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Extended Abstract
Sales promotion is an important component of the marketing mix, which provides a direct and effective stimulus for purchasing 

behavior. Several studies have investigated the differentiated effects of free offer and monetary discount from a behavioral perspective. 
On the one hand, researchers have analyzed the advantage of the free offer over the monetary discount. For example, a free offer is 
processed more independently of price than a monetary discount (Chandran and Morwitz 2006; Nunes and Park 2003). Based on this 
assumption, Nunes and Park (2003) argue that compared with an equivalent cash discount, a free offer is less likely to suffer from 
diminishing marginal returns, and Chandran and Morwitz (2006) find that free offers appear more salient to consumers and therefore 
can isolate target products from the influences of negative product quality information. 

On the other hand, there is a stream of research focusing on the different perceptions related to the two basic types of promotion. 
A monetary discount may be perceived as a nonloss by consumers since consumers can save some money by enjoying the discount, 
compared with the original price of the product. In contrast, a free offer may be perceived as a gain by consumers since consumers 
obtain additional utility beyond what the base product originally provides when they get free offers (Palazon and Delgado-Ballester 
2009; Ramanathan and Dhar 2010). This conceptualization opens up an avenue for us to investigate how to enhance the effectiveness 
of promotional offers from a perspective of regulatory fit theory (Higgins 2000). 

Drawing on regulatory fit theory and prior findings of promotion research and color research, this research aims to examine (1) which 
color to use in the poster of a specific type of promotional offer in order to enhance consumers’ evaluation, (2) the mechanism underlying 
this effect, and (3) the boundary condition for the effects of color and promotion type on consumers’ evaluation of the promotional offer. 

Recent research in color implies that red can activate a prevention focus, whereas blue can stimulate a promotion focus (Mehta and 
Zhu 2009). As regulatory focus theory suggests, promotion-focused people are more sensitive to gains and nongains, whereas prevention-
focused people are more sensitive to losses and nonlosses (Higgins 1997). When people with a prevention focus (versus a promotion 
focus) process a piece of information framed with losses/nonlosses (versus gains/nongains), they will experience regulatory fit which 
is driven by processing fluency (Lee and Aaker 2004). Regulatory fit can enhance consumers’ evaluation of the focal object (Higgins 
2000; Lee and Aaker 2004). Since consumers may perceive a free offer (versus a monetary discount) as a gain (versus a nonloss), and 
the blue color (versus the red color) can stimulate a promotion focus (versus a prevention focus), I hypothesize: 

H1: A free offer is evaluated more favorably when its poster is colored with blue than red, whereas a monetary discount is evaluated 
more favorably when its poster is colored with red than blue. 

H2: Processing fluency mediates the interaction effect between promotion type and color on consumers’ evaluation of the promotion. 

Since the effect of color and promotion type on consumers’ evaluation of the promotional offer is driven by processing fluency, 
this effect is expected to occur when consumers in low involvement rely on heuristic processing (Wang and Lee 2006). Therefore, the 
price level of the focal product may moderate the effects of color and promotion type on consumers’ evaluation of the promotional offer 
through altering consumers’ involvement. When the price of the focal product is low, consumers are less motivated to process the relevant 
promotion and therefore more susceptible to the effect of processing fluency. On the contrary, when the price level of the focal product is 
high, consumers tend to elaborate on the relevant promotion information. In this condition, the effect of processing fluency will disappear. 
Hence, I propose the high price level as a boundary condition for the effects of color and promotion type on promotion evaluation:

H3: The interaction effect between promotion type and color on consumers’ evaluation of the promotional offer is evident when 
the price level of the focal product is low.

Three experiments are scheduled to provide convergent support to the relevant hypothesis. In Experiment 1, I plan to adopt a 2 
(Promotion-type: free offer versus monetary discount) ×2 (Color of the poster: blue versus red) between-subjects design and measure 
participations’ evaluation of the promotional offer. Using this design, I can investigate how promotion type and color of the poster 
interactively influence consumers’ promotion evaluation (H1). 

The purpose of Experiment 2 is to generalize the findings of Experiment 1 and obtain evidence for the process underlying the 
effects of promotion type and color of the poster on consumers’ evaluation of the promotional offer (H2). Experiment 2 will be different 
from Experiment 1 in two ways: (1) Experiment 2 will adopt a different stimulus and (2) a process measure of processing fluency will 
be adopted.

Experiment 3 will be designed to clarify the mechanism in which color and promotion type influence consumers’ evaluation of the 
promotional offer by investigating the boundary condition for the proposed effect (H3). This experiment will modify the design adopted 
by Experiment 2 by adding one more between-subjects factor (Price level: high versus low).

From a theoretical perspective, the current research investigates the relationship between the two ostensibly unrelated variables, 
color and promotion type, and therefore adds new knowledge to the promotion literature. Given that color is a common visual element 
to shoppers, this research is of special significance to practice in designing the poster of promotional offer. The findings of this research 
can provide practitioners with managerial implications which are highly actionable, since color of the poster is very easy to manipulate. 
The suggestion is that when presenting consumers with a free offer, the marketers had better use the blue color in the poster rather than 
the red color. On the contrary, it is more advantageous for marketers to color the poster of a monetary discount with red rather than blue. 
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Unanticipated Marketing Effects of Color: Empirical Tests in Two Contexts
Jungsil Choi, University of Kansas, USA

Surendra Singh, University of Kansas, USA

Extended Abstract
Marketers use colors extensively for a variety of reasons, from attempting to induce positive product attitudes and beliefs(Middlestadt 

1990) to making customers linger longer in malls and have a more positive shopping experience (Bellizzi and Hite 1992). 
Interestingly, humans perceive colors as cold (e.g., blue) and warm (e.g., red, orange) regardless of actual temperature (Stone 1998). 

[Note: A color consists of hue determined by its wavelength, chroma, and value, only hue is commonly used to describe a color]. And, 
cold colors tend to have shorter wavelengths compared to warm colors (Yildirim et al. 2007). Research shows that people feel more 
comfortable if they stay in cold-colored environments when feeling hot and warm-colored environments when feeling cold (Kearney 
1966). Blue-colored workplaces tend to feel colder than warm-colored ones (Stone 1998). It is surmised that different temperature 
perceptions of color occur due to associative learning by associating the colors red and orange with objects such as fire and the sun, and 
associating the color blue with objects such as a deep sea and ice.

Furthermore, colors also influence emotional responses to the stimuli. For instance, warm colors are perceived as arousing and 
exciting, while cold colors as relaxing and calming (Bellizzi et al. 1983, 1992; Crowley 1993; Gorn et al. 2004; Valdez and Mehrabian 
1994; Dijkstra et al. 2008).

Surprisingly, to date no one has investigated the effect of these inherent qualities of color (warm/cold; arousing/calming) on 
marketing communications and on consumer choice behavior. In two studies, we demonstrate that the type of color used affects the 
effectiveness of persuasive messages as well as the degree of risk-taking behavior. More specifically, we show how the type of color 
used in designing a message interacts with the type of message appeal to determine its effectiveness and how the type of color used for 
a stimuli background affects risk-taking behavior in terms of a positive and a negative event. 

Color and Message Effectiveness of a Charitable Appeal
Charitable appeals can be broadly classified as either heartwarming, depicting hope, or heartbreaking, depicting desperation and 

misery (Bendapudi, Singh, Bendapudi (1996). We design two types of flyers soliciting help. A pretest showed that the heartwarming flyer 
aroused emotionally warm feelings of pleasantness and happiness, whereas the heartbreaking flyer aroused emotionally cold feelings of 
guilt, depression and sadness. Reasoning that it is a natural human tendency to find a warm place when feeling cold and a cool place when 
feeling warm, we propose that a heartbreaking (heartwarming) message will be more effective when presented in warm (cold) colors. 

Using a 2 (message type: heartwarming vs. heartbreaking) x 2 (background color of the flyer: blue vs. orange) between subjects 
design, we randomly assigned 129 student participants to the various conditions. We measured informativeness, persuasiveness, and 
intention to donate. The results show an interaction effect of the type of color and the type of message on informativeness (p<0.01). The 
post hoc analysis shows that the heartbreaking (heartwarming) flyer is more informative with orange (blue) background (respectively, 
p<0.05). [Note: In designing stimuli, we control chroma and value but vary the hue]. We also find an interaction effect on persuasiveness 
(p<0.05), such that the heartbreaking flyer with the color orange is more persuasive than that with blue (p<0.1), but the heartwarming 
flyer with blue is not more persuasive than that with orange (p>0.1). 

The results also show an interaction effect on the intention to donate (p<0.01). The post-hoc analysis shows that the heartwarming 
(heartbreaking) flyer with blue (orange) is more effective in enhancing the intention to donate (p<0.1). It appears that the informativeness 
of the message mediates the interaction between the type of color and the type of message on the intention to donate. A color compatible 
with the message enhances the informativeness of the message. Although we did not measure it, it appears that the effect is due to greater 
attention derived to the message processing. The increased informativeness in turn affects the effectiveness of the message. Previous 
studies have shown that perceived sensory quality enhanced by a suitable atmosphere affects buyer’s information and affective state 


