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SESSION OVERVIEW
Environmental conservation is a major concern for countries, 

marketers, and consumers. Virtually every choice that consumers 
make has an environmental impact, which degrades or improves the 
state of the environment and its natural resources. Consumers are 
increasingly aware of their impact on the environment.  In response, 
marketers have offered a growing array of products and services for 
facilitating more green consumption behavior. While making envi-
ronmentally friendly choices may be guided by deeply held values 
(e.g., moral identity; Aquino and Reed 2002, Leonard-Barton 1981) 
or logic (e.g., cost-effectiveness; Hahn 2000), this session takes a 
different approach. More recently, researchers have attempted to 
gain a better understanding of more transitory factors and psycho-
logical mechanisms that influence conservation behavior (e.g., Gold-
stein, Cialdini, and Griskevicius 2008). Building upon these ideas, 
we focus on how both momentary situations and self-perceptions 
significantly influence consumers’ decisions to engage in more or 
less green behavior.  Since situations and self-perceptions are highly 
malleable, this session offers important insight into affecting larger 
scale conservation through everyday choices made by consumers. 
Our aim is to investigate and foster discussion around an important 
question:  when and why will consumers choose to conserve through 
their consumption choices? This symposium argues that greener con-
sumption is more multiply determined than many have assumed to 
date and focuses on two key factors:  incidental cues and momentary 
self-perceptions.  

The first two papers examine how incidental cues influence 
conservation. The second two papers focus on how momentary self-
perceptions shape green behaviors. Together we present evidence 
and develop frameworks which explore when and why consumers 
engage in green behaviors.  Mazar, Caruso, and Zhong demonstrate 
that environments which prime the color green elicit different con-
sumption behaviors depending on the context in which relevant as-
sociations are activated. Zhu and Kalra show that incidental cues to 
non-excessiveness of one resource influences consumers usage of a 

different resource. Jordan, Gino, Tenbrunsel, and Leliveld demon-
strate how augmenting consumers’ self-image and moral reference 
points influences their choices of conservation and ethical behaviors. 
Finally, Cavanaugh, Gino, and Fitzsimons identify when and why 
consumers choose to give green and ethically superior gifts to others.

In keeping with the conference theme “Building Connections,” 
the papers in this session bring together a variety of theoretical ap-
proaches and investigate different mechanisms for impacting green 
behavior, which are likely to inspire interest and debate. For instance, 
under what circumstances does priming versus shifting motivation 
account for conservation behavior?  How do self-perceptions interact 
with environmental factors to influence conservation?  How broadly 
do these effects hold across different types of conservation-related 
consumption behaviors?

This symposium is likely to appeal to researchers interested in 
social cognition, social influence, moral psychology, relationships, 
and transformative consumer research. The research presented con-
tributes to our understanding of when and why consumers behave 
the way they do in the domains of resource usage, ethical gift-giving, 
and socially conscious consumption behaviors more generally. These 
findings have important implications for marketers, individual con-
sumers, and society. Note: Each speaker has agreed to serve (present-
ers noted with single asterisk) if the proposed session is accepted. All 
of the research described below has been written up, i.e. in manu-
scripts that are either prepared, under review, or near publication.

Greed or Green? The Impact of the Color Green on 
Conservation of Monetary and Natural Resources 

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Green signifies life and nature and has become synonymous 

with the movement to raise awareness and concern for the environ-
ment (Mazar & Zhong, 2010). In fact, manufacturers even use green 
packaging just to create the impression that their products are en-
vironmentally friendly (Chandler & Schwarz, 2010). Incidentally, 
green is also the color of paper money in the U.S., and is associated 
with greed and envy. Thus, the same color can be associated with 
both conscientious and selfish behaviors. 

The present research explores whether priming the color green 
can elicit different behaviors depending on the context in which 
the prime-relevant associations are activated. A large literature on 
priming has reported that social behaviors can be elicited by sub-
tle contextual cues. For example, exposure to pictures of exclusive 
restaurants can improve manners in a subsequent eating task (Aarts 
& Dijksterhuis, 2003). These results are often interpreted as due to 
contextual cues activating associated norms and goals that lead to 
consistent behaviors. For instance, because the Apple brand tends 
to be associated with originality, briefly exposing consumers to the 
Apple logo increases their creativity on a subsequent idea generation 
task (Fitzsimons, Chartrand, & Fitzsimons, 2008). 

More recently, researchers have attempted to gain a better un-
derstanding of the mechanisms by which these effects operate (e.g., 
Bargh, 2006). Factors that influence the effect of primes include per-
sonal characteristics of the people exposed to the prime (e.g., novices 
vs. experts; Mandel & Johnson, 2002; see also Wheeler & Berger, 
2007) as well as the features of the judgment target (e.g., level of 
ambiguity; Higgins, 1996) or the situation (e.g., desirability of the 
behavior; Macrae & Johnston, 1998). Building upon these ideas, we 
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suggest that the same prime can activate different behaviors depend-
ing on the context. Specifically, exposure to green color in the con-
text of environmental decisions might make the eco friendliness as-
sociation salient and prime environmentally friendly, conscientious 
behavior, whereas exposure to green color in the context of financial 
decisions might make the money and greed association salient and 
produce behaviors that aim to promote self interest. We test this pre-
diction in three studies.

In Study 1, 146 visitors to a museum engaged in a hypothetical 
dictator game in which they were given $20 to divide with another 
anonymous participant. Some of the participants completed this 
questionnaire in a room with a green floor and green walls, where-
as others completed it in an adjacent room with a black floor and 
off-white walls. Participants who made their allocation decision in 
the green room kept more of the money for themselves (M=$12.26, 
SD=4.16) than participants who made their allocation decision in the 
non-green room (M=10.29, SD=3.46), t(144)=3.11, p=.002.

In Study 2, 72 students seated in individual cubicle desks in a 
lab participated in a product test study, in which they were asked to 
mix their own powder-drink by adding water to it and then rate the 
attractiveness of the color of the drink and how quickly the pow-
der dissolved. Participants were given a measuring cup and were 
instructed to go to a water station and take as much water as they 
felt they needed for the task. Participants were randomly assigned 
to one of two color conditions. Those in the green prime condition 
had a green placemat on their desk and a green screensaver on the 
computer screen, whereas participants in the control condition had a 
white placemat and a white screensaver. 

Participants primed with the green color took significantly less 
water (M=265.3 ml, SD=123.5 ml) than those in the control con-
dition (M=355.7 ml, SD=179.5 ml), t(66)=2.49, p=.015. The color 
prime did not affect how appealing the color of the drink looked nor 
how fast participants thought the powder dissolved. 

In Study 3, 144 participants seated in a lab engaged in a hypo-
thetical variant of a public goods game in which they were asked to 
imagine they were part of a 100-person community that was going 
through a challenging period. Participants were randomly assigned 
to one of two color conditions (green vs. control-black) and one of 
two context conditions (money vs. water) in a between-participants 
design. We manipulated the color of the screensaver and mousepad 
to be either both green (green condition) or both black (control con-
dition). Those in the money condition read about a challenging eco-
nomic period that limited “the amount of money available, for exam-
ple, to cover utility bills,” whereas participants in the water condition 
read about a challenging draught period that limited “the amount of 
water available, for example, to take showers.” Participants then had 
to face a social dilemma, in which they were asked to indicate how 
much money [water] they would take for themselves, leaving less 
resources available for the public good. 

Consistent with our prediction, we found a significant col-
or X context interaction on the amount of resources taken, F(1, 
140)=4.48, p=.036. In the money condition, participants primed with 
green (M=61.49, SD=32.21) took more money than participants in 
the control condition (M=54.58, SD=27.08); in the water condition, 
participants primed with green (M=52.30, SD=24.74) took less water 
than participants in the control condition (M = 65.21, SD = 27.68).

Across three studies we show that, compared to a neutral color, 
green can increase selfishness in the context of money but decrease 
it in the context of natural resources. These results shed further light 
on the processes by which nonconscious primes can elicit different 
patterns of behavior within the same group of people depending on 
which of its associations are relevant in a particular context.  

Incidental Resource Cues and 
Conservation in Consumption 

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Conservation and environmental issues is a textbook case of 

a “wicked problem” as the problems are complex and ambiguous 
(Rittel and Webber 1973). In many consumption contexts, waste 
arises primarily from consumers’ over-acquisition of the amount of 
resources required. While a rich body of research has explored fac-
tors that influence the level of consumption and provided important 
insights for understanding how much people consume (e.g., Folkes, 
Martin and Gupta 1993; Wansink 1996), prior research has not dis-
tinguished between how much is acquired versus how much is con-
sumed and the difference between the two.  We conceptualize waste 
in consumption as the difference between the amount of resources 
acquired and the amount of resources required for a consumption sit-
uation. We propose that waste in consumption has two instantiations, 
pure loss of resources (which occurs when the amount of resources 
acquired is greater than the amount of resources consumed) and 
inefficiency in usage (which occurs when the amount of resources 
consumed is greater than the amount of resources required). Conser-
vation can be achieved by reducing both pure loss and inefficiency. 

The focus of this research is to examine the impact of resource 
availability on conservation in consumption.  We conceptualize 
abundance to be an excessive supply of resources whereas non-
abundance is sufficient but non-excessive supply of resources. Non-
abundance differs from scarcity in the sense that scarcity refers to 
insufficient supply of resources. We focus on situations where the 
supply is always sufficient but simply differs in terms of excessive-
ness.  We anticipate that perceiving resources as non-abundant can 
curtail acquisition, thereby temporally prompting conservation be-
haviors. Evidence for our theorization can be found in the biological 
literature, which shows that species lower consumption rates when 
resources appear to become scarcer (Hanson and Leggett 1986).  Ad-
ditionally, the sociology literature suggests that in late-modern and 
industrialized society, abundance became more taken-for-granted 
supplanting non-abundance, which has lead to highlighted consum-
erism and attendant over-acquisition (Côté 1993).  Broadly building 
upon evidence suggesting that environmental cues in a prior context 
can influence decision-making in subsequent unrelated contexts by 
affecting mental representation and accessibility of different knowl-
edge structure (Bargh et al., 1996; Dijksterhuis, Chartrand and Aarts 
2007; Förster, Liberman and Friedman 2007; Kay et al. 2004), we 
posit that incidental cues indicating one particular resource as non-
abundant can reduce the cognitive accessibility of the general con-
struct of abundance and trigger the tendency to conserve. Further, 
this conservation tendency can persist into subsequent consumption 
even when different resources are utilized.

Experiment 1A shows that incidental cues highlighting non-
excessiveness of a resource (a pencil stub) can reduce pure loss of an 
unrelated resource (lead participants to acquire and waste less water 
in a later sampling task). Experiment 1B extends the main effect to 
inefficiency in usage, showing that simply taking away vs. leaving 
a drink bottle on participant’s desk in a drink sampling reduced the 
amount of paper participants used in a later wrapping task. 

Experiment 2 tests whether cues indicating non-abundance 
can reduce the accessibility of cognitive representation of the gen-
eral construct of abundance. To do so, we first exposed participants 
to either non-abundance or abundance cues in a sampling task. We 
then measured the accessibility of cognitive representations of the 
notion of abundance employing a lexical decision task that requires 
participants to determine whether certain letter strings are words 


