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Consumers often over-acquire resources during the course of consumption. Such over-acquisition is only possible when resources are

abundant. We show that incidental cues indicating non-excessiveness of a resource can lead consumers to conserve a different

resource. We demonstrate that the underlying mechanism is motivational rather than priming of conservation-related concepts.
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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 
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or not. Consistent with our theorization, we found that participants 
who were exposed to the non-abundance cue responded slower to 
abundance related words than participants initially exposed to the 
abundance cue, and that there was no significant difference in the 
response times for neutral words across conditions. 

Experiment 3 tests whether the perception of abundance vs. 
non-abundance is sufficient to prompt conservation in subsequent 
consumption. We show that providing the same amount of resource 
(1/3 cup of cooking oil) in a larger vs. smaller container led partici-
pants to perceive the resource as less abundance and subsequently 
motivated them to taking an extra action to conserve energy (turn 
off lights when leaving an empty room). Importantly, we find that 
when the cooking oil was provided in the bigger vs. smaller cup, 
participants still indicated that they had sufficient amount of resourc-
es. These findings suggest that the deviation from abundance (i.e., 
non-abundance, denoting the sufficient but non-excessive supply of 
resources) rather than scarcity (i.e., denoting insufficient supply) is 
adequate to prompt conservation behaviors.

In the last experiment, we discriminate against different theo-
retical accounts that could be responsible for the carry-over effect of 
incidental resource cues on conservation. We find that giving par-
ticipants a chance to conserve in a social domain that is unrelated 
to consumption before taking resources for subsequent consumption 
attenuated the influence on non-abundance cues on conservation. 
These results suggest that the underlying mechanism is motivational, 
as once the motivation is satisfied, participants no-longer engaged 
in conserving behaviors. However, the non-motivational accounts of 
priming conservation-related concepts and traits predict the oppo-
site pattern, as engaging in a conservation action would have made 
conservation-related concepts and traits even more accessible and 
salient. Our findings are consistent with recent literature on “green 
licensing” showing that purchasing green products can produce un-
intended effects licensing people to act unethically in subsequent 
tasks (Mazar and Zhong 2010). 

This research offers several theoretical contributions. While ex-
tant consumer behavior literature has primarily focused on consump-
tion, our theoretical approach also incorporates resource acquisition.  
While the level of specificity examined in the existing literature on 
supply and usage is domain specific, our research demonstrates that 
cues suggesting non-excessiveness of a particular resource not only 
influence perceptions of the cue-specific resource but also impact 
the cognitive accessibility of the general notion of abundance and 
therefore trigger conservation behaviors regarding an unrelated re-
source. Our findings also offer implications for marketing practitio-
ners. From a firm’s standpoint, costs can be curtailed if employees 
waste fewer resources. Additionally, it is in the firms’ best interest 
that consumers waste less when (1) consumers pay a fixed price and 
then make consumption quantity decisions, (2) consumers have the 
option to use firm resources that they do not have to pay for.

Moral Compensation and the Environment:  
Affecting Individuals’ Moral Intentions Through  

How They See Themselves as Moral 

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
To maintain a positive moral self-image, individuals engage in 

compensation: current moral behavior licenses future immoral be-
havior and current immoral behavior stimulates future moral behav-
ior (Jordan et al., 2011; Monin & Miller, 2001; Zhong & Liljenquist, 
2006). In the current investigation, we examine the relationship be-
tween behaviors that stimulate changes to one’s moral self-image 
(Jordan et al., 2011) and his or her ethical intentions and actions. We 

argue that moral compensatory effects are a function of changes to 
one’s moral self-image. In other words, it is not the mere priming of 
a moral or immoral frame via one’s behavior that leads to compensa-
tory effects. But rather, such behavior must be sufficient enough to 
impact one’s moral self-image in order to lead to compensatory ef-
fects. Recalls or priming that only lead to small changes to the moral 
self (i.e., are not severe) are unlikely to have an impact on one’s self-
image (Baumeister, 1999). 

We examine this question via two studies. In Study 1, we have 
individuals recall either few or many (im)moral behaviors that they 
take in regards to the environment. In Study 2, we provide individu-
als with either minor or extreme feedback about the states of their 
moral selves. We then examine their intent to engage, as well as their 
actual engagement in, in various moral or immoral behaviors.

Study 1. We used a field-based experimental study to investigate 
the relationship between the valence and magnitude of one’s moral 
recalls and subsequent intentions to behave ethically.

Participants, Design, and Procedures 
Through a partnership with a CO2 offsetting NGO, we surveyed 

186 individuals who had offset their flight emissions. These partici-
pants first recalled their past (im)moral behavior, after which they 
were asked about their support for programs encouraging CO2 emis-
sion offsetting, constituting our dependent variable. We manipulated 
moral self-image via a 2 x 2 between-participants design: the valence 
of participants’ recalled behavior (moral/immoral behaviors) and the 
magnitude of their recalled behavior (either asked to recall two or 
eight environment-related activities). To measure ethical intentions, 
individuals were then asked to indicate how likely they would be to 
(1) support regulations for mandatory CO2 offsetting premiums, (2) 
how willing they would be to pay a mandatory premium for CO2 

offsetting, and (3) how much they support corporate initiatives to 
offset CO2 emissions even if it meant them having to pay higher 
prices (α = .81).

Results
Replicating the moral compensation effects, we found a main 

effect of recall, F(1, 185) = 4.87, p = .03. Individuals who recalled 
environmental conservation activities reported lesser intentions to 
engage in activities to offset their CO2 emissions (M = 6.36, SD = 
0.91) than did those who recalled environmental destruction activi-
ties (M = 6.55, SD = 0.52). In support of moral self hypothesis, re-
sults also demonstrated an interaction between the valence of recall 
and the magnitude of recall, F(1, 185) = 8.06, p = .005. Those who 
recalled eight moral items (i.e., those that elicited a more positive 
moral self-image) were significantly less likely to support programs 
to offset CO2 emissions than were those who recalled eight immoral 
items (i.e., those that elicited a more negative moral self-image), 
t(185) = 3.31, p = .001. However, there was no difference between 
individuals who recalled two moral versus two immoral items, t(185) 
= 0.49, p = .63. 

Study 2.  Study 2 extends the results of Study 1 by more ob-
trusively manipulating the state of individuals’ moral selves via 
providing them with explicit moral-self feedback. Also, in contrast 
to Study 1, we examine the effects on both immoral behavior and 
environmentally-related moral behavior.  

Participants were 106 students. We manipulated moral self-
image by providing individuals with feedback on the states of their 
moral selves. Participants believed that they were participating in 
two separate studies. They were first asked to write about the activi-
ties they do to help the environment. We then told them that this was 
actually a validated measure of people’s moral selves. Participants 


