot yet explain how prospect model param-
eters could be meaningfully leveraged to change real eating
and/or weight-management behaviors. Also, it is still uncer-
tain whether weight-loss risk-seeking and weight-gain aversion
are malleable or stable traits. Recent studies demonstrate cog-
nitive and affective regulation strategies can change parame-
ters of prospect theory for monetary choices (Thaler et al.,
1997; Sokol-Hessner et al., 2009, 2013). Thus, our finding
may be helpful for future research to apply prospect theory
to change obesogenic decision-making mechanisms food and
weight-management related behaviors. Self-control interventions
that directly target risk-seeking decision-making might be effec-
tive in weight-management in obese individuals. Asmentioned in
our introduction, several recent studies showed overweight and
obese individuals are more lkely to choose smaller, more imme-
diate monetary rewards (Borghans and Golsteyn, 2006; Weller
et al., 2008; Ikeda et al., 2010; Bickel et al., 2014; Jarmolowicz et al.,
2014), suggesting steeper temporal discounting of future rewards.
Future studies that explore whether temporal discounting future
rewards is related to the risk-seeking tendency for weight-loss
would be informative. We acknowledge that our study utilized
a sample of college students and in order to generalize our find-
ings, future studies with larger samples including both commu-
nity and clinical populations will be required. A more complete
understanding of the complex relations between body mass and
weight-loss risk-seeking and weight-gain aversion could inform
health behavior interventions. Changing the process of how we
decide may ultimately help us make healthier decisions.

Acknowledgments

This study was supported by the National Cancer Institute
of the National Institutes of Health under Award Number
R21CA184834 (PI: SL). The content is solely the responsibility of
the authors and does not necessarily represent the official views of
the National Institutes of Health. We thank Peter Sokol-Hessner
for sharing his choice sets and model estimatation scripts.

Supplementary Material

The Supplementary Material for this article can be found
online at: http://www.frontiersin.org/journal/10.3389/fpsyg.
2015.00330/abstract

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 7 March 2015 | Volume 6 | Article 330

http://www.frontiersin.org/journal/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00330/abstract
http://www.frontiersin.org/journal/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00330/abstract
http://www.frontiersin.org/journal/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00330/abstract
http://www.frontiersin.org/journal/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00330/abstract
http://www.frontiersin.org/journal/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00330/abstract
http://www.frontiersin.org/journal/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00330/abstract
http://www.frontiersin.org/journal/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00330/abstract
http://www.frontiersin.org/journal/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00330/abstract
http://www.frontiersin.org/journal/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00330/abstract
http://www.frontiersin.org/journal/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00330/abstract
http://www.frontiersin.org/journal/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00330/abstract
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology
http://www.frontiersin.org
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/archive


Lim and Bruce Prospect theory and body mass

References

Anderson, D. A., Lundgren, J. D., Shapiro, J. R., and Paulosky, C. A. (2004). Assess-

ment of eating disorders: review and recommendations for clinical use. Behav.

Modif. 28, 763–782. doi: 10.1177/0145445503259851

Bateman, I., Kahneman, D., Munro, A., Starmer, C., and Sugden, R. (2005). Testing

competing models of loss aversion: an adversarial collaboration. J. Public Econ.

89, 1561–1580. doi: 10.1016/j.jpubeco.2004.06.013

Batterink, L., Yokum, S., and Stice, E. (2010). Body mass correlates inversely with

inhibitory control in response to food among adolescent girls: an fMRI study.

Neuroimage 52, 1696–1703. doi: 10.1016/j.neuroimage.2010.05.059

Best, J. R., Theim, K. R., Gredysa, D. M., Stein, R. I., Welch, R. R., Saelens, B. E.,

et al. (2012). Behavioral economic predictors of overweight children’s weight

loss. J. Consult. Clin. Psychol. 80, 1086–1096. doi: 10.1037/a0029827

Bickel, W. K., George Wilson, A., Franck, C. T., Terry Mueller, E., Jarmolowicz,

D. P., Koffarnus, M. N., et al. (2014). Using crowdsourcing to compare tempo-

ral, social temporal, and probability discounting among obese and non-obese

individuals. Appetite 75, 82–89. doi: 10.1016/j.appet.2013.12.018

Borghans, L., and Golsteyn, B. H. (2006). Time discounting and the body

mass index. Evidence from the Netherlands. Econ. Hum. Biol. 4, 39–61. doi:

10.1016/j.ehb.2005.10.001

Braet, C., Claus, L., Verbeken, S., and Van Vlierberghe, L. (2007). Impulsiv-

ity in overweight children. Eur. Child Adolesc. Psychiatry 16, 473–483. doi:

10.1007/s00787-007-0623-2

Camerer, C. (2005). Three cheers–psychological, theoretical, empirical–for loss

aversion. J. Mark. Res. 42, 129–133. doi: 10.1509/jmkr.42.2.129.62286

Carnell, S., Gibson, C., Benson, L., Ochner, C. N., and Geliebter, A. (2012). Neu-

roimaging and obesity: current knowledge and future directions. Obes. Rev. 13,

43–56. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-789XX.2011.00927.x

Cooper, P. J., Taylor, M. J., Cooper, Z., and Fairbum, C. G. (1987). The development

and validation of the body shape questionnaire. Int. J. Eat. Disord. 6, 485–494.

Daniel, T. O., Stanton, C. M., and Epstein, L. H. (2013). The future is now: com-

paring the effect of episodic future thinking on impulsivity in lean and obese

individuals. Appetite 71, 120–125. doi: 10.1016/j.appet.2013.07.010

De Martino, B., Camerer, C. F., and Adolphs, R. (2010). Amygdala damage elimi-

nates monetary loss aversion. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U.S.A. 107, 3788–3792. doi:

10.1073/pnas.0910230107

Ehmke, M. D., Warziniack, T., Schroeter, C., and Morgan, K. (2008). Applying

experimental economics to obesity in the family household. J. Agric. Appl.

Econ. 40, 539–549. doi: 10.1017/S1074070800023828

Epstein, L. H., Salvy, S. J., Carr, K. A., Dearing, K. K., and Bickel,W. K. (2010). Food

reinforcement, delay discounting and obesity. Physiol. Behav. 100, 438–445. doi:

10.1016/j.physbeh.2010.04.029

Gladwin, T. E., Figner, B., Crone, E. A., and Wiers, R. W. (2011). Addiction, ado-

lescence, and the integration of control and motivation. Dev. Cogn. Neurosci. 1,

364–376. doi: 10.1016/j.dcn.2011.06.008

Ikeda, S., Kang, M. I., and Ohtake, F. (2010). Hyperbolic discounting, the

sign effect, and the body mass index. J. Health Econ. 29, 268–284. doi:

10.1016/j.jhealeco.2010.01.002

Jarmolowicz, D. P., Cherry, J. B., Reed, D. D., Bruce, J. M., Crespi, J. M., Lusk, J.

L., et al. (2014). Robust relation between temporal discounting rates and body

mass. Appetite 78, 63–67. doi: 10.1016/j.appet.2014.02.013

Kahneman, D., and Tversky, A. (1979). Prospect theory: an analysis of decision

under risk. Econometrica 47, 263–291. doi: 10.2307/1914185

Kelley, A. E., Schochet, T., and Landry, C. F. (2004). Risk taking and novelty seek-

ing in adolescence: introduction to part I.Ann. N.Y. Acad. Sci. 1021, 27–32. doi:

10.1196/annals.1308.003

Liang, J., Matheson, B. E., Kaye, W. H., and Boutelle, K. N. (2014). Neurocognitive

correlates of obesity and obesity-related behaviors in children and adolescents.

Int. J. Obes. (Lond). 38, 494–506. doi: 10.1038/ijo.2013.142

Nederkoorn, C., Braet, C., Van Eijs, Y., Tanghe, A., and Jansen, A. (2006). Why

obese children cannot resist food: the role of impulsivity. Eat. Behav. 7,

315–322. doi: 10.1016/j.eatbeh.2005.11.005

O’neil, P.M., and Rieder, S. (2005). Utility and validity of the eating behavior inven-

tory in clinical obesity research: a review of the literature.Obes. Rev. 6, 209–216.

doi: 10.1111/j.1467-789XX.2005.00192.x

O’neil, P., Currey, H., Hirsch, A.,Malcolm, R., Sexauer, J., Riddle, F. E., et al. (1979).

Development and validation of the eating behavior inventory. J. Behav. Assess.

1, 123–132. doi: 10.1007/BF01322019

Reinert, K. R., Po’e, E. K., and Barkin, S. L. (2013). The relationship between exec-

utive function and obesity in children and adolescents: a systematic literature

review. J. Obes. 2013:820956. doi: 10.1155/2013/820956

Robison, J. I., Hoerr, S. L., Strandmark, J., and Mavis, B. (1993). Obesity,

weight loss, and health. J. Am. Diet. Assoc. 93, 445–449. doi: 10.1016/0002-

8223(93)92293-7

Saltzer, E. B. (1982). The weight locus of control (WLOC) scale: a spe-

cific measure for obesity research. J. Pers. Assess. 46, 620–628. doi:

10.1207/s15327752jpa4606_11

Sokol-Hessner, P., Camerer, C. F., and Phelps, E. A. (2013). Emotion regulation

reduces loss aversion and decreases amygdala responses to losses. Soc. Cogn.

Affect. Neurosci. 8, 341–350. doi: 10.1093/scan/nss002

Sokol-Hessner, P., Hsu, M., Curley, N. G., Delgado, M. R., Camerer, C. F.,

and Phelps, E. A. (2009). Thinking like a trader selectively reduces indi-

viduals’ loss aversion. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U.S.A. 106, 5035–5040. doi:

10.1073/pnas.0806761106

Steinberg, L. (2004). Risk taking in adolescence: what changes, and why? Ann. N.Y.

Acad. Sci. 1021, 51–58. doi: 10.1196/annals.1308.005

Thaler, R. H., Tversky, A., Kahneman, D., and Schwartz, A. (1997). The effect of

myopia and loss aversion on risk taking: an experimental test. Q. J. Econ. 112,

647–661. doi: 10.1162/003355397555226

Tom, S. M., Fox, C. R., Trepel, C., and Poldrack, R. A. (2007). The neural basis

of loss aversion in decision-making under risk. Science 315, 515–518. doi:

10.1126/science.1134239

Tversky, A., and Fox, C. R. (1995). Weighing risk and uncertainty. Psychol. Rev.

102, 269–283. doi: 10.1037/0033-295XX.102.2.269

Tversky, A., and Kahneman, D. (1991). Loss aversion in riskless choice: a

reference-dependent model. Q. J. Econ. 106, 1039–1061. doi: 10.2307/29

37956

Tversky, A., and Kahneman, D. (1992). Advances in prospect theory: cumu-

lative representation of uncertainty. J. Risk Uncertain. 5, 297–323. doi:

10.1007/BF00122574

Verbeken, S., Braet, C., Bosmans, G., and Goossens, L. (2014). Comparing deci-

sion making in average and overweight children and adolescents. Int. J. Obes.

(Lond). 38, 547–551. doi: 10.1038/ijo.2013.235

Verdejo-Garcia, A., Perez-Exposito, M., Schmidt-Rio-Valle, J., Fernandez-Serrano,

M. J., Cruz, F., Perez-Garcia, M., et al. (2010). Selective alterations within exec-

utive functions in adolescents with excess weight. Obesity (Silver Spring) 18,

1572–1578. doi: 10.1038/oby.2009.475

Wee, C. C., Hamel, M. B., Apovian, C. M., Blackburn, G. L., Bolcic-Jankovic,

D., Colten, M. E., et al. (2013). Expectations for weight loss and willingness

to accept risk among patients seeking weight loss surgery. JAMA Surg. 148,

264–271. doi: 10.1001/jamasurg.2013.1048

Weller, R. E., Cook, E. W. III, Avsar, K. B., and Cox, J. E. (2008). Obese women

show greater delay discounting than healthy-weight women. Appetite 51,

563–569. doi: 10.1016/j.appet.2008.04.010

Conflict of Interest Statement: The authors declare that the research was con-

ducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be

construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Copyright © 2015 Lim and Bruce. This is an open-access article distributed under

the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribu-

tion or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s)

or licensor are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in

accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is

permitted which does not comply with these terms.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 8 March 2015 | Volume 6 | Article 330

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology
http://www.frontiersin.org
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/archive

	Prospect theory and body mass: characterizing psychological parameters for weight-related risk attitudes and weight-gain aversion
	Introduction
	Methods and Procedures
	Participants
	Experimental Paradigm
	Prospect Theory Model Parameter Estimation
	Statistical Data Analysis

	Results
	Prospect Theory Model Parameters for Weight-Loss and Monetary Choices
	Body Mass and Prospect Theory Model Parameters
	Obesity-Related Psychological Variables and Prospect Theory Model Parameters

	Discussion
	Acknowledgments
	Supplementary Material
	References


