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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Television and movie characters who wear white clothes are the 

“good guys” and those who wear black ones are the “bad guys”. In 
the English language, “black-hearted” means wicked and evil, while 
the idiom “pure as driven snow” refers to moral cleanliness. People 
often associate white colours with moral concepts such as purity and 
goodness, and black colours with immoral concepts such as con-
tamination and evilness. These psychological associations between 
white, black, and morality are likely engrained into human existence. 
People more readily identify positive words in a white font than 
negative words in a black font (Meier, Robinson, and Clore 2004; 
Sherman and Clore 2009), and they perceive gray colours as lighter 
when evaluating positive words but as darker when evaluating nega-
tive ones (Meier et al. 2007). 

Drawing upon findings from priming research, we posit that 
exposure to white products increases propensity for prosocial be-
haviours while exposure to black products increases propensity for 
non-prosocial behaviours. For instance, people exposed to elderly 
concepts walk slower (Bargh et al., 1996) and people primed with 
professor stereotypes score higher on academic tests (Hansen and 
Wänke 2009). These priming effects occur because environmental 
cues activate related concepts in the self that then guide behaviour 
(Wheeler et al., 2007). 

In addition, we posit that mere colour exposure leads to consis-
tent moral behaviours, but interacting with the colours leads to com-
pensatory moral ones. The moral licensing literature has found that 
people who behave morally subsequently behave immorally (Miller 
and Effron 2010), while people who behave immorally subsequently 
behave morally (Zhong and Liljenquist 2006). We hypothesize that 
buying white products will lead to moral licensing, whereas buying 
black products will lead to moral compensation. Although a white 
sofa is not inherently more moral than a black sofa, but because 
the colours white and black imbue products with moral meaning, 
buying the product (in contrast to viewing the products) allows the 
consumer to engage with the product. Hence, buying the white sofa 
should make the individual feel as if she has behaved morally, thus 
leading to licensing; conversely, buying the black sofa should make 
the individual feel as if she has behaved immorally, thus leading to 
compensation. 

In Experiment 1, we demonstrate that exposure to white prod-
ucts cause people to “do good”, while exposure to black products 
cause them to “do bad”. Participants saw pictures of four black or 
white products. All participants indicated how much they liked each 
product. They then indicated how likely they would perform four 
prosocial and non-prosocial behaviours. Participants who saw white 
products scored higher (M = 5.07) on prosocial intentions than those 
who saw black ones (M = 3.07), t(48) = 2.52, p < .02.

In Experiment 2, we demonstrate that colour can imbue prod-
ucts with symbolic meaning beyond the inherent function or pur-
pose of the product. Participants saw either a hedonic or utilitarian 
product. They then indicated whether it was a vice or a virtue, and 
whether it was something that they want to or something that they 
should buy. As expected, the utilitarian product was more virtuous 
(M = 7.04) than the hedonic product (M = 5.80), F(1, 148) = 18.50, p 
< .001. More importantly, white products, both hedonic and utilitar-
ian, were more virtuous (M = 7.09) than black products (M = 6.35), 
F(1, 148) = 13.76, p < .001. 

The colour of the product can affect how virtuous the product 
is perceived to be. Hence, buying white products should lead to li-
censing, while buying black products should lead to compensation. 
Rating these same products, on the other hand, should lead to be-
haviours that are consistent with the moral meanings of the colours. 
Experiment 3 used a 2 (store: white vs. black) × 2 (task: rate vs. 
buy) between-subjects design. Participants entered a simulated on-
line store with either predominantly “white” or “black” products. In 
each condition, half of the participants rated the products; the others 
selected five products to purchase. Participants were entered into a 
draw for $2 and they could donate any amount of it to Greenpeace. 
In the store with white products, rating participants donated more to 
Greenpeace (M = $0.89) than buying participants (M = $0.48), t(39) 
= 2.56, p < .02. But in the store with black products, rating partici-
pants donated less (M = $0.47) than buying participants (M = $0.72), 
t(56) = 1.88, p < .07. 

Buying for oneself is a form of action that directly links to the 
self-concept to facilitate the perception of having done good or bad 
from buying white and black products. We demonstrate in Experi-
ment 4 that these buying vs. rating effects only hold when one is 
buying for the self. In a 2 (colour: white vs. black) × 3 (task: buy for 
self vs. buy for others vs. rate) between-subjects design, participants 
again entered the simulated online store. They were told to either 
rate the white (black) products, choose five to purchase for them-
selves, or choose five to purchase for a friend. They then indicated 
how likely they would perform four prosocial and non-prosocial be-
haviours. Among participants in the store with white products, those 
who bought for themselves scored lower on prosocial intentions 
(M = 2.35) than those who bought for others (M = 4.18) as well as 
those who rated the products (M = 4.35), F(2, 88) = 5.65, p < .01. 
But among participants in the store with black products, those who 
bought for themselves scored higher on prosocial intentions (M = 
4.20) than those who bought for others (M = 2.75) as well as those 
who rated the products (M = 2.31), F(2, 89) = 4.14, p < .02.

In this research, we show that when people are exposed to white 
and black colours, related moral concepts become readily accessible 
and affect their subsequent behaviours. White and black colours also 
influence how virtuous products are perceived, and since white prod-
ucts are perceived as more moral and black products are perceived 
as less moral, engaging with (i.e. buying) these products leads to 
compensatory moral behaviours while mere colour exposure leads 
to consistent moral behaviours. Any moral deed has individual and 
societal consequences, and if colour is everywhere, an understanding 
of colour exposure on morality is needed.

REFERENCES
Bargh, John A., Mark Chen, and Lara Burrows (1996), 

“Automaticity of Social Behavior: Direct Effects of Trait 
Construct and Stereotype Activation on Action”, Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 71 (August), 230-44. 

Hansen, Jochim and Michaela Wänke (2009), “Think of Capable 
Others and You Can Make It! Self-Efficacy Mediates the Effect 
of Stereotype Activation on Behavior”, Social Cognition, 27 
(February), 76-88. 

Miller, Dale T. and Daniel A. Effron (2010), “Psychological 
License: When It is Needed and How It Functions”, Advances 
in Experimental Social Psychology, 43, 115-55. 



768 / Colour Me Morally: White and Black Products Influence Prosocial Behaviours

Meier, Brian P., Michael D. Robinson, and Gerald L. Clore (2004), 
“Why Good Guys Wear White: Automatic Inferences about 
Stimulus Valence Based on Brightness”, Psychological 
Science, 15 (February), 82-7. 

Meier, Brian P., Michael D. Robinson, L. Elizabeth Crawford, 
and Whitney J. Ahlvers (2007), “When ‘Light’ and ‘Dark’ 
Thoughts Become Light and Dark Responses: Affect Biases 
Brightness Judgments”, Emotion, 7 (May), 366-76. 

Sherman, Gary D. and Gerald L. Clore (2008), “The Color of Sin: 
White and Black are Perceptual Symbols of Moral Purity and 
Pollution”, Psychological Science, 20 (August), 1019-25. 

Wheeler, S. Christian, Kenneth G. DeMarree, and Richard E. Petty 
(2007), “Understanding the Role of the Self in Prime-to-
Behavior Effects: The Active-Self Account”, Personality and 
Social Psychological Review, 11 (August), 234-61.

Zhong, Chen-Bo and Katie Liljenquist (2006), “Washing Away 
Your Sins: Threatened Morality and Physical Cleansing”, 
Science, 313 (September), 1451-2. 

Table 1: Summary of All Results
Study 1
 White Products Black Products
DV = Prosocial intentions

5.07a 3.07b

Study 2
 White Product Black Product
DV = Virtuousness of product
Utilitarian Product 7.36a 6.79a

Hedonic Products 6.62a 4.98b

Study 3
White Products Black Products

DV = Donation
Buy $0.48a $0.72b

Rate $0.89b $0.47a

Study 4
White Products Black Products

DV = Prosocial intentions
Buy-self 2.35a 4.20b

Buy-other 4.18b 2.75a

Rate 4.35b 2.31a

Note: Numbers with different superscripts are  
significantly different at p < .05


