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Moral judgment is not only the result of conscious and rational thinking, but is also influenced by more intuitive elements. In line with

this view, the current paper shows that conceptual fluency affects morality judgments. More specifically, immoral behaviors are

considered as more acceptable when they are described on a background that is associated with a negative (vs. positive) valence.

Moral behaviors, on the contrary, are considered as more acceptable when they are described on a background that is associated with a

positive (vs. negative) valence. While Study 1 demonstrates this conceptual fluency effect using green (i.e., positive) versus red (i.e.,

negative) colored backgrounds, Study 2 replicates these findings using initially neutral colors that are experimentally endowed with a

negative versus positive valence.
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elongation (ELMF=1.6, 1.7, 1.8, 1.9, 2, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, and 2.5) varied. Participants were instructed to select the bigger figure in each pair. 
As expected, a positive effect of elongation on size perception was found when ELMF=1.6, a level close to the baseline figure, thus illustrating 
the initial assimilation/contrast processing. Choice share (CSMF) was significantly different from 50% (CSMF =78.43%, Z=2.75, p<.01). At 
ELMF=2.5, this effect was reversed, as hypothesized (CSMF= 27.45%, Z=2.17, p<.05), reflecting the spatial disposition bias. 

In study 2 (n=52), participants evaluated the same pairs, but rotated by 90 degrees. Choice share for the same figure but rotated signifi-
cantly dropped from 78.43% in study 1 (ELMF=1.6) to 36% in study 3 (ELMF=1/1.6). Similar to study 1, the more elongated figure (which is 
the baseline figure here) was significantly more often chosen than 50% when ELMF=1/1.7 (CSBF=75%, Z=2.43, p=.01) and less often selected 
when ELMF=1/2.4 (CSBF=26.92%, Z=2.21, p<.05).  

In study 3 (n=50), participants saw the same pairs presented one above the other. As expected, the elongation positive effect was re-
versed. At ELMF=1.7 for instance, the choice share for the same more elongated figure dropped from 62.75% in study 1 to 20% in study 3 
(Z=2.93, p<.01). Starting ELMF=2, although steadily increasing as elongation increases, choice share for the more elongated figure was sig-
nificantly different from 50%.

In study 4 (n=50), participants evaluated the same pairs of study 2, but presented one above the other. Again, the elongation effect sig-
nificantly reversed when ELMF =1/2.5 (CSMF=28%, Z=2.05, p<.05). 

Finally, in study 5 (n=50), study 1 results were replicated with a shampoo bottle image, for the sake of generalizability. The positive 
effect of elongation on size perception was found when ELMF=1.6 (CSMF=72%, Z=2, p<.05). This effect reversed more rapidly than with 
rectangles (starting ELMF=2: CSMF= 18%, Z=3.16, p<.01). 

In conclusion, the elongation bias holds only for levels close to the baseline elongation, when objects are presented side by side (study 
1). This effect is reversed at higher levels of elongation due to the hypothesized spatial disposition bias. When objects are rotated by 90 de-
grees in study 2, the more elongated object in study 1 became the less elongated one. Shifts in choice shares replicate the elongation bias and 
its boundaries demonstrated in study 1. When objects are presented one above the other (study 3), contrasting width led to a negative effect 
of elongation at lower levels of elongation difference, which disappeared at higher levels due to the absence of one contrasting dimension. 
These results were also found after a 90 degrees rotation (study 4). The elongation bias and its reversal were replicated with a more complex 
shape, where the effect reversed more rapidly than with the rectangular shape in study 5, as expected. These findings add to the cognitive 
psychology and consumer behavior literatures. They have critical managerial implications in terms of packaging, visual display merchandis-
ing, and positioning. 
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Moral judgments have traditionally been considered as the result of rational and deliberate reasoning processes (e.g., Jones, 1991). 
More recently, however, scholars have argued that moral decision making is also influenced by intuitive factors (e.g., Reynolds, 2006). Like 
many other judgments, moral judgments are guided by not only rational thought, but also by feelings that are present at the time of judgment 
(Schwarz & Clore, 2007). One important class of feelings which influence people’s judgments involves metacognitive experiences, which are 
the experiences that arise during information processing. Conceptual and perceptual fluency are a specific instance of what is called process-
ing fluency (Tulving & Schacter, 1990), a metacognitive experience which refers to the subjective experience of ease versus difficulty while 
processing information and stimuli. Experiencing fluency evokes a positive affective state which people attribute to the judgmental stimuli 
they are evaluating (Winkielman, et al., 2003). In particular, perceptual fluency refers to the ease with which people perceive and identify the 
physical characteristics of stimuli, which can be enhanced through for example figure-ground contrast (e.g., Reber, Winkielman, & Schwarz, 
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1998). A stimulus is conceptually fluent when its mental representation is easier to activate due to the semantic relatedness with the context 
in which the stimulus appears (e.g., Whittlesea, 1993). 

Considering the role of feelings in moral judgment, we expect feelings that stem from conceptual fluency to affect these moral judg-
ments. In particular, a context associated with something good activates the concept of good which, in turn, should render the processing of 
good behavior (i.e., moral behavior) more conceptually fluent. In contrast, a context associated with something bad activates the concept 
of bad which should make it easier to process bad behavior (i.e., immoral behavior). The resulting enhanced conceptual fluency (i.e., good 
behavior in a good context; bad behavior in a bad context) should result in enhanced processing fluency which, in turn, triggers a positive 
affective state. This positive affect leads subsequently to a more positive evaluation of the good and bad (i.e., moral and immoral) behavior at 
hand. In sum, people should judge a given moral or immoral behavior more positively when the valence of the context in which the behavior 
is evaluated matches the valence of the target behavior. 

In the current paper, conceptual fluency was manipulated by means of a match versus non-match between the valence (negative vs. posi-
tive) of consumer behaviors to be evaluated, and the valence (negative vs. positive) of the background color on which these behaviors were 
described. In the first study, participants viewed descriptions of (im)moral consumer behaviors on either a red (negative valence) or green 
(positive valence) background color. We used the colors red and green as these two colors are often used as cues signaling bad and good, 
respectively (e.g., Dijksterhuis & Smith, 2002). Findings reveal that immoral behaviors were perceived as more acceptable when described on 
a red (vs. green) background color while the opposite was true for moral behaviors. In the second study, instead of using the “moral colors” 
red and green, we relied on two colors that were initially perceived as neutral but which were endowed with either a negative or positive 
valence. Results of this second study confirm those of the first: A match between the valence of the behavior to be evaluated and the valence 
of the background color on which the behavior appears, renders processing more conceptually fluent. The resulting enhanced processing 
fluency translates into a positive affective state and, subsequently, a more positive evaluation of the (im)moral consumer behavior at hand. 

These results contribute to the literature in at least two respects. First, while moral judgments are traditionally considered to result from 
rational deliberation, our findings add to the emerging stream of research that shows that these judgments are also affected by more intui-
tive elements (e.g., Haidt, 2001). Second, most research dealing with processing fluency focused on perceptual fluency. Although perceptual 
and conceptual fluency are independent, distinct constructs, with each their own unique antecedents and consequences (e.g., Lee, 2002), 
processing fluency is typically studied through manipulations that trigger perceptual fluency. Nevertheless, processing fluency can also be 
conceptually driven. While the impact of perceptual fluency has been investigated on a wide array of domains, research on conceptual flu-
ency has been limited (Lee & Labroo, 2004). Our findings therefore add to the limited literature on conceptual fluency. Further, to the best of 
our knowledge, this is the first research that operationalizes conceptual fluency through a valence match between a stimulus and its context, 
rather than through a semantic association.

Conceptual fluency may also underlie some other recent findings testifying to the impact of intuitive elements in the moral domain. For 
instance, conceptual fluency may also explain why darkness increases dishonesty and self-interested behavior (Zhong, Bohns & Gino, 2010). 
In particular, Zhong et al. (2010) found that participants in a room with slightly dimmed lighting cheated more and, consequently, earned 
more undeserved money than those in a well-lit room. As darkness is often related to badness (Meier, Robinson, & Clore, 2004), dishonest 
behavior may be deemed more acceptable in a dark room than in a well-lit room (for reasons of conceptual fluency). This may have led to a 
more positive rate of dishonest behavior. 

Given the omnipresent and far-ranging consequences of moral judgment (Hofmann & Baumert, 2010), it is highly important to gain a 
more comprehensive insight into the various aspects that might influence these moral judgments. This paper shows that conceptual fluency 
may affect the acceptability of (im)moral behaviors. In addition, our studies show that conceptual fluency may lead to paradoxical effects. For 
instance, messages to deter undesirable behavior may inadvertently render that behavior more acceptable if some message elements carry a 
negative connotation (e.g., when written in a red font). In addition, undesirable behavior, like petty crime, may be more likely if the physical 
environment is evaluated negatively (e.g., Bronx or Red light district). An important goal for future research might be to identify physical 
elements that promote or prevent (im)moral behavior due to their evaluative connotation. 
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Social Exclusion and Consumer Product Preferences
Jessie Wang, Indiana University, USA

Shuoyang Zhang, Colorado State Univeristy, USA

Human beings have fundamental needs to feel included and to belong to social groups (Baumeister and Leary 1995).  Prior research 
indicates that socially excluded people have an increased desire to reconnect (Maner et al. 2007).  The impact of social exclusion on consump-
tion has attracted consumer researchers’ interests in recent years.  Mead et al. (2011) suggest that people use consumption to seek potential 
affiliation when they are excluded.  Specifically, the experience of social exclusion increases people’s tendency to conform to their potential 
affiliations’ consumption preferences in order to seek inclusion.  In the current research, we take a closer look at consumers’ reaction to social 
exclusion and examine whether their conformity behavior is product domain specific.  

We propose that excluded consumers conform to their potential affiliations’ product preferences only in the value-expressive product 
domain, and not in the utilitarian product domain. Previous studies have shown that people make inferences about others’ social identity and 
preferences based on their product preferences and purchase decisions (Belk, Bahn, and Mayer 1982; Calder and Burnkrant 1977; Holman 
1981).  However, people do not infer identities equally in all product domains (Shavitt and Nelson 1999; Berger and Heath, 2007; Belk, 
1981).  Instead, people are more likely to make inferences or to communicate with others through product preferences in the value-expressive 
product domain rather than in the utilitarian product domain (Shavitt and Nelson 1999; Berger and Heath, 2007).  Mead at al., (2011) have 
found that high self-monitors align their product preferences to potential affiliations’ preferences but not low self-monitors.  We thus predict 
that when excluded consumers are high in self-monitoring they are more likely to conform in the value-expressive domain, to infer identity 
while seeking inclusion from their potential affiliation, but not in the utilitarian domain. 

METHOD
Study 1 was a 3 (social exclusion: exclusion vs. acceptance vs. control) x 2 (product domain: value-expressive vs. utilitarian) x 2 (self-

monitoring: high vs. low) mixed factorial design.  Social exclusion and self-monitoring were between-subject factors; while product domain 
was a within-subject factor. The social exclusion manipulation was adopted from Gardner et al. (2000). Participants arrived in the lab for 
ostensibly separate studies, and they were randomly assigned to one of the three essay conditions: social exclusion, social acceptance, or 
neutral control. Participants were told to engage in a memory task and asked to write an essay of a personal experience when they either felt 
excluded, accepted or neutral (a lunch experience).  Participants were then led to believe they were engaging in a separate study that was 
interested in their momentary feelings.  They responded to a mood measure using the positive and negative affect schedule (PANAS) scale 
(Watson, Clark, and Tellegen 1988), which served as our manipulation check on social exclusion.  

Following the mood measure, participants were led to believe that the next study was a product evaluation study and they would com-
plete it with an assigned partner.  They then were given a sheet that indicates their partners’ product preferences on a series of 12 sample 
products. They were also told that their response would be revealed to the partner before the face to face meeting (Mead et al. 2011).  After 
reading their partners’ product preferences, all the participants were asked to choose one of two options for 12 product sets, including 6 in the 
value-expressive and 6 in the utilitarian domain.  The order of the product categories is randomized. For example, in the utilitarian product 
domain, participants were given choices between two brands of bike light that have similar functionality.  In the value-expressive product 
domain, participants are given choices between two music genres. 

After the product evaluation task, participants were told to engage in one more independent study before meeting their partners.  All 
participants were led to believe that the purpose of the next study was to find out how people feel about themselves in relationships with oth-
ers.  We used Snyder and Gangestad (1986)’s revised self-monitoring scale to measure people’s self-monitoring levels.  Finally, participants 
were debriefed and released. 

RESULTS
74 undergraduate students in a public university participated in exchange for partial course credit. We used the number of participants 

conformed in each product category as the dependent measure. Consistent with our hypothesis, we found that in the social exclusion condi-
tion significantly more participants who are high self-monitors conform to their partners’ product preferences in the value-expressive product 
domain compared to low self-monitors.  We did not find such difference in utilitarian product domain.  

CONCLUSION
In the current research, we investigate excluded consumers’ conformity behavior in different product domains.  We identified that 

consumers’ desire to reconnect is more likely to be satisfied in the value-expressive domain. Our finding adds to the current literature by 


