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SESSION OVERVIEW
Consumers are exposed to a variety of incidental sensory cues 

in their every day life. An increasing body of research on sensory 
marketing shows that such incidental sensory cues can have far 
reaching impact on consumer decision making. For example, both 
ambient and product related sensory cues including touch (Peck 
2009), scent (Morrin 2009), music (Zhu and Meyers-Levy 2005) 
and ceiling-height (Zhu and Meyers-Levy 2005) have been shown 
to impact consumers’ product evaluations and preferences. Despite 
this growing body of research on sensory cues in marketing, rela-
tively little is understood about how product-specific and ambient 
cues related to brightness interact with consumers’ decision making. 
In an attempt to address this gap, in this session, we bring together an 
integrated set of three papers that elucidate the interactive relation-
ship between dark versus bright sensory cues and consumer decision 
making. More specifically, this session explores two aspects of this 
interactive relationship. While the first two papers examine how dark 
versus bright sensory cues impact consumer preferences and con-
sumer creativity, the third paper complements the first two papers by 
examining how consumers’ affective states influence the preference 
for dark versus bright sensory cues. 

Session Overview. The session will begin with a focus on the 
impact of dark versus bright ambient cues on consumer creativity. 
Chen Wang will present her work with Ravi Mehta, Rui (Juliet) Zhu, 
and Jennifer Argo. They suggest that dim (versus bright) ambience 
reduce individuals’ inhibition, which leads to greater relational pro-
cessing and subsequently results in heighted consumer creativity. 
Kuangjie Zhang will then present his work with Monica Wadhwa 
that builds on the first paper by examining the impact of dark ver-
sus bright product related cues on hedonic consumption. Specifi-
cally, they argue that consumers are influenced by the metaphoric 
relationship between darkness and product nature. Their findings 
demonstrate that when products are displayed with a dark versus 
bright background, it leads to greater wanting for indulgent products. 
Finally, Chan Jean Lee will present her work with Eduardo Andrade 
that complements the first two papers by examining the other side of 
this interactive relationship between dark versus bright sensory cues 
and consumer behavior. Specially, they investigate whether being in 
a certain affective state influences consumers’ choices for bright ver-
sus muted colors. Their findings show that when in a happy state, 
consumers prefer products with bright colors. However, when in an 

unhappy state, consumers show an enhanced preference for muted 
colors. They suggest that this relationship is governed by the match-
ing of one’s current emotional state with the emotional tone of the 
color.

To increase audience participation and provide insights about 
the three papers, the session will involve the participation of Darren 
W. Dahl as a discussant. Dahl has expertise in the area of creativity, 
new product development, and emotions in consumption contexts. 
Dahl, thus, has a unique perspective for synthesizing these papers 
and leading a discussion about an appropriate research agenda for 
continued work in this area. Each presenter will limit his/her talk to 
15-20 minutes, to allow ample time for Dahl to speak and to engage 
the audience in a discussion of research ideas. 

We believe that the features of this proposal suit the evaluation 
criteria for ACR 2011 symposium proposals. Notably, the session 
includes papers that are likely to have a broad appeal, yet maintain a 
coherent theme. We feel that this session brings together three papers 
that provide cutting edge insights into the incidental, seeming irrel-
evant sensory cues that drive consumer behavior and decision-mak-
ing. In addition to attracting researchers interested in the domains of 
consumer perception and sensory marketing, we expect further inter-
est from those who work within the application areas represented.

Dim or Bright? The Influence of 
Illuminance on Creativity

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Creativity prevails in the consumption domain. Although a 

large body of extant research has been directed in exploring fac-
tors that influence consumer’s creative performance in terms of the 
creative process itself (Dahl and Moreau 2007; Moreau and Dahl 
2005), few attempts have been made to investigate how the external 
environmental factors affect consumer’s creativity. Thus, the current 
research seeks to fill this gap by studying the effect of an important 
environmental variable, namely, ambient illuminance, on consumers’ 
creative performance. 

The central thesis of this research is that dim ambience reduces 
individual’s inhibition, subsequently resulting in greater relational 
processing, thus leading to enhanced creativity. Prior research has 
provided relevant support for our theorizing. Specifically, research 
on environmental illuminance has shown that darkness promotes ag-
gressive behavior (Page and Moss 1976) and dishonesty (Zhong et 
al. 2010) by reducing individual’s inhibition. Moreover, according to 
Viskontas et al. (2004), inhibitory mechanisms allow one to selec-
tively attend to relevant stimuli while suppress irrelevant features to 
the focal problem. Therefore, people with decreased inhibition may 
engage in remote association and relational processing, which are 
crucial elements to enhance creativity (Smith 1995). 

Study 1 demonstrates the basic main effect of ambient illumi-
nance on creativity. We predict that dim (versus bright) ambience 
leads to relational processing and subsequently results in heightened 
creativity. The ambient illuminace was manipulated by the number 
of lights in the room. Specifically, in the dim condition, the room 
was lit by 2 fluorescent light tubes mounted to the ceiling, with the 
total luminance of 150 lux. By contrast, in the bright condition, the 
room was lit by 20 fluorescent light tubes, with the total luminance 
of 1500 lux. To measure creativity, we used the Remote Associates 
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Test (RAT; Mednick 1962), a task commonly used to test creative 
thinking. In this task, participants were asked to generate the missing 
target word, based on the given stimulus words that were related to 
the unreported target word. To assess the underlying cognitive pro-
cess, we adopted the recall task from Battig and Montague (1969). 
In this task, participants were given a list of 36 items belonging to 
six categories and were asked to examine them carefully for future 
task. After extensive filler questions to clear memory, participants 
engaged in a free recall task and subsequently a cued recall task with 
the category names given. As predicted, those in the dim condition 
generated more correct answers on RAT than those in the bright con-
dition. More importantly, the adjusted ratio of clustering (ARC; Hunt 
and Einstein 1981), indicating the degree of relational processing, 
mediates the relationship between illuminance and creativity perfor-
mance. 

Study 2 built on the study 1 by assessing the effect of dim ver-
sus bright illuminance on two dimensions of creativity, namely, orig-
inality and appropriateness (Burroughs et al. 2008; Moreau and Dahl 
2005). We hypothesize that dim ambience leads to higher originality, 
whereas bright ambience enhances appropriateness. We argue that if 
dimness, compared to brightness, engages individuals to make un-
usual conceptual connections and thus promotes relational process-
ing, it should enhance originality of the ideas.  By contrast, if bright 
(versus dim) illuminance makes people focus on specific details of 
the problem and thus hinders relational processing, it should enhance 
appropriateness of the ideas (Dahl and Moreau 2002). In this study, 
the ambience manipulation remained the same as that in study 1. 
The main task was the shoe polish problem-solving task (Burroughs 
and Mick 2004), in which participants were asked to generate as 
many solutions as possible to polish shoes given a constrained situ-
ation. After the experiment, twelve judges were hired to evaluate the 
originality and the appropriateness of the generated ideas on 7-point 
scales. As predicted, we found that those in the dim room generated 
more novel but less appropriate solutions, whereas those in the bright 
room produced more appropriate but less novel ideas. 

Study 3 seeks to replicate the effect in a different domain of ad 
evaluation. We hypothesize that those in the dim room, who mostly 
engage in relational processing, would show more favorable evalua-
tion towards the ad containing remotely related visuals. By contrast, 
those in the bright room, who primarily engage in item-specific pro-
cessing, would have higher evaluation towards the ad with closely 
associated visuals. We employed a 2 (illuminance: dim vs. bright) 
x 2 (ad type: remotely related vs. closely related) between subject 
design. The ambience manipulation remained the same as the previ-
ous studies. In the focal task, participants were asked to evaluate 
the ad on three items (i.e., make sense, easy to understand, creative) 
on 7-point scales. A 2x2 ANOVA revealed a significant interaction 
between illuminance and ad type. Specifically, the pattern was con-
sistent with our hypothesis such that those in the dim room favored 
the remotely-related ad, whereas those in the bright room preferred 
the closely-related ad. 

Study 4 extends previous results by testing the multi-mediation 
of disinhibition and relational processing. In the same lab setting, 
participants’ creativity performance was assessed by using Brick 
Task (Friedman and Förster 2000), in which they were to asked to 
generate as many usages as possible for a brick. To measure the un-
derlying process, we included items that assess inhibition level, and 
used the recall task to generate ARC as that in study 1 to assess re-
lational processing level. By following the Multiple-Step Multiple 
Mediator Model (Preacher and Hayes 2008), we demonstrated the 
multi-mediation effect, such that dim ambience reduced people’s in-

hibition, leading to greater relational processing, thus subsequently 
enhancing creativity. 

Taken together, this research advances our understanding of the 
impact of illuminance, an important ambience variable, on consum-
er’s creativity. Our findings have important implications on environ-
mental planning and product design.

Vices Lurking in the Dark: The Impact of 
Background Color on Indulgent Consumption

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumers are influenced by the metaphoric relationship be-

tween color and product nature. Prior research suggests that bright-
ness is often associated with goodness and purity, whereas darkness 
is often associated with evil and sin (Meier, Robinson, and Clore 
2004; Sherman and Clore 2009). For example, in the Bible, Jesus is 
the “light of the world,” whereas Satan is the “prince of darkness.” 
However, just as the allure of Satan’s temptations is hard to resist 
for humans, darkness may as well be associated with sinful pleasure 
and indulgence. In other words, darkness conceals two components, 
the sinful component and the pleasurable component. Indeed, a pre-
test revealed that while people consider black color more sinful than 
white color, they also consider black color more pleasurable and fun. 
Similarly, indulgent or vice consumption has been characterized as 
both pleasurable and guilt-evoking in consumer research (Khan and 
Dhar 2006; Kivetz and Simonson 2002). Drawing upon an integra-
tion of these perspectives, we hypothesize that dark background 
as compared to bright background is likely to enhance consumers’ 
wanting for indulgent products. However, when indulgent consump-
tion is incongruent with consumers’ overriding goal (Fishbach, 
Friedman, and Kruglanski 2003), dark background would make the 
sinful component more salient than the pleasurable component, thus 
reducing consumers’ wanting for indulgent products. 

We tested our hypotheses in a series of three studies. Study 1 
tested our main hypothesis by examining consumer choices. Partici-
pants were randomly assigned to one of the two conditions (picture 
background: bright vs. dark). To manipulate the picture background, 
we used gray scale as the relevant chromatic dimension. In all stud-
ies, bright is manifested in the color white (100% gray scale), and 
dark is manifested in the color black (0% gray scale). All participants 
first evaluated an indulgent food item (i.e., a beef and cheese burger) 
and a healthy food item (i.e., an organic green salad with chicken). 
After evaluating the food items, participants proceeded to a choice 
question, which asked them to choose one of the two food items they 
would like to have for dinner. As predicted, a logit analysis revealed 
that dark background color led to more indulgent food choices over 
healthy food choices among participants. Next, we computed the 
wanting index by subtracting wanting score for the salad from want-
ing score for the burger. We examined if the differences in wanting 
mediated the effect of background color on food choice. Following 
the bootstrapping procedure (Preacher and Hayes 2008), the indirect 
effect of background color on choice (through wanting) was signifi-
cant, whereas the direct effect of background color on food choice 
became not significant. Thus, wanting for vice over virtue mediated 
the effect of background color on food choice.

In study 2, we tested our conceptualization that this dark versus 
bright background effect is eliminated or even reversed when indul-
gent consumption is incongruent with an overriding goal. Specifi-
cally, we argue that when people are primed with a health goal, dark 
background would make the indulgent products more sinful than 
pleasurable, thus reducing the wanting for indulgent consumption. 
The study consisted of a 2 (goal prime: health goal vs. control) × 


