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1 14   -   S L I M  B Y  D E S I G N   -   Mi n d l es s  E a t i n g  Sol u t i o n s  fo r  E ve r yd a y  L i fe

YO U ’ V E  N E V E R  S E E N  A  K L E E N E X  C A M .  That’s why it 
works so well— it sees you, but you don’t see it. It’s helped us 
learn why the crazy things grocery shoppers do aren’t as crazy 

as they seem.
Back in 2001, I asked some clever engineering students at the Univer-

sity of Illinois at Urbana- Champaign to rig up a small, remotely controlled 
movie camera into what looked like an ordinary box of Kleenex.1 Using 
this invisible camera we could follow shoppers to learn exactly how they 
shop. We took our Kleenex Cams and stacked them on top of “deserted” 
shopping carts, hid them on shelves next to Fruity Pebbles cereal, and 
positioned them in our carts so we could follow shoppers as they moved 
through the aisles. The Kleenex Cams showed us what catches a person’s 
eye, what they pick up and put back, why they buy things they’ll never 
use,2 when shopping lists don’t matter, and how they shop differently 
in the “smelly” parts of a grocery store. Again, these studies were all 
university approved.3

But let’s back up and set the stage. Our best and worst eating habits 
start in a grocery store. Food that’s bought here gets moved into our 
homes. Food in our homes gets eaten.4 If we bought more bags of fruit 
and fewer boxes of Froot Loops, we would eventually eat more of the first 
and less of the second. Although bad for the Froot Loops Corporation, 
it’s great for us— and great for grocery stores. The typical grocery store 
makes more profit by selling you $10 more fruit than $10 more Froot 
Loops. There’s a higher mark up on fruit, and— unlike the everlasting box 
of Froot Loops— fruit spoils, and spoiled fruit spoils profits. You have to 
sell it while you can.

So if a grocery store makes more by selling healthy foods like fruit, 
why don’t they do a better job of it? They try— but what they really need 
is a healthy dose of redesign.
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F O U R   -   S u pe r m a rk et  Ma k eo ve rs   -   1 15

We’ve been following grocery shoppers since 1995, and some things 
have changed since then. For one, we no longer have to wrestle with 
Kleenex Cams. Our newer cameras are so small they’re embedded into 
Aquafina water bottles with false bottoms.5 The technology is sexier, 
but the results are e- x- a- c- t- l- y the same.6 Wherever we’ve done these 
studies— corner markets in Philadelphia or warehouse stores in France, 
Brazilian superstores or Taiwanese night markets—  people pretty much 
shop in the same time- stressed, sensory- overwhelmed way. But knowing 
what can be done to get them to buy a healthier cartful of food is good for 
shoppers, for grocers, and even for governments.

Wait. Governments?
What jump- started a lot of our recent thinking was a request we 

received from the Danish government. In April 2011, they sent a six- 
person delegation out to my Lab. Their mission: to help Danish grocery 
stores make it easier for shoppers to shop healthier. Our mission, if we 
chose to accept it: develop a healthy supermarket makeover plan that 
would be cheap, easy, and profitable for Danish grocery stores to imple-
ment. Our makeover plan had to be profitable for stores because that’s 
the only way it would work. But here’s the cool clincher: They’d give us 
an entire island on which to test our plan.

Our best and worst eating habits 
start in a grocery store.
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The Desserted Island  
of Denmark

B O R N H O L M  I S  A  D A N I S H  I S L A N D  with forty- two thou-
sand inhabitants that sits in the Baltic Sea, one hundred miles 
east of Copenhagen.7 The government of Denmark wanted us to 

help change the grocery stores on the entire island so they could profit-
ably help these islanders shop healthier. They wanted to turn it from a 
Dessert Isle into a Salad Aisle.

Anyone who’s read or seen H. G. Wells’s The Island of Dr. Moreau 
knows that islands are a researcher’s dream. You can do all sorts of 
crazy, mad scientist things on them and not worry about the rest of the 
world bothering you. You can change the shopping carts or layout of all 
the stores on the island, and if the sales of Crisco and Pixy Stix drop by 
20 percent, you know it’s not because  people are swimming over to buy 
them in Lapland.

Until they came to talk with us, the Danish government was con-
sidering three types of changes: tax it, take it, or teach it.8 But taxing 
food or taking it away creates pushback. Shoppers don’t like it, grocers 
don’t like it, and so it can often backfire. For instance, when we did a 
six- month study on taxing soft drinks in grocery stores in Utica, New 
York, a medium- size city in the United States, we found that the only 
 people who bought fewer soft drinks were beer- buying households— and 
they just bought a lot more beer.9  People had to drink something with 
their pizza and burgers, and it wasn’t going to be tap water or soy milk. 
They changed from Coke to Coors.

And teaching doesn’t work much better.10 As shoppers, we don’t 
behave the way we’re supposed to because (1) we love tasty food, and (2) 
we don’t like to think very hard. Because of our love for both tasty food 
and for mindless shopping, we don’t approach grocery shopping like a 
nutrition assignment. We just do it and move on to the next fifty- seven 
items on our to- do list. With this mindless mindset, when we’re shopping 
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OUR TESTING ISLAND FOR SUPERMARKET SOLUTIONS

W e l c o m e  t o

D E N M A R K

W e l c o m e  t o

at 5:45 on a Friday evening, we’re not about to be fazed by there being a 
few more calories in pizza crust than in pita bread.

Maybe the best way we can change grocery shopping habits is to make 
them more mindlessly healthy— make it more convenient, attractive, and 
normal to pick up and buy a healthier food.11 So here’s what we did in 
Bornholm. Based on our “Kleenex Cam” recordings,12 notes, stopwatch 
times, and data from thousands of similar shoppers, we focused on design 
changes in five areas of the store: carts, layouts, aisles, signs, and check-
out lines. We had two criteria: (1) all the changes had to make the store 
more money in a month than they cost to implement, and (2) they all 
had to help make  people slim by design. Let’s start with a shopping cart.
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Half- Cart Solutions

H E R E ’ S  A  T E N -  W O R D  D E S C R I P T I O N  of how most 
 people shop for groceries: They throw things in their cart and 
they check out. What’s the right amount of fruits and vegeta-

bles to put in a cart? We don’t really know because we don’t really 
care. Yet imagine what would happen if every time we put something 
in our cart we had to ask ourselves whether it was healthy or not. It 
would be irritating— for sure— but after a while we’d think twice about 
what we casually threw in. Just stopping and thinking for a split sec-
ond would be enough to snap us out of our mindlessly habitual zombie 
shopping trance.13,14

Back to the cart. When most of us shop, fruits and vegetables take up 
only 24 percent of our cart.15 But suppose your grocery store sectioned a 
cart in half by taping a piece of yellow duct tape across the middle interior. 
And suppose they put a sign in the front of the cart that recommended 
that you put all the fruits and vegetables in the front and all the other 
foods in the back. This dividing line in the cart doesn’t moralize or lec-
ture. It just encourages shoppers to ask themselves whether the food in 
their hand goes in the front or back of the cart. There’s nothing to resist 
or rage against— they’re simply sorting their food . . . if they want to.

When you use duct tape at home, you become MacGyver. When it’s 
used to divide your grocery cart, you become healthier.16

We made a few dozen of these divided carts to test at supermarkets in 
Williamsburg, Virginia, and Toronto, Canada.17 When  people finished 
shopping and returned their souped- up, tricked- out carts, we gave them 
a gift card to a local coffee shop if they would answer some questions and 
give us their shopping receipt.

Shoppers with these divided carts spent twice as much on fruits and 
vegetables. They also spent more at the store— about 25 percent more. 
Not only did this fruit and vegetable divider make them think twice about 
what they bought; it also made them believe that buying more fruits 
and vegetables was normal. Who knows how much healthy stuff your 
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neighbor buys? It must be about half,  people think as they throw in some 
pears and three more red peppers.

How Your Grocer Can Help You . . . 

T E S T  T H E  H A L F -  C A R T  W A T E R S

Will a divided, half- cart approach be profitable? It can if it can 

sell more perishable produce— like fruits and vegetables. All that’s 

needed is a visual divider in a few of your carts and a sign in the front 

that says, “Put your fruits and vegetables in the front of your cart.”

If your grocery store doesn’t want to bust out the duct tape, they can 

use printable mats for the bottom of the cart that make the same 

suggestion— fruits and vegetables in the front half and everything 

else in back (download at SlimByDesign.org).

Do it yourself. Divide your cart with your coat, your purse, or 
your briefcase. Or bring your own duct tape.

THE MIRACLE OF DUCT TAPE:  

A Half-Cart Solution
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What You Can Do . . . 

H I N T S  F O R  H A L F -  C A R T  S H O P P I N G

Your local supermarket might not have divided carts yet, and you 

probably don’t travel with your own. Here’s what you can do . . .

 * Decide what you want to buy more of. For instance, a shopper 
with children might want to be nudged to buy more fruits and 
vegetables, and a shopper with high blood pressure might 
want to buy more low- sodium foods. A dieter might want to be 
nudged to buy more low- carb foods, and a diabetic might want 
to buy more foods with a low glycemic index.

 * Physically divide your cart by putting something across the 
middle. This could be a a purse, backpack, scarf, briefcase, 
coat, or a sleeping child you want to keep an eye on. You can 
then claim the front half of your cart for whatever you want to 
purchase more of. If that target space isn’t full, you’ll naturally 
tend to buy more to balance things out.

You’re 11 percent more likely to take  
the first vegetable you see than the third.
When opening your cupboard, you’re three times as likely to take the  
first cereal you see as you are the fifth.
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F O U R   -   S u pe r m a rk et  Ma k eo ve rs   -   1 2 1

Healthy First and Green  
Line Guides 

W H E N  Y O U  WA L K  U P  T O  A  B U F F E T ,  you’re 11 per-
cent more likely to take the first vegetable you see than the 
third.18 When opening your cupboard, you’re three times 

as likely to take the first cereal you see as you 
are the fifth.19 The same is true in grocery 
stores. When you start shopping, you can’t wait 
to start piling things in your cart. But after it 
starts filling up, you become more selective. If 
stores could get you to walk by more of the 
healthy— and profitable— foods first, they 
might be able to get you to fill up the cart on the 
good stuff, and squeeze out any room for the 
Ben & Jerry’s variety pack.

Most grocery stores in the United States place 
the fruit and vegetable section on the far right of the store. It’s the first 
thing we see and wander over to. The bad news is that many of us spend 
less than six minutes there.20 We pick up some apples and lettuce and 
then wander over to the next aisle. But if stores could get us to linger 
there a little longer, we’d buy a little bit more.

The secret might lie in the fact that we’re wanderers— we’re not always 
very deliberate. What if they put a dashed green line that zigzagged 
through the produce section, and what if they they put floor decals in 
front of food shelves that offer healthy meal ideas? Just like that dashed 
yellow line on the highway that keeps you mindlessly on the road and 
the billboards that keep you mindlessly amused, maybe putting a dashed 
green line and floor decals would also have us wandering the produce 
section a bit longer.

To test this, we proposed Operation: Green Highway on our mad 
scientist island in Denmark. Supermarkets could put a two- inch- wide 

We spend less 
than six minutes 
in the fruit and 
vegetable section.

You’re 11 percent more likely to take  
the first vegetable you see than the third.
When opening your cupboard, you’re three times as likely to take the  
first cereal you see as you are the fifth.
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dashed green line through the produce section— around the apples and 
oranges, over to the lettuce, past the onions and herbs, and back around 
to the berries and kumquats. They could even include some kid- friendly 
visuals or floor graphics. If a shopper followed this green highway, he or 
she might be tempted to buy more fruits and vegetables.

To test this, we had  people initially trace their way through grocery 
stores that either did or did not have Health Highway lines. Did  people 
stay on the line? Of course not, but they would have spent an average 
equivalent of three more minutes in the produce section. At about  
$1/minute, this would mean they could spend as much as $3 more on 
fruits and vegetables than they otherwise would have.21,22

But what about the other store aisles? Let’s say that you have two 
favorite grocery stores: Tops and Hannaford. At Tops, the aisle after the 
produce section— let’s call it Aisle 2— is the potato chips, cookies, and 
soft drinks aisle. At Hannaford, the potato chips, cookies, and soft drinks 
are in Aisle 15— the second- to- last aisle in the store. If you’re on a diet, 
which store should you choose?

We followed 259 shoppers in Washington, D.C., grocery stores to see if 
a person shops differently depending on which aisle they’re in.23 We dis-
covered that most  people with shopping carts behave the same way: They 
walk through the produce section, then turn and go down Aisle 2 (which 
leads back toward the front of the store). It almost doesn’t matter what’s in 
the aisle— health food, dog food, or mops. At this point, shopping’s still a 
fun adventure. But after Aisle 2, shoppers get mission- oriented and start 
skipping aisles as they look for only what they think they need. So, Aisle 
2 gets the most love and attention from the most shoppers.

So, what’s in Aisle 2 at your favorite grocery store? It’s often soft 
drinks, chips, or cookies as in the Tops store. To make a grocery store 
more slim by design, managers could easily load up this aisle with what-
ever healthier food is most profitable for them. This might be store- 
brand canned vegetables, whole- grain foods, or high- margin lower- calorie 
foods. First in sight is first in cart.
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What You Can Do . . . 

W A N D E R  T H E  H E A L T H Y  A I S L E S  F I R S T

Following the green line works well if there is a green line. But if 

there isn’t one, you can always make your own.

 * Make a point of wheeling through as many of the produce 
aisles as possible. Even if it’s fast and furious, simply seeing 
more fruits and vegetables while your cart is empty makes 
them more tempting.

 * Hit the other healthier aisles— like those with canned and 
frozen fruits and vegetables— before you head for the Crunch 
& Munch section.

How Your Grocer Can Help You . . . 

G U I D I N G  A N G L E S ,  A I S L E S ,  A N D  L I N E S

One way to help shoppers fill up their carts with healthy foods is to 

make sure those are the aisles they visit first and stay in longest. 

 People cherry- pick their favorite fruits and vegetables and quickly 

move to the center of the store, but you can keep them in the produce 

area longer by angling displays so they guide shoppers through the 

store— think of the 30-  and 45- degree angles you used to see in 

those old- school pinball games. Also, green lines— Green Highways— 

seem to nudge most of us, at least occasionally,  to turn in a direction 

we otherwise wouldn’t have turned in.

Since shoppers are more likely to buy healthy foods when their carts 

are empty, stores should load up Aisles 1, 2, and 3 with whatever’s 

healthiest and most profitable.
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Wide Aisles and High 
Products24

T H E  M O R E  T I M E  Y O U  S P E N D  in a store, the more you buy. 
Similarly, the more time you spend in an aisle, the more you 
buy.25 In order for us to buy a healthy food, we need to (1) see it 

and (2) have the time to pick it off the shelf.
But not all shelves are the same. Food placed at eye level is easier to 

spot and buy. For instance, kids’ foods are placed at their eye level, so 
that they can irritate us into buying them (“I want it! I want it! I want it!”).

This works for Count Chocula and our kids, but would it for kale 
chips and us? We returned to our “I- Spy” habits and observed 422  people 
purchasing thousands of products in the Washington, D.C., area. First 
we estimated the height of each shopper using a series of pre- marked 
shelves they walked by (picture those height-marker decals on the doors 
of convenience stores).26 We then measured the height of each product 
they looked at. Based on where they looked, we could figure out what 
percent of the foods they bought were at eye level.27

If you’re shopping in a narrow aisle, 61 percent of everything you’ll 
buy is within one foot of your eye level— either one foot above or one foot 
below.28 This is useful to know if you’re a grocery-store owner who wants 
to sell us healthier foods. Smart store managers can put these profitable 
healthy foods at eyeball level. If the product is one that’s typically bought 
by males, it can be placed even five inches higher, since the average male 
is that much taller than the average female.

One well- known finding among  people watchers is that nothing causes 
a person to scoot out of an aisle faster than when someone accidentally 
brushes against their behind. In his book Why We Buy, Paco Underhill 
refers to this as the “butt brush.”29 Think of the last time this happened 
to you— five seconds later you had pretty much teleported yourself to 
another spot in the store. Since brushing against  people probably happens 
much more in narrow grocery store aisles than wide ones,  people might 
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12 INCHES

E Y E - L E V E L  S H O P P I N G  B U L L ’ S - E Y E

 * 60 percent of what shoppers 
buy is within 12 inches of their 
eye height.

spend less time and buy fewer items there. Many grocery store aisles 
range from six to eight feet wide. In the Washington, D.C., grocery stores 
mentioned earlier, we measured the width of all the aisles and timed how 
long the average shopper spent in them. Indeed, the wider the aisle, the 
more they bought. It didn’t matter what was there— canned Brussels 
sprouts, twenty- pound bags of cat food, dishwashing liquid— the more 
time they spent in the aisles, the more items they bought.30

Your grocer could put more healthy, high- margin food in wider aisles 
and less healthy food in narrower ones. Identifying or creating healthy 
food aisles that are wider would be one solution. Another solution— make 
sure the healthier foods are at eye level.31
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S L I M - B Y - D E S I G N  G R O C E R Y  S H O P P I N G  

LESS-HEALTHY FOODS

FISH

MEAT

CANDY-FREE CHECKOUT LANE

DIVIDED CART

slimbydesign_interior_6p.indd   126 8/13/14   7:16 AM



F O U R   -   S u pe r m a rk et  Ma k eo ve rs   -   1 27

S L I M - B Y - D E S I G N  G R O C E R Y  S H O P P I N G  

HEALTHIER FOODS

USE THE  
HALF-PLATE RULE

PRODUCE
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Groceries and Gum

MO S T  O F  U S  K N O W  that it’s a bad personal policy to go 
shopping on an empty stomach. We think it’s because we 
buy more food when we’re hungry— but we don’t. In our 

studies of starving shoppers, they buy the exact same amount of food as 
stuffed shoppers. They don’t buy more, but they buy worse.32 When 
we’re hungry, we buy foods that are convenient enough to eat right 
away and will stop our cravings.33 We don’t go for broccoli and tilapia; 
we go for carbs in a box or bag. We go for one of the “Four C’s”: crackers, 
chips, cereal, or candy. We want packages we can open and eat with our 
right hand while we drive home with our left.

When it comes to cravings, our imagination is the problem. The crav-
ings hit us super- hard when we’re hungry because our hunger leads us 

to imagine what a food would feel like in our 
mouth if we were eating it. If your Girl Scout 
neighbor asked you to buy Girl Scout cookies, 
you’d buy one or two boxes. But if she were to 
instead ask you to describe what it’s like to eat 
your favorite Girl Scout cookie, you would start 
imagining the texture, taste, and chewing sen-
sation, and wind up ordering every life- giving 
box of Samoas she could carry. (Keep this in 
mind the next time your daughter wants to win 
the gold medal in cookie sales.)

Most food cravings— including those that occur when we shop— are 
largely mental. As with the Girl Scout cookies, they seem to be caused 
when we imagine the sensory details of eating a food we love— we start 
imagining the texture, taste, and chewing sensation. But if we could 
interrupt our imagination, it might be easier to walk on by.

One way we can interrupt these cravings is by simply chewing gum. 
Chewing gum short- circuits our cravings. It makes it too hard to imagine 
the sensory details of crunchy chips or creamy ice cream. My colleague 

Starving shoppers 
don’t buy more, but 
they buy worse.
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Aner Tal and I discovered this when we gave gum to shoppers at the 
start of their shopping trip. When we reconnected with them at the end 
of their trip, they rated themselves as less hungry and less tempted by 
food— and in another study we found they also bought 7 percent less junk 
food than those who weren’t chewing gum.34 If you shop for groceries just 
before dinner, make sure the first thing you buy is gum— and our early 
findings show that sugarless bubble gum or mint- flavor might work best.

Most food cravings— including 
those that occur when we shop—
are largely mental.
Chewing gum short-circuits our cravings. It makes it too hard to 
imagine the sensory details of crunchy chips or creamy ice cream.
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Lights, Stars, Numerology!

SU P E R M A R K E T S  C O U L D  M A K E  U S  slim by design if they 
only told us what foods were the healthiest, right? Not really. 
Supermarkets and food companies have endlessly experimented 

with little stickers and icons that they hoped would help us to eat better. 
They’d say things like “Good for You,” “Better for You,” “Don’t Have a 
Stroke,” and so on. The United Kingdom even uses a traffic light— each 
food has a green (go), yellow (slow), or red (no) icon on it.

Do you remember these icons? Of course you don’t. Most of us ignored 
them because they were too confusing, self- serving, or unconvincing. Oh, 
and even when  people did pay attention to them, they often backfired. 
Some  people believed the green and yellow foods were a lot healthier 
than they actually were and gorged out on them. Then food companies got 

tricky and took advantage of this by producing 
foods that barely met the minimum require-
ments for a green or yellow icon. Getting the 
healthy icon then became more important than 
actually coming up with a healthier product.

One exception seems to be the Guiding 
Stars program. Back in 2005, an innova-
tive, brilliant, high- end grocery store in New 
England— Hannaford Brothers— boldly stuck 
its neck out by putting bright yellow stars next 
to the healthiest foods on their shelves— super- 

healthy foods even got three stars. So, did  people buy better food? Well, 
according to one study, they didn’t initially seem to buy any more of 
the starred food. But they initially did buy less of the unstarred foods. 
They didn’t buy more tofu, though this led them to think twice about 
the Doritos.35

But here’s why most of these labeling systems seem to backfire: (1) We 
don’t believe them, or (2) we game them. We know an apple gets a green 
light, an A- plus, or a 100 percent rating. And we know a Twinkie gets 

Most labeling 
systems seem to 
backfire because 
we ignore them 
or we game them.

slimbydesign_interior_6p.indd   130 8/13/14   7:16 AM



F O U R   -   S u pe r m a rk et  Ma k eo ve rs   -   13 1

a red light, a D- minus, and a 2 percent rating. It’s the stuff in the middle 
that turns us into nonbelievers. If a food gets a rating that doesn’t line up 
with our intuition, it totally loses credibility. When the magic formula 
is too complicated or too secret, we dismiss these ratings as ridiculous 
and ignore them.

But worse than our ignoring them is when we game the system. We’re 
experts at getting around something we don’t want to do or believe. If one 
type of cracker is rated five points higher than another type of cracker, 
we choose it instead of an orange.36 Then we end up rewarding ourselves 
by eating more of them.37

What You Can Do . . . 

U S E  Y O U R  I N T U I T I O N  F I R S T  A N D  
T H E I R  L A B E L S  S E C O N D

Relying too much on ratings is confusing and can backfire. Even if 

your grocery store is using them, rely first on your common sense 

and only use the ratings to break ties between brands— Count Choc-

ula beats Cap’n Crunch.

But don’t celebrate your slightly smarter choice with a double- wide 

candy bar. That’s the compensation danger in a health halo world.
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 * Follow the Half-Plate Rule 

H A L F - P L A T E  H E A L T H Y

Using the Half- Plate Rule

E A C H  S P R I N G ,  W E G M A N S ,   a popular grocery chain in the 
Northeast, does a big health promotion push called “Eat well. 
Live well.” From time to time, we’ve helped develop new ideas 

for their stores. In 2009, they visited our Lab to see if we could help 
develop a program that would encourage their own employees to eat 
more fruit and vegetables. They were thinking of providing some sort of 
education or promotion program. Instead, we were thinking of giving 
them a simple, visual rule of thumb. What we told Wegmans worked 
great for them, and it can work great for you in the store and even when 
you get home.

In the good old days when we were kids, eating was easy. Your grand-
mother piled dishes of food on the table, you’d take a little of each, and— 
ta- da— that was nutrition! Today, the 273- page United States Dietary 
Guidelines tips the scale at almost three pounds. But there’s an easier 
way for most  people. When I was the executive director in charge of the 
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Dietary Guidelines and  people asked me how they should eat, although 
not the official USDA- sanctioned answer, my shortcut answer was to 
simply encourage them to use my Lab’s Half- Plate Rule.38 Half of their 
plate had to be filled with fruit, vegetables, or salad, and the other half 
could be anything they wanted. It could be lamb, a blueberry muffin, a 
handful of cheese . . . anything. They could also take as many plates of 
food as they wanted. It’s just that every time they went back for seconds or 
thirds, half their plate still had to be filled with fruit, vegetables, or salad.

Could a person load up half of their plate with Slim Jims and pork 
bellies? Sure, but they don’t. Giving  people freedom— a license to eat 
with only one simple guideline— seems to keep them in check. There’s 
nothing to rebel against, resist, or work around. 
As a result, they don’t even try. They also don’t 
seem to overeat.39 They may want more pasta 
and meatballs or another piece of pizza, but if 
they also have to balance this with a half plate 
of fruit, vegetables, or salad, many  people decide 
they don’t want it bad enough.40

Using our Half- Plate Rule works amazingly 
well at home, but only if you also use it when 
you shop.41 To use it, you need to have enough 
fruits, vegetables, and salad around in the first 
place. If as you shop you think about you and your family being half- plate 
healthy, you’ll buy healthier and you’ll also spend more. The first is good 
for you; the second is good for the store.42

Wegmans jumped on our idea. Within two years, it was rolled out 
to all their stores, and you can now get Half- Plate place mats, magnets, 
posters. (They renamed it the trademarkable Half- Plate Healthy.) You can 
see it in action in any of their stores, and the only place it works better 
than in a grocery store is in your home.

Supermarkets don’t have to talk about servings of fruits and vegetables 
to get the point across. All they need to do is to reinforce the idea that half 
a plate could hold whatever fruit, vegetables, or salad a person wanted. 
They can do this on signs, specials, recipes, or in- store promotions— and 
subtly encourage  people to fill their cart with slightly more fruits and 
vegetables than they typically do.43

Using our Half-
Plate Rule works 
amazingly well at 
home, but only 
if you also use it 
when you shop.
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What You Can Do . . . 

T H E  H A L F -  P L A T E  R U L E  A T  H O M E

“Fill half your plate with fruit, vegetables, or salad, and fill the other 

half with whatever you want.” We’ve given this simple rule to tens 

of thousands of  people because it works.  People often report back 

to us that they eat fewer calories and they eat a lot more “balanced” 

diet than they did before. They also say they eat until they’re full 

but not stuffed.44

Nobody likes to be told they can’t do something. With the Half- Plate 

Rule there’s nothing you can’t eat. You just have to eat an equal 

amount of fruit, vegetables, or salad. At some point, getting that 

fourth piece of pizza just isn’t worth having to eat another half plate 

of salad. But, most important, you’re the one who made that decision.

After forty-five minutes of seeing 
food, guess what we want?
It’s not a snack-size can of lima beans.
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The Three Checkouts

G R O C E R Y  S H O P P I N G  I S N ’ T  E X A C T L Y  a trip to Fantasy 
Island, but the checkout line can be an exception. It’s filled 
with guilty- pleasure rewards at the end of the ho- hum errand 

of shopping. There are bizarre new gum flavors like mango chutney 
mint, meal- size candy bars, and irresistibly tacky tabloids with head-
lines like “Cellulite of the Stars.” These aisles 
are entertaining, but if you’re with kids, you’re 
doomed. Kids in grocery checkout lines are like 
kids in toy stores. They grab, bug, beg, pout, 
and scream. And if we cave in to buying pink 
marshmallow puff candy shaped like Hello 
Kitty, we also cave in to buying something with 
lots of chocolate— for us. There’s usually noth-
ing in the aisle that we actually need, but after 
forty- five minutes of seeing food, guess what 
we want? It’s not a snack- size can of lima 
beans. So we buy the Heath bar we swore we’d 
never buy again, finish it by the time we leave the parking lot, and shake 
our head on the way home . . . just as we did last week.

One supermarket solution is to set up at least one checkout line so it’s 
totally candy- free.45 Just as large supermarkets have different lines for 
“10 items or less” or “cash only,” some lines could have candy, others 
could have healthy snacks, and some could totally be free of food. The 
stores could still sell magazines and other crazy things— like eyeglass 
repair kits and superglue— but one or two aisles wouldn’t have any 
food at all.

To see what tired shoppers in grocery store parking lots thought of 
this idea, we asked, “If your favorite supermarket had ten checkout lines, 
how many should be candy lines, healthy lines, or food- free lines?” Here’s 
what we found:

Mothers shopping 
with children 
wanted more food-
free cashier lines. 
Fathers shopping 
with children  
didn’t exist.
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 * Men shopping alone wanted all candy lines.

 * Women shopping alone wanted more of the healthy food 
lines.

 * Mothers shopping with children wanted more food- free 
lines.

 * Fathers shopping with children didn’t exist.

An easier first step would be to help convince your local supermarket 
manager to start by simply adding a healthy line— perhaps selling fresh 
fruit, granola bars, and so on. It might be the one longer line shoppers 
wouldn’t mind waiting in. When the manager sees those lines getting 
longer, he’ll quickly make the bigger steps. If he doesn’t, there are other 
places you can shop.

How Your Grocer Can Help You . . . 

W H A T  I F  A L L  T H E  A I S L E S  W E R E  
C A N D Y  A I S L E S ?

If you want that food- free checkout experience but all the aisles are 

loaded up with Skittles and SweeTarts, here’s what you do:

1. Tell the manager that you want to avoid impulse- buying candy 
while you’re in the checkout line. Ask him or her which of 
the open checkouts would be least tempting for a dieter or a 
shopper with children.

2. While the manager is thinking, ask if they would consider 
putting in a candy- free aisle. You can mention that other 
stores (such as Hy- Vee, Wegmans, and HEB) have at least one 
candy- free checkout aisle, and you’ve heard they’re popular 
with both dieters and parents shopping with kids. If one of 
those stores you mention happens to be a nearby competitor, 
it might not be too many more trips before you have your 
candy- free aisle. That will be a good time to say “thank you.”46
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W H I C H  O F  T H E S E  W O U L D  Y O U  L I K E  T O  S E E  
A T  Y O U R  G R O C E R Y  S T O R E ?

AISLE 3
Candy

AISLE 2
Healthy food  

(such as raisins, apples, 
granola bars, water)

AISLE 1
Candy-free

(non-candy impulse 
items, such as batteries, 

books, office supplies)

slimbydesign_interior_6p.indd   137 8/13/14   7:16 AM



138   -   S L I M  B Y  D E S I G N   -   Mi n d l es s  E a t i n g  Sol u t i o n s  fo r  E ve r yd a y  L i fe

Back to Bornholm

A F T E R  WAT C H I NG ,  C O D I NG ,  A N D  A NA LY Z I NG  S H O P P E R S 

on the Danish island of Bornholm, we generated a small list 
of changes— baby steps— these grocers could make to profita-

bly help shoppers become slim by design. We were scheduled to present 
these ideas to all nine grocery store managers at the Bornholm Island 
Hall after they got off work a  couple of days later at seven thirty.

How Your Grocer Can Help You . . . 

T H E  O R I G I N A L  S L I M - B Y - D E S I G N 
S U P E R M A R K E T  P L E D G E

When the Danish government said they’d be willing to try almost any-

thing we recommended, here’s what we first suggested, and here’s 

what paved the way for the full 100- point Supermarket Scorecard 

at the end of this chapter. We asked them to try the three changes 

that would be easiest and most profitable for them.

1. Provide divided half carts that encourage  people to put their 
fruits and vegetables in front. The dividers can be made from 
paint, duct tape, mats, etc.

2. Angle produce displays and use floor decals (such as green lines) 
to guide and keep  people shopping longer in the produce section.

3. Place the healthiest foods in Aisles 1 through 3.

4. Make the healthiest aisles the widest and put healthy 
products at eye level or on end- of- aisle displays (endcaps).

5. Use the “Half- Plate Rule” promotion.

6. On end- of- aisle displays, combine the regular promotion with 
a healthy food complement.

7. Have two or three types of checkout lines: standard, food- 
free, and healthy foods only.
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Unfortunately, two days later at seven thirty my five- person delegation 
of researchers almost equaled the six grocery managers who actually 
showed up. Strike one. After starting the presentation with the only 
Danish word I knew— “Velkommen” (welcome)— I told them the night 
was all about “new ways you can sell more of your healthier foods and 
make more money.” We then went on to give a punchy presentation on 
seven easy changes that we knew would work well. We had photos, video 
clips of shoppers, cool study results, numbers, and funny stories. It was 
great . . . except that nobody laughed, asked a question, moved, or even 
seemed to blink. It was like Q&A hour in a wax museum. Strike two.

Because there were no signs of life, I idled 
down my enthusiasm and wrapped up our pre- 
sentation a half hour early so my Danish col-
leagues could try to salvage the evening. Once 
they started talking in Danish, some sort of 
switch flipped in the managers. They started 
talking louder, started to un- Danishly interrupt 
each other, and then started arguing. Thinking 
things were getting out of control, I suggested 
we call it a night before they started to break 
furniture. My Danish colleagues waved me off 
and the melee continued. An hour later, things 
had slowed down, and the managers thanked 
us and cleared out. Before we started cleaning up, I asked my Danish 
colleagues why they were so irate. They said, “Oh, no. They like the 
changes and they’ll make most of them. The rest of the time they were 
talking about the other changes they wanted to make, like having more 
produce tastings, more pre- prepared salads, and bundling meat and 
vegetable specials together.”

After all our supermarket makeovers, does every Bornholmian look 
like a sleek, slim, Danish version of Mad Men? As I mentioned earlier, 
it’s still too soon to say (we’re posting updates at www.SlimByDesign 
.org/Bornholm), but with every trip I make, all signs point in the 
right direction.

One way to tell how well a new idea is working is by how many  people 
want to jump in and be a part of it. The more changes we made to the 
grocery stores in Bornholm, the more other groups got involved. Before 

We generated 
a small list of 
changes these 
grocers could 
make to profitably 
help shoppers 
become slim by 
design.
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long, a public health advertising campaign was being rolled out, petitions 
were launched, and local ordinances were proposed. After the kitchen 
smoke clears, it will be difficult to see which of these moved the dial 
the most— but the  people on the island are buying in to becoming slim 
by design.

There’s a humbling expression: “Success has a thousand fathers, but 
failure has only one.” If there are dramatic changes in the foods these 
Danes buy, the public health  people will say it was because of their ads, 
the activists will say it was because of their tireless petition drives, and 

charismatic politicians will say it was because 
of their bold regulations. But if nothing hap-
pens and the whole plan ends up being a fail-
ure, which father will take the blame? It won’t 
be the public health adviser or the politician. 
They’ll abandon the program in a heartbeat. 
Unsuccessful public health campaigns cost lots 
of money. Unsuccessful ordinances can cost 
political careers.

Yet these supermarket makeovers were 
cheap and easy to make. Many were done over 

a weekend, and we projected each of them would turn a profit within a 
month if not immediately. Still, if even one works, stores will be further 
ahead than before. On my most recent trip, they asked me to help expand 
it to the mainland, so some hidden sales numbers must be looking pretty 
good. It’s the beauty of being slim by design.

We projected each 
change would  
turn a profit within 
a month if not 
immediately.
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How Your Grocery Store Can 
Make You Slim

TH E R E  A R E  D O Z E N S  O F  WAY S  your favorite grocery store 
could profitably help you shop a little healthier. In April 2014, 
I shared the Bornholm story with some of the innovative Amer-

ican grocery stores that sponsored some of the studies you’ve read about 
throughout this chapter. They all had clever ideas they were trying out 
in their stores to help their customers shop a little healthier, but they 
were all doing something different— and often repeating each other’s 
mistakes. If we could pool together all of my Lab’s slim-by-design 
research findings with some of the ideas they were successfully experi-
menting with, we could make a supermarket 
scorecard that could help guide all of them to 
make profitable healthy changes.

Grocery chains are competitive— and not just 
for shoppers. Even though a grocery chain in 
Texas doesn’t compete for the same shoppers as 
a grocery chain in Chicago, they all want to win 
awards for Most Popular, Prettiest, Smartest, or 
Most Likely to Succeed at their annual Grocery 
Store- a- Palooza Award Conference. Because 
having a scorecard means there might be yet 
another new award they could compete on, most 
were eager to help develop one. But more important than enabling gro-
cery chains to compete with each other, this supermarket scorecard will 
transparently show them exactly how to compete. Also, it will tell shop-
pers what they should look for or ask their local grocery store manager 
to do. If all these changes help grocery stores make a little more money, 
grocers will want to make the changes. If all these changes help shoppers 
shop a little healthier, shoppers will want to hassle their favorite grocer 
until he or she makes changes.

This supermarket 
scorecard tells 
shoppers what 
they should look 
for or ask their 
local grocery 
manager to do.
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Slim-by-Design Grocery Store  
Self- Assessment Scorecard

Okay, so your favorite grocery store has great prices, selection, and convenience, 
but it might still be making you fat and happy instead of happy and slim. This 
scorecard tells you what your store is doing to help you eat better. Our Lab has 
been working with top grocery chains around the nation to help them make you 
slim by design. You can use a scorecard like this to compare your favorite grocery 
stores, but it will also tell you what you can ask them to do to make you and your 
family more slim— and more loyal to their store. Some items on this scorecard 
might initially seem to have nothing to do with food— like having restrooms and a 
drinking fountain in the front of the store— but together they will make you less 
anxious or more comfortable, and others will slow you down and relax you. In the 
end, even some of these nonfood changes can lead you away from impulsively 
buying Chunky Monkey ice cream and more toward intelligently buying bananas. 
This is a start— every year this scorecard is updated with the best practices and 
the best research that helps us shop better (and helps stores make money). The 
newest can be found at SlimByDesign.org.

E N T R A N C E

 � Assign designated parking spots 
(similar to handicapped spots) 
for pregnant women and mothers 
with infants.

 � Offer preprinted shopping lists of 
basic staples near the entrance.

 � Provide information sheets near 
the entrance on healthy ways  
to shop.

 � Offer healthier foods near 
the entrance to prime healthy 
shopping.

 � Two sizes of shopping carts are 
available.

 � Handbaskets are available.

 � Divided shopping carts with a 
“place fruits and vegetables here” 
section are provided.

 � The first area entered by most 
shoppers is the produce section.

 � Free healthy samples are near 
the entrance.

 � There’s a small “grab and go” 
area in the front of the store 
with a small selection of milk 
and bread for the in- and- out, or 
“fill- in” shopper.

S E R  V I C E S  A N D  S I G N A G E

 � Signs promote seasonal 
combinations of fruits and 
vegetables.

 � Signs provide “Did you know?” 
facts about the health benefits of 
specific foods.
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 � Educational posters are located 
around the stores to educate 
 people about healthy eating (for 
example, the Half- Plate Rule).

 � Local and seasonal foods are 
clearly promoted.

 � There is a special section for 
organic fruits and/or vegetables.

 � The organic section is boldly and 
clearly labeled.

 � At least one produce- tasting 
station is near the entrance.

 � A wide range of precut fruits and 
vegetables are available.

 � There are separate in- aisle 
promotions for canned fruits.

 � There are separate in- aisle 
promotions for canned 
vegetables.

 � There are separate in- aisle 
promotions for frozen vegetables.

 � There are specific perimeter 
promotions for lean meat.

 � There are specific perimeter 
promotions for lean dairy.

 � There are specific promotions  
for whole-grain products, such  
as bread and pasta.

 � Calorie information is available  
in the meat section.

 � Healthy food apps such as 
Fooducate and QR codes are 
promoted.

 � A kiosk with tear- off recipes is 
available in the produce section.

 � Combo packs are available that 
co- promote healthy foods (such 
as tomatoes and mozzarella).

 � A guidance system such as 
Guiding Stars or a stoplight 
approach is used.

 � A dietitian is available and visible 
in the store a  couple of days  
each week.

 � Unit pricing ($/oz) is available 
where relevant.

L AY O U T  A N D  AT M O S P H E R E

 � Relaxing music is played in the 
produce section.

 � Show price per unit along with 
price per weight for healthy food, 
for ease of calculation.

 � Floor decals are used for way- 
finding to healthy sections.

 � Lighting varies throughout the 
store, but is always brightest on 
the healthier foods.

 � Healthy tear- off recipe cards 
are provided near the fruits and 
vegetables.

 � Recipe ingredients for the recipe 
cards are located next to the 
cards.

A I S L E S  A N D  S H E L V E S

 � Some fruits are bundled into 
family- size packs.

 � Some vegetables are bundled 
into family- size packs.

 � A complementary fresh produce 
display is available in the meat 

section (such as one containing 
broccoli, peas, cauliflower,  
and peppers).

 � A complementary fresh produce 
display is available in the 
seafood section (such as lemons, 
tomatoes, beans, and asparagus).
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 � A complementary fresh produce 
display is available in the frozen 
food section.

 � Displays of single fruits (such 
as oranges, apples, pears, 
nectarines, and apricots) are 
next to desserts.

 � Ready- to- eat fruits and 
vegetables are available in 
variety packs.

 � Ingredients are organized 
by preparation type (stir- fry 
versus salad)— for example, 
put mushrooms, eggplants, and 
peppers in a “stir- fry” section.

 � Expiration dates are visible (at 
front of package or on signs).

 � Aisles with healthy foods are  
the widest.

 � Less healthy foods are 
inconveniently placed very low or 
very high on the shelves.

 � Healthier foods are conveniently 
placed at eye level.

 � Aisles with healthy food are 
brighter than aisles with 
unhealthy food.

 � Hard- to- decide- upon foods 
(“long- buy” items), such as 
soups, dressings, and baby foods 
are located in less busy aisles 
so  people are relaxed enough to 
comparison shop.

P R E PA R E D  F O O D  A R E A

 � Fruit is available in all food- 
ser vice areas.

 � Vegetables are available in all 
food-ser vice areas.

 � A mix of whole fruit options is 
displayed in an attractive bowl or 
basket.

 � The “pick me up” or prepared 
food section has healthy default 
foods.

 � A daily fruit or vegetable option 
is bundled into all grab- and- go 
meals.

 � A salad bar is available.

 � All beverage coolers have both 
water and white milk available.

 � Alternative healthy entrée 
options (salad bar, yogurt 
parfaits, and the like) are 
highlighted on posters or signs 
within all dining areas.

 � The healthy daily targeted entrée 
is placed as the first one seen in 
all dining areas.

 � The healthy daily targeted 
entrées have creative or 
descriptive names.

 � Posters displaying healthy foods 
or a guidance system (such as 
the Half- Plate Rule) are visible in 
the dining area.

 � The cafeteria tracks the 
popularity and frequency of 
healthy-option orders to see what 
promotions work most effectively.

 � All promotional signs and posters 
are rotated, updated, or changed 
at least monthly.

 � Half portions are available for  
all entrées.

 � Half portions are available for  
all desserts.

 � Takeout boxes are available 
for leftovers not eaten in the 
cafeteria.
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S H O P P E R  C O M F O R T  A N D  S E R  V I C E

 � Restrooms are easily accessible 
in the front of the store.

 � A drinking fountain is located in 
the front of the store.

 � There is an area for shoppers  
to sit and relax.

 � There is an area for shoppers  
to eat.

 � There is a supervised playroom 
for children.

 � Health and nutrition games 
dominate the playroom.

 � A local fitness club is 
co- promoted.

 � A small discount to a local fitness 
club is given to loyalty club 
shoppers.

 � There is a drive- through where 
you can pick up your groceries,  
if you call ahead.

 � Home delivery is available (for an 
extra charge).

E N G A G E M E N T :  E M P L O Y E E S  A N D  
S O C I A L  M E D I A

 � The produce-department 
manager and staff are specifically 
trained to suggest healthy 
answers to shopper questions.

 � The meat-department manager 
and staff are trained to suggest 
healthy answers to shopper 
questions.

 � The dairy-department manager 
and staff are trained to suggest 
healthy answers to shopper 
questions.

 � The bakery-department manager 
and staff are trained to suggest 
healthy answers to shopper 
questions.

 � All employees are trained to 
suggest healthy complementary 

products when asked about a 
particular item.

 � There are plentiful staff in the 
meat and produce sections who 
are trained to suggest healthy 
upsells or substitutes.

 � Store or chain has an engaging 
website that has a health- related 
blog featuring local or seasonal 
products.

 � The website has shopper loyalty 
specials.

 � Tips, features, or videos involving 
better shopping and better living 
(such as “Shopping with Kids”) 
are available.

C H E C K O U T

 � Loyalty programs specifically 
reward fruit and vegetable 
consumption.

 � Receipts are itemized in 
categories or otherwise coded 

to indicate how healthy you’re 
shopping.

 � The back of receipts feature 
coupons for healthy foods.

 � There is at least one food- free 
checkout aisle.
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 � A discount is offered if a certain 
percentage of purchases are 
fruits and vegetables.

 � Individual containers of precut 
fresh fruit are available next to at 
least one cashier.

 � Healthy snack options are offered 
next to the cashiers.

 � Receipt uses loyalty card 
information to show how  
much was spent on fruits  
and vegetables compared to  
past trips.

 � Receipt provides an indication 
of what percentage of purchases 
were fruits and vegetables,  
low- fat meat, and low- fat dairy.

 � A default shopping “starter” list is 
made available to each shopper 
at the front of the store with 
a number of the major staples 
preprinted on it.

 � The same healthy shopping-
tips brochure available at the 
beginning of the shopping trip 
is also available at the checkout 
register.

 � “Don’t Forget” signs are placed at 
the register to remind customers 
about certain healthy foods.

 � A “fruits and vegetables only” 
self- checkout station is provided 
for quick purchases of produce.

S C O R I N G  B R A C K E T S

 � 70–100— Slim-by-Design Grocery Store— Gold

 � 50–69— Slim-by-Design Grocery Store— Silver

 � 30–49— Slim-by-Design Grocery Store— Bronze
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36. Calorie labeling works a little (like at a Starbucks) for  people who are already 
weight conscious and don’t need a whole lot more prompting. See Brian Wansink 
and Aner Tal,“Does Calorie Labeling Make Heavy  People Heavier?” forthcoming.

37. There are a ton of reasons that other restaurants aren’t crazy about calorie label- 
ing: Menus vary, ingredients and cooks vary, accurate calculations cost money, 
plus they might scare customers off or lead them to enjoy their experience less. 
Yet there are some easy ways that both we and our favorite restaurants can get 
what we want. We want to eat fewer calories, and they want to make more money. 
What we can encourage them to do is to only make the changes that they think 
will make them more popular and more profitable. For instance, they could start 
with a few favorites and present them on a table tent, insert, or special section, 
or simply supply it when asked. It’s as simple as a phone call to a local dietitian.

38. This was conducted up at Rich Foods— a frozen food company in Buffalo, New 
York. Elisa Chan, Brian Wansink, and Robert Kwortnik,“McHealthy: Habit Chang-
ing Interventions that Improve Healthy Food Choices,” under review.

39. I only know this because I was eating breakfast at a Burger King in Taipei, Taiwan, 
while writing this sidebar and the entrance featured a floor- to- ceiling wall decal 
stating this and showing the eighty most popular versions.

40. This is an incredibly easy technique. The article’s short, but about 95 percent of 
what you need to know to use it you’ve already read: Brian Wansink, Mitsuru 
Shimizu, and Guido Camps, “What Would Batman Eat? Priming Children to 
Make Healthier Fast Food Choices,” Pediatric Obesity 7, no. 2 (2012): 121–23.

41. Most of these changes we had made earlier in Trail’s Restaurant. We had made a 
number of suggestions— offering half- size portions, offering healthy side dishes, 
and reengineering their menu to help  people order healthier. Guest counts 
increased, sales increased, and check averages were on the rise Also, for the first 
time ever, they were awarded the top National Franchise Restaurant of the Year 
and the National Franchise Top Sales of the Year.

42. From “The Minnesota Miracle: The extraordinary story of how folks in this small 
town got motivated, got moving, made new friends, and added years to their lives,” 
AARP The Magazine, January/February 2010, http://www.aarp.org/health/lon-
gevity/info- 01–2010/minnesota_miracle.html.

CHAPTER FOUR:  SUPERMARKET MAKEOVERS

1. The only remaining photo of the original Kleenex Cam is in this newspaper article 
below. By today’s tech standards, it’s pretty boring, but back then it was really 
souped up. Read about it at SlimByDesign.org/GroceryStores/.

2. One interesting category of items that are most likely to become cabinet castaways 
are unusual foods that  people are buying for a specific occasion. When that occa-
sion never happens, the food just sits and sits. This is a neat article on that: Brian 
Wansink, S. Adam Brasel, and Stephen Amjad, “The Mystery of the Cabinet 
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Castaway: Why We Buy Products We Never Use,” Journal of Family and Consumer 
Science 92, no. 1 (2000): 104–8.

3. All of these studies are preapproved. Today— compared to twenty or even ten years 
ago—studies to be approved by a university’s Institutional Review Board to make 
sure that they are safe and to make sure all of the data is collected anonymously 
and that no one will ever know about that day you bought that EPT kit and the two 
pints of Chocolate Fudge Swirl. Some studies— like many shopping studies— are 
observational, but others might ask a person to complete a questionnaire at the 
end of a trip in exchange for a small amount of money, free food, movie tickets, 
and so on.

4. That is, about 88 percent of this food will be eaten. The 12 percent that’s wasted, 
however, isn’t the candy, chips, and ice cream; it’s typically the spoiled fruit and 
vegetables, leftovers, and cabinet castaways. Brian Wansink, “Abandoned Prod-
ucts and Consumer Waste: How Did That Get into the Pantry?,” Choices (October 
2001): 46.

5. A cool example of all of these hidden cameras in use can be found at http://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=2B0Ncy3Gz24. It’s not at a grocery store but in a lunch-
room. Same approach.

6. Lots of  people visit our Lab (even from way overseas) like it’s some weird trip to 
Consumer Mecca. Something I’ve heard a number of times is “Wow . . . this isn’t 
really very high- tech!” No, it isn’t. What we’d like to think, however, is that insights 
trump glitzy technology every day of the week. We’ve got low- definition hidden 
cameras, hidden scales, counters, and timers, because we don’t need holograms 
or brain- scan machines to nail down the reality— not the theory— of why  people 
do what they do. You don’t need infrared sensors to see someone eating twice as 
many Cheetos when you change what they’re watching on TV.

7. Denmark Islands. Denmark actually has a number of little islands, but none like 
poor Bornholm. It never gets any peace. Strategically located in the Baltic Sea, it 
was occupied by the Germans during almost all of World War II and the Russians 
right after that. And probably by the Vikings way before that.

8. People— whether public health professionals or politicians— can often get very 
dramatic in what they tell grocery stores they should do. Dramatic, but not always 
realistic or right.

9. This is an interesting paper of unintended consequences: Brian Wansink et 
al.,“From Coke to Coors: A Field Study of a Sugar- Sweetened Beverage Tax 
and Its Unintended Consequences,” May 26, 2012, available at http://ssrn.com/
abstract=2079840 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2079840.

10. This is controversial for me to admit since I’m the immediate past president of 
the Society for Nutrition Education and Behavior and because I was the White 
House–appointed person (2007–2009) in charge of promoting the dietary guide-
lines for the USDA.
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11. This was one focus of my book Mindless Eating. The basic idea is that making small 
changes around you that you don’t even really notice has a tremendous long- term 
impact on changing behavior and weight.

12. We no longer use the Kleenex Cam but we still call it that. We now use our bottles, 
hats, and iPhones.

13. A number of years ago we gave secretaries dishes of chocolate Kisses that we either 
placed on their desk or 6 feet from their desk. We found that those who had to 
walk only 6 feet ate half as much candy (100 calories less; 4 each day instead of 9). 
Yet when we asked them if it was because the 6- foot walk was too far or too much 
of a hassle, their answer surprised us. They said instead that the 6- foot distance 
gave them a chance to pause and ask themselves if they were really that hungry. 
Half the time they’d answer “no.” The key was that something— that distance— 
caused them to pause and interrupt their mindlessness: Brian Wansink, James 
E. Painter, and Yeon- Kyung Lee, “The Office Candy Dish: Proximity’s Influence 
on Estimated and Actual Candy Consumption,” International Journal of Obesity 
30, no. 5 (May 2006): 871–75.

14. Anything that stops and makes a person pause— even for a split second— might 
be enough to knock them out of their mindless trance and rethink.

15. The average grocery shopper buys only 24 percent of fruits and vegetables. Simone 
French, Melanie Wall, Nathan R. Mitchell, Scott T. Shimotsu, and Ericka Welsh, 
“Annotated Receipts Capture Household Food Purchases from a Broad Range of 
Sources,” International Journal of Behavioral Nutrition and Physical Activity 6, no. 
37 (2009).

16. Brian Wansink, C. R. Payne, K. C. Herbst, and D. Soman, “Part Carts: Assortment 
Allocation Cues That Increase Fruit and Vegetable Purchases,” Journal of Nutrition 
Education and Behavior 45 (2013): 4S, 42.

17. Brian Wansink, Dilip Soman, Kenneth C. Herbst, and Collin R. Payne, “Par-
titioned Shopping Carts: Assortment Allocation Cues that Increase Fruit and 
Vegetable Purchases,” under review.

18. A really robust finding. A great reason why you should also pass around the salad 
and green beans to your kids at dinnertime before you bring out the lasagna. 
Brian Wansink and David Just, “Healthy Foods First: Students Take the First 
Lunchroom Food 11% More Often than the Third,” Journal of Nutrition Education 
and Behavior 43 (2011): 4S1, S9.

19. You can just believe me, or you can read ponderous evidence of why this happens: 
Pierre Chandon and Brian Wansink, “When Are Stockpiled Products Consumed 
Faster? A Convenience–Salience Framework of Postpurchase Consumption Inci-
dence and Quantity,” Journal of Marketing Research 39, no. 3 (2002): 321–35.

20. This is a really neat finding, but it seems like it will take a miracle to get it pub-
lished. In the meantime, you can find it on SSRN: Brian Wansink and Kate Stein, 
“Eyes in the Aisle: Eye Scanning and Choice in Grocery Stores,” 2013.
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21. Would this dashed green line work through the rest of the store? It could go down 
some of the healthier aisles— say canned fruits and vegetables or foods with whole 
grains— and around much of the perimeter of the store. Yet to use the quotation 
from Spinal Tap again, “It’s a fine line between clever and stupid.” This line might 
work well in the produce section, but don’t take it overboard. It might be irritating 
or too strange in the rest of the store— particularly because these long aisles might 
make it look like a highway divider.

22. My good colleagues Collin Payne and David Just have early evidence that this 
works well when it’s first laid out. See Collin R. Payne and David R. Just, “Using 
Floor Decals and Way Finding to Increase the Sales of Fruits and Vegetables,” 
under review.

23. Wansink and Stein, “Eyes in the Aisle.”

24. If you want a beleaguered researcher’s view of how this works, here’s an op- ed: 
Kate Stein, “Shop Faster,” New York Times, April 15, 2009, p. A29.

25. One source for this is Brian Wansink and Aner Tal, “Correlates of Purchase Quan-
tities in Grocery Stores,” under review.

26. Of course this is less accurate than measuring  people barefoot with a German- made 
stadeometer, but knowing someone’s relative height is probably sufficient. Being 
able to document that a six- foot male is taller than a five- five female is close enough 
for this calibration. This issue of precision does raise to mind the comedian Ron 
White’s quote “I’m a pretty big guy— between six and six foot six— depending on 
what convenience store I’m coming out of.”

27. In this study with Kate Stein, we tracked what  people put in their carts but we 
didn’t track them to the cash register. Still, unless someone changes their mind 
when in the National Enquirer checkout line, we assume that what they took, they 
probably bought.

28. And 12 inches is even a stretch. Most purchased products were within a 6- inch 
range— higher or lower— of eye level for a particular shopper. This includes 37 
percent of what women put in their cart and 44 percent for men. To stretch the 
range of products purchased even further, widen the shopping aisles. If an aisle is 
narrow— 6 feet or less— 61 percent of the products you buy will be within 12 inches 
of eye level. But if you’re in a wider aisle, you look higher and lower. If it’s only 2 
feet wider, half of what you buy will be outside this eye zone. But wide aisles also 
have something else going for them.

29. Paco Underhill, Why We Buy: The Science of Shopping (New York: Simon & Shus-
ter, 2000).

30. There’s also an irritation factor with narrow aisles. If a person can’t see a clear way 
through an aisle, they might be less likely to go down it. And if you keep getting 
interrupted by  people as you’re trying to shop because they’re scooting by you, 
you’re less likely to linger.

31. Kate Stein and Brian Wansink, “Eye Height and Purchase Probability,” under 
review.
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32. Here’s the best proof of why you shouldn’t shop when you’re hungry: Brian Wan-
sink, Aner Tal, and Mitsuru Shimizu, “First Foods Most: After 18- Hour Fast, 
 People Drawn to Starches First and Vegetables Last,” Archives of Internal Medicine 
172, no. 12 (June 2012): 961–63.

33. This is a current working paper by Brian Wansink and Drew Hanks, “Timing, 
Hunger, and Increased Sales of Convenience Foods.” Hopefully it will be published 
in time for our retirement.

34. One of the ways we’ve tested this is by intercepting grocery shoppers in the parking 
lot on their way into a store. We ask them to answer a  couple of questions about the 
store and if we can talk to them after they shop. If they say yes, we tag their cart so 
we can catch them as they check out. At that time, we ask them a few questions 
about their experience and if we can have a copy of their shopping receipt. A sec-
ond group of  people get the exact same treatment, except that they’re also given a 
piece of sugarless gum as a thank- you. We tag their cart with a different color tag, 
and again catch them as they check out.

35. This is a great study that shows surprisingly that either taxing bad foods or sub-
sidizing good foods seems to backfire. When you subsidize healthy foods,  people 
buy more of both healthy and unhealthy foods. When you tax unhealthy foods, 
shoppers by less of both unhealthy and healthy foods. John Cawley et al., “How 
Nutrition Rating Systems in Supermarkets Impact the Purchases of Healthy and 
Less Healthy Foods,” under review.

36. This is an award- winning article that opened a lot of eyes with the health halo 
concept: Pierre Chandon and Brian Wansink, “The Biasing Health Halos of Fast 
Food Restaurant Health Claims: Lower Calorie Estimates and Higher Side- Dish 
Consumption Intentions,” Journal of Consumer Research 34, no. 3 (October 2007): 
301–14.

37. There’s a ton of evidence here that’s compelling, but way too detailed to talk about 
in the text. It happens with both low- fat foods and with foods with healthy names. 
Knock yourself out reading these two detailed (but award- winning papers): One’s 
mentioned in the prior note and the other one is Brian Wansink and Pierre Chan-
don, “Can Low- Fat Nutrition Labels Lead to Obesity?,” Obesity 14 (September 
2006): A49–50.

38. Wansink, Mindless Eating, pp. 178–9+.

39. Check out the article Brian Wansink and Kathryn Hoy,“Half- plate Versus MyPlate: 
The Simpler the System, the Better the Nutrition,” forthcoming, and Brian Wan-
sink and Alyssa Niman, “The Half- Plate Rule vs MyPlate vs Their Plate: The Effect 
on the Caloric Intake and Enjoyment of Dinner,” Journal of Nutrition Education 
and Behavior 44, no. 4 (July–August 2012): S33.

40. The more latitude we give, the more likely they’ll follow our advice. When rules 
become just a little too complicated or vague, we find reasons to stop following 
them. This was an early problem with MyPlate. When somebody starts questioning 
“Where does my dessert go?” or “How am I supposed to eat fruit with dinner,” the 
more likely they are to simply say “Whatever” and ignore it.
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41. A recap of this done by Jane Andrews, Wegmans dietitian, can be found at http://
rochester.kidsoutandabout.com/node/1901.

42. See more at Wansink and Niman, “The Half- Plate Rule vs MyPlate vs Their Plate.”

43. Learn more about how Wegmans implemented our idea at http://www.wegmans.com/ 
webapp/wcs/stores/servlet/ProductDisplay?storeId=10052&partNumber=UNI-
VERSAL_20235.

44. Wansink and Hoy, “Half- plate Versus MyPlate.”

45. See Ulla M. Toft, Lise L. Winkler, Charlotte Glumer, and Brian Wansink (2014), 
“Candy Free Checkout Aisles: Decreasing Candy Sales in Bornholm Island Super-
markets,” under review.

46. More at Ulla M. Toft, Charlotte Glumer, Lise L. Winkler, and Brian Wansink 
(2015), “Food Free Checkout Aisles: A Danish Field Study of Becoming Slim by 
Design,” under review.

CHAPTER F IVE :  OFF ICE SPACE AND WORKPLACE

1. Yeah, I know, who would ever do a study on something as silly as this? Brian 
Wansink, Aner Tal, Katheryn I. Hoy, and Adam Brumburg (2012), “Desktop 
Dining: Eating More and Enjoying it Less?” Journal of Nutrition Education and 
Behavior, 44:4 (July-August), S62.

2. Just like when we order the hot fudge sundae without the cherry—because we’re 
on a diet. 

3. A great observation by my friend John C. Peters, a long-time executive for Procter 
& Gamble and now the chief strategy officer of the University of Colorado Anschutz 
Wellness Center.

4. Generally, the ROI for spending on worker health promotion is believed to be 
about three to one, not including improved employee morale and retention: Ron Z. 
Goetzel and Ronald J. Ozminkowski, “That’s Holding Your Back: Why Should (or 
Shouldn’t) Employers Invest in Health Promotion Programs for Their Workers?” 
North Carolina Medical Journal (November/December 2006), 429; Josh Cable, 
“The ROI of Wellness,” EHS Today: The Magazine for Environment, Health and 
Safety Leaders (April 13, 2007); Katherine Baicker, David Cutler and Zirui Song, 
“Workplace Wellness Programs Can Generate Savings,” Health Affairs (February 
2010), 1–7. 

5. These plans work a little bit for a few people. That is, they might lead some fit-
minded folks to shift from their personal gym to the company gym, the cafeteria 
might sell a few more salads each day, or they might lead one fitness challenge 
team to lose 8 pounds each until it creeps back on over the winter. Some exam-
ples of financial incentives include a $250 cash bonus for a 10 percent weight 
loss, $150 for participating in programs, subsidies for gym and Weight Watchers 
memberships, and discount coupons for healthy foods. 
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