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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Visual characteristics contribute greatly to the formation of 

initial evaluations of products and people (Bloch 1995). In this 
research, we focus on one visual element, color, and investigate 
how automatic color preference is linked to automatic product and 
spokespeople preferences. Building on color theory research, we ar-
gue that an automatic preference for the color white impacts consum-
ers’ automatic evaluations of products and people and may explain 
the lack of automatic in-group favoritism previously reported for 
African-Americans.

Research suggests that preference for white over black (1) can 
be traced to ancient tribal fears for darkness, the night and the un-
known, versus the fondness for light, fire and the sun (Mead and 
Baldwin 1971), and (2) is acquired during early childhood and cul-
turally reinforced through the learning of color symbolism (Duckitt, 
Wall, and Pokroy 1999). For example, in religion, literature and the 
media white often symbolizes “goodness,” whereas black connotes 
“badness” (Williams, Tucker, and Dunham 1971). Because of this 
deeply rooted preference, and based on cross-cultural findings of 
an explicit white color preference across socio-cultural and ethnic 
backgrounds (Adams and Osgood 1973), we expect that Caucasian 
and African-Americans will automatically prefer the color white (vs. 
black) (H1) and white products over otherwise identical black prod-
ucts (H2).    

The potential impact of automatic color preference becomes 
more complex as we consider evaluations of advertising spokespeo-
ple. Although skin color is a readily noticeable visual characteristic, 
its impact on automatic preferences is multifaceted. On one hand, 
building on an automatic preference for white and research showing 
a positive relationship between color and racial preferences (Neto 
and Williams 1997), one would expect that everyone would prefer 
light skinned (i.e., white) people and advertisements featuring light-
skinned spokespeople (H3). On the other hand, because skin color 
can serve as a basis for in-group identification (Spira and Whittler 
2004), and people evaluate members of their own group more fa-
vorably than people from other groups (in-group favoritism; Tajfel, 
Billig, Bundy, and Flament 1971), we would expect that both Cau-
casian and African-Americans would prefer in-group spokespeople 
(H4). However, H3 and H4 would lead to conflicting predictions for 
African-Americans. 

These conflicting theoretical predictions for systematic color-
based versus in-group-based preferences are echoed in previous 
studies. Although past findings support that consumers favor spokes-
people from their in-group, the effects are mixed when race is the sa-
lient basis for identification. Research using explicit (i.e., self-report) 
measures has demonstrated that African and Caucasian-Americans 
respond more favorably to messages by spokespeople from their 
racial in-group (Schlinger and Plummer 1972; Whittler 1989). Yet, 
studies utilizing implicit measures have found that while Caucasian-
Americans exhibit automatic in-group preferences, African-Ameri-
cans do not exhibit automatic in-group preferences (Brunel, Tietje, 
and Greenwald 2004; Nosek, Banaji, and Greenwald 2002). 

System justification theory provides an explanation for the lack 
of automatic in-group preference among African-Americans (Jost 
and Banaji 1994). It posits that a long history of discrimination can 

lead individuals to internalize negative attitudes toward their own 
group as a means of justifying the status quo (Rudman, Feinberg, 
and Fairchild 2002). Notwithstanding, we propose that a universal 
automatic white color preference is an even more fundamental ex-
planation for these contradictory results. We expect that automatic 
preference for white will strengthen (weaken) automatic in-group 
favoritism for Caucasian-Americans (African-Americans). In other 
words, observed automatic in-group preference is the combined 
cumulative effect of an automatic color preference plus a “unique” 
in-group effect. In particular, we argue that ignoring the effect of 
an automatic white color preference might have prevented previous 
studies from showing that African-Americans favor their in-group. 
Therefore, by removing the color effect, one can disentangle the two 
underlying effects and uncover a unique in-group preference for both 
African and Caucasian-Americans (H5).

METHOd
We administered a series of Implicit Association Tests (IAT; 

Greenwald, McGhee, and Schwartz 1998) to explore African and 
Caucasian-Americans’ implicit color preferences (ICP, studies 1&2), 
implicit product preferences (IPP, study 1), implicit racial preferenc-
es (IRP, study 2), and implicit attitudes toward advertisements featur-
ing African and Caucasian-American spokespeople (IAad, study 2). 
See Appendix for stimuli examples.

FIndInGs
In study 1 (see figure 1), we support H1 and H2 and show that 

African-American (N = 96) and Caucasian-American (N = 123) 
adults exhibit automatic pro-white color (ICP_MeanD = .23 and .68 
respectively) and pro-white product preferences (IPP_MeanD = .17 
and .48 respectively). Additionally, ICP significantly predicted IPP 
(F(1,217) = 59.67, β = .46, p < .001).

Figure 1
Mean D scores for IAT Measures in study 1
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In study 2 (see figure 2), we provide additional support for H1 by 
showing that African-Americans (N = 81) and Caucasian-Americans 
(N = 245) exhibit an automatic pro-white color preference (ICP_Me-
anD = .36 and .58). We also show that Caucasian-Americans exhibit 
racial (IRP_MeanD = .46) and advertising preferences (IAad_Me-
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anD = .40) consistent with a color or in-group preference explana-
tion (H3 and H4). But, African-Americans do not exhibit significant 
racial (IRP_MeanD = -.02) or advertising preferences (IAad_Mean 
d = -.03) (no support for H3 or H4). In addition, we show that across 
groups, ICP is linked to IRP (F(1,324) = 52.56, β = .37, p < .001), 
and IAad (F(1,324) = 31.41, β = .30, p < .001), and that IRP mediates 
the effect of ICP on IAad.

Figure 2
Mean D scores for IAT Measures in study 2
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We then regressed IRP (IAad) on ICP and saved the unstan-
dardized residuals which represent the portion of IRP (IAad) that 
is not explained by ICP. Once this is done, both racial groups ex-
hibit in-group racial and advertising preferences. Specifically, Af-
rican-Americans exhibit both a Unique Implicit Racial Preference 
(UIRP_MeanD = -.21) and a Unique Implicit Attitude toward the Ad 
(UIAad_MeanD = -.19) in favor of their in-group.

COnTrIbUTIOn
Our research extends color theory into the consumer behavior 

area. In particular, it shows that there are automatic and predictable 
underlying color associations that impact automatic product, racial, 
and advertising preferences. Also, our findings suggest the need to 
take into account the potential effect of automatic color preference 
in order to avoid overestimating (underestimating) automatic in-
group preferences of Caucasian-Americans (African-Americans). 
Accounting for automatic color preference allows us to show that 
Africans-Americans have underlying automatic pro-in-group atti-
tudes, thereby providing an alternative viewpoint to system justifica-
tion theory. Instead of offering a socio-historical explanation for a 
“lack of in-group preference” among African-Americans, we show 
that a more fundamental explanation based on automatic color pref-
erence may explain past results. 

APPEndIx
Examples of IAT stimuli used in studies 1 And 2

 Color IAT Product IAT Race IAT1 Advertising IAT1

 (Studies 1 and 2) (Study 1) (Study 2) (Study 2)
    

    

Note: All stimuli were presented at a resolution of approximately 250 x 
250 pixels, and the background color was gray (RGB color code 
127 127 127).

1An equal number of women and men from each racial group photographed 
in similar poses were depicted in both the race and advertising IATs.
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