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2 (background color: dark vs. bright) between-subjects design. We 
manipulated the goal priming by asking participants to first com-
plete a scrambled sentence task (e.g., Chartrand and Bargh 1996). 
In the health goal prime condition, participants were given 20 sets 
of five words each and asked to make sentences using four of the 
five words. Ten out of the 20 sentences included a word (italicized 
in the samples below) intended to prime a health goal (e.g., it ate 
she usually healthy, exercise week they every hang). In the control 
condition, participants performed 20 sets of five words with neutral 
information (e.g., you held pencil building the, she building opened 
door the). After the goal priming task, participants moved on to a 
purportedly unrelated study in which they were asked to evaluate 
several food items. Specifically, they were asked to report how much 
they wanted and how much they were willing to pay for a sequence 
of three indulgent food items (a beef burger, a cookie, and a meat 
combo sandwich). Half of the respondents were shown the pictures 
with dark background, whereas the other half were shown the pic-
tures with bright background. We computed a composite wanting 
score and the total willingness to pay for all the three items. A signifi-
cant interaction between background color and goal prime emerged. 
In the control condition, dark background color led to greater want-
ing and higher willingness to pay for the indulgent food items, as 
compared to bright background color. In contrast, when participants 
were primed with a health goal, the result reversed such that dark 
background color led to reduced wanting and lower willingness to 
pay for the indulgent food items. 

Finally, we generalize our findings by moving away from the 
food consumption context in study 3. Specially, we examined wheth-
er the dark versus bright background color of a potential co-worker’s 
picture also affects people’s co-worker selection choice (Dhar and 
Wertenbroch 2000). Participants were asked to imagine that they 
were assigned to a project. Half of them were told that the project 
requires one to be proficient on social skills, whereas the other half 
were told that the project requires one to be proficient on technical 
skills. Next, participants received the pictures of two candidates (one 
with dark background color and the other with bright background 
color), and they were asked to decide whom to work with. The 
matching between the background color and each specific candidate 
picture was balanced. Interestingly, a logit analysis revealed that 
participants were more likely to choose a co-worker whose photo 
background is dark (vs. bright) for a project that requires one to be 
proficient on social skills (vs. technical skills).

Together, these results suggest that dark background color, as 
opposed to bright background color, enhance consumers’ wanting 
for indulgent consumption, and this effect is moderated by the sa-
lience of consumers’ health goal. Our findings have wide implica-
tions for product packaging and advertisement design.

The Impact of Emotion on Color Preference: 
Evidence of Affective Fit

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Judgments about colors are frequent in the market place. Con-

sumers often buy products in the colors that they find most pleasing 
at the time of purchase and, knowing that, firms often rely on colors 
to appeal emotionally and aesthetically to consumers. Colors are as-
sociated with and inducers of specific emotional states: more satu-
rated and lighter colors are perceived to be happier, more exciting, 
and purer (i.e., most often, positive emotions), whereas more muted 
and darker colors tend to be more strongly associated with sadness, 
distress or disgust (i.e., most often, negative emotions). However, 
in spite of the robust evidence of color’s impact on emotion, the lit-

erature is surprisingly silent about the inverse relationship—that is, 
the impact of a viewer’s emotion on his/her color preference. The 
current research investigates how an individual’s emotional state 
influences his or her preferences for colors that have either congru-
ent or incongruent emotional tones. Based on the literature on emo-
tion and aesthetics, three conflicting hypotheses have been identi-
fied: emotion-judgment congruence (sad (vs. control/happy) people 
will show decreased preference for colors in general, independent 
of the emotional tone of the color), emotion-target congruence (sad 
(vs. control/happy) people will show increased preference for sad 
colors); and emotion-target incongruence (sad (vs. control/happy) 
people will show increased preference for happy colors).

Across four experiments emotions were induced through videos 
and color preferences were measured once before and again after the 
emotion inducing experience to control for massive individual dif-
ferences characteristic of color preference. Thus, preference change 
due to emotion induction served as the main dependent variable. We 
asked participants to evaluate multiple colors (20 ~ 24 colors), which 
allowed us to focus on general emotional tones across colors, inde-
pendent of specific color characteristics.

In the first two experiments, we induced either sadness or hap-
piness and observed how people’s preference for sad (vs. happy) 
colored square (Exp1) and colored t-shirts (Exp2) changed. Sadness 
increased preference for sad colors whereas happiness increased 
preference for happy colors, despite the use of different color stimuli 
(24 colors from HSL vs. 20 colors from retailers), different context 
(color squares vs. color t-shirts), and different evaluator’s initial im-
pression (people initially liked the color squares in general vs. people 
initially disliked the colored t-shirts in general). 

The increase in preference for sad colors among sad participants 
represents an empirically unique and theoretically challenging phe-
nomenon. Why would sad people prefer colors that make them even 
sadder? We identify three potential accounts: fluency (i.e., congru-
ent (vs. incongruent) emotional tone of the color is more easily pro-
cessed, thus liked), role fulfillment theory (i.e., the emotional tone of 
the color fulfilling people’s “expectations” more (vs. less) effectively 
is preferred), and attitudinal commitment (i.e., colors of which mean-
ing is coherent with their internally justified meaning and committed 
attitude toward the situation are preferred). Contrary to fluency (a 
pure perceptual process) or the role fulfillment hypothesis (an expec-
tation-confirmation process), the attitudinal commitment account, 
which is proposed here, implies that the strength of one’s attitudinal 
commitment and the strength of a color stimulus’s attitudinal signal 
should impact emotion-target congruence effects. Specifically, emo-
tional experiences that reflect personal beliefs, attitudes, and mean-
ing to which one is highly committed (i.e., experiences that are high 
in attitudinal commitment—e.g., sadness) are more likely to produce 
emotion-target congruence effects than emotional reactions which 
inherit little personal view or value to which an individual could be 
attached (i.e., experiences that are low in attitudinal commitment—
e.g., visceral disgust). Likewise, colored objects that provide stron-
ger signals of one’s own attitude,  taste, and values (e.g., t-shirt) are 
more likely to produce the emotion-target congruence effects than 
colored objects that are unrelated to one’s values and attitudes and 
are often chosen based on instrumental reasons (e.g., post-its).  Ex-
periments 3 and 4 provided evidence consistent with the attitudinal 
commitment account and inconsistent with fluency or role fulfill-
ment accounts. That is, people like emotion-congruent colors when 
they find their emotion reflects a committed (vs. not-committed) atti-
tude toward the situation (experiment 3) and when the colored object 
signals (vs. not does signal) one’s committed attitude (experiment 4). 
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People like emotion-incongruent colors when their negative emotion 
does not reflect their committed attitude. 

Our findings shed light into some conflicting findings in the 
emotion and aesthetics literature. Whereas there has been evidence 
showing that people in negative moods like emotion-incongruent 
aesthetic stimuli to lift their spirits (e.g., comedy, cheerful songs, 
game show), there has also been evidence that people in negative 
emotions increase preference for mood-congruent aesthetic stimuli. 
Consistent with our theorizing, the emotion-target congruence effect 
was often observed when people personally experienced loneliness, 
sadness, or regret (i.e., when the negative emotion contains a com-
mitted attitude and meaning toward a situation). On the other hand, 
emotion-target incongruence effect was observed when negative 
emotion was induced through bogus lab performance feedback or 

physical annoyance (i.e., when negative emotion has less committed 
values and meaning). 

Finally, our findings imply where aesthetic pleasure comes 
from.  In spite of the importance of aesthetic pleasure in people’s 
daily life and psychological well-being, it mostly remains mysteri-
ous for scientists due to its complexity and subjectivity. In particular, 
the popularity of dramas, tear-jerker stories, and gloomy music chal-
lenge attempts to theorize about aesthetic pleasure based on hedo-
nistic principles. Our findings show that aesthetic judgment is not 
only a matter of context and inherent taste, but also a function of the 
relationship between the emotional tone the stimulus conveys and 
the feeling one has at the time of the evaluation. Future studies are 
needed to explore the important relationships among emotion, emo-
tional tone of aesthetic stimuli, and aesthetic pleasure.


