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Abstract. Based on an interdisciplinary framework of behavioral economics and psychology, this 
study systematically examines the multidimensional effects of priming on decision making.This study 
demonstrates how subtle stimuli significantly affects economic and social behavior through three key 
applications: color priming, conscious motor effects in public goods, and unconscious goals in labor 
efficiency. The results show that color associations vary across cultures and can influence financial 
decisions; Cooperative priming can promote prosocial behavior in the context of public goods. 
Teamwork starts to improve labor efficiency. These results challenge traditional models of rational 
choice and highlight the importance of subconscious cues in shaping behavior. The study highlights 
practical implications for marketing, public policy, and organizational management, while calling for 
further research on long-term priming effects and cultural differences The study proposes targeted 
interventions that take advantage of cross-sector priming effects: financial regulators should regulate 
cultural interpretations of color symbolism, policymakers should design environments and messages 
that subconsciously promote collaboration, and organizations should optimize workplace priming 
through strategic color schemes and implicit training programs. It is also recommended that 
education systems incorporate initiation awareness into the curriculum to develop decision-making 
literacy from an early age. These evidence-based recommendations are designed to translate 
laboratory findings into practical tools for influencing behavior. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Background and Significance 

In the field of behavioral economics, priming has become a key concept that challenges the 

traditional understanding of human decision making. When exposed to subtle cues, it activates mental 

representations that subsequently influence judgment or behavior without realizing it. The 

implications are profound in every field, from marketing to finance to public policy. Understanding 

the priming effect can help businesses better target consumers, policymakers design more effective 

public awareness campaigns, and organizations improve productivity. This automatic activation 

aligns with System 1 processing in dual-system theory, where rapid, associative thinking dominates 

[1]. 

1.2. Research Objectives and Questions 

Priming effect is investigated from three aspects: priming through the use of color; when it comes 

to public goods, thought dynamic effect; and the effect of unconscious goal on labor efficiency. Each 

app illustrates how seemingly subtle cues can influence behavior in situations that are less important 

to the economy. 

2. Theoretical Foundation of Priming 

2.1. Definition and Conceptualization 

Priming is defined as the procedural feature that some previously activated information impacts 

the processing of subsequent information [2]. Daniel Kahneman also refers to the remarkable priming 
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phenomenon as the influencing of an action by an idea, known as the ideomotor effect. This aligns 

with the broader framework effect proposed by Tversky & Kahneman, where decision-making is 

sensitive to contextual cues rather than absolute rationality [3]. These concepts suggest that cognitive 

processes are highly malleable, and seemingly trivial stimuli can significantly alter thoughts and 

actions. 

2.2. Psychological Mechanisms 

The psychological mechanisms underlying priming operate through the activation of mental 

associations. Dijksterhuis & Bergh’s automatic behavior theory posits that environmental cues 

automatically trigger associated behavioral scripts without conscious mediation [4], explaining why 

color priming (e.g., red activating danger associations) directly influences emotions and decisions [5, 

6]. 

2.3. Relevance to Economics 

Priming challenges the neoclassical assumption of rational agents. As Thaler & Sunstein’s "nudge" 

theory demonstrates, subtle changes in choice architecture (e.g., default options) can systematically 

guide behavior [7], paralleling how cooperation priming elevates public goods contributions [8]. 

3. Application 1: Color Priming 

3.1. Color-Psychology Associations 

Research has shown that colors can have a profound impact on emotions, cognitive processes, and 

behavior [5, 6]. For instance, red has been linked to various psychological effects. In most countries, 

red is often associated with aggression, dominance, and negative emotions. It has been found to 

reduce expectations and increase risk-averse behavior in investment decisions. In contrast, green is 

generally associated with calmness and growth. However, cultural differences play a significant role. 

In Chinese markets, red is used as a color symbol for an increase in value, which is the opposite of 

the common perception in most other countries. 

3.2. Experimental Study on Chinese Stock Brokers 

Zhang et al. conducted a study on the reversal of the red effect among Chinese stock brokers. The 

sample consisted of 24 stock brokers (mean age ~ 24; all had at least one year on the job, mean time 

with job ~ 2.7 years) and 24 college students (mean age ~ 23; no experience with stock exchange) 

[8]. The experimental design was a 2x2 independent measures design, with two treatments (red and 

green) and three tasks. 

The tasks included assessing worry, difficulty preference, avoidance motivation, and intellectual 

performance. To ensure the validity of the experiment, deception was used, where participants were 

informed that the treatment was an "IQ test." The tasks were double-blinded, and color-blindness was 

tested after the treatments to avoid priming by the colors of the test images. A questionnaire to assess 

for demand characteristics was also administered post-treatment. 

3.3. Results and Implications 

The results showed that in terms of intellectual performance, college students in the red group 

performed worse than those in the green group, while stock brokers had the opposite effect, these 

findings have significant implications for financial markets [5, 9]. Regarding worry, college students 

in the red group displayed greater worry than their counterparts. In terms of avoidance motivation, 

more stock brokers liked red due to their job context, while more college students disliked red. 

These findings have significant implications for financial markets. For example, when presenting 

financial statements, the choice of colors can impact investors' perception and decisions. In 
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international business, it is crucial to consider cultural color associations to avoid misinterpretations 

and make more effective marketing and investment decisions. 

3.4. Explanation 

The observed results in color priming can be attributed to the activation of culturally conditioned 

associations which then unconsciously guide behavior [2, 3, and 9]. In Chinese markets, red 

symbolizes prosperity and gains due to its historical and cultural significance, which reverses its 

typical association with risk aversion in Western contexts [9]. The priming effect operates by 

activating these pre-existing mental schemas, which then unconsciously guide behavior. For stock 

brokers, repeated exposure to red in positive financial contexts reinforces these associations, whereas 

students, lacking such experience, default to universal color-emotion linkages. This demonstrates how 

priming leverages taught associations to shape perceptions and actions.   

4. Application 2: The Ideomotor Effect and Public Goods 

4.1. The Ideomotor Effect in Public Goods Context 

The ideomotor effect is highly relevant in public-good-type games, where individual and collective 

interests conflict. In these games, the rational self-interested behavior would be for individuals to 

contribute nothing to the public good. However, priming cooperation-related concepts can potentially 

influence pro-social behavior. When individuals are primed with cooperation-related ideas, they may 

be more likely to contribute to the public good, even if it goes against their immediate self-interest. 

4.2. Experimental Design and Hypothesis 

Drouvelis et al. conducted a linear public goods game experiment. The experimental design was a 

between-subjects 1x2 design, with 3 participants per group. Each participant received an endowment 

of 20 tokens. They had to decide how many tokens to keep for themselves and how many to contribute 

to the public good. 

The hypothesis was that participants in the P-treatment (Positive Priming) group would make 

higher contributions to the public good and have different emotional responses compared to those in 

the NP-treatment (Neutral Priming) group. A word-search puzzle was used as the priming tool, with 

the P-treatment including cooperation-related words and the NP-treatment including neutral words. 

4.3. Findings and Practical Applications 

The findings showed that positive priming increased average contributions by ~2 tokens, but this 

effect was only statistically significant after controlling for gender. There were also differences in 

emotional responses. Positive priming amplified positive emotions in the non-negative deviation 

interval (when others contribute ≥ self), while having no significant effect on negative emotions. 

In practical applications, policymakers can use these findings to design public-messaging 

campaigns. For example, using cooperation-themed language in environmental policies can 

encourage individuals to engage in pro-social behavior, such as reducing waste or conserving energy. 

4.4. Explanation 

The ideomotor effect explains the increased contributions in the public goods game. Priming 

cooperation-related words activates mental constructs linked to pro-social behavior, reducing the 

salience of self-interest [8]. This automatic activation bypasses deliberate cost-benefit analysis, 

aligning with dual-process theories of cognition. The emotional modulation observed—where 

positive priming amplified positive emotions—suggests that priming not only influences decisions 

but also the affective underpinnings of those decisions. Policymakers can harness this by embedding 

cooperative cues in messaging to nudge collective action.   
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5. Application 3: Unconscious Goals and Labor Efficiency 

5.1. Unconscious Goals and Teamwork Priming 

Unconscious goals can influence behavior without conscious awareness. Priming teamwork-

related stimuli can enhance cooperative behavior and labor efficiency. When individuals are exposed 

to teamwork-related words or concepts, it can activate unconscious goals related to cooperation, 

leading them to be more collaborative in a work-like setting. 

5.2. Experimental Study by Bargh et al. 

Bargh et al. conducted a study with 60 male students. The study had a 2x2 between-subjects design, 

with priming conditions (cooperation-related vs. neutral words) and conscious goal conditions 

(explicit instruction vs. no instruction). The tasks included a scrambled sentence test for priming and 

a resource-management game. 

In the resource-management game, participants had to decide how many fish to keep for personal 

profit and how many to return to replenish the lake to avoid confiscation of profits. After the tasks, 

participants completed a post-experimental questionnaire about their intentions to cooperate and their 

awareness of any relationship between the priming task and the resource-management game. 

5.3. Results and Economic Impact 

The results showed a significant main effect of priming on cooperative behavior and a significant 

main effect of the conscious goal on cooperative behavior. There was also a positive correlation 

between intention and behavior. 

The economic impact of this is significant. By priming teamwork-related stimuli in the workplace, 

organizations can foster a culture of cooperation, leading to more efficient resource management. 

This can enhance productivity, causing a rightward shift in the Long-Run Aggregate Supply (LRAS) 

curve and contributing to overall economic growth. 

5.4. Explanation 

Teamwork priming enhances labor efficiency by activating unconscious goals tied to collaboration. 

The scrambled sentence task implicitly activated cooperative schemas, which then guided behavior 

in the resource-management game without conscious awareness [10]. This aligns with the theory of 

automatic goal pursuit, where environmental cues trigger goal-directed actions. The correlation 

between intention and behavior indicates that priming strengthens the link between implicit motives 

and explicit actions, offering organizations a tool to foster cooperative cultures and improve 

productivity. 

5.5. Future Research Directions 

Future studies could integrate priming with behavioral interventions like nudges [10] to explore 

long-term effects on economic decision-making. Additionally, the interaction between different types 

of priming, such as color priming and word priming, remains an open area of research. Finally, more 

research is needed to understand the effectiveness of priming in different cultural and social settings, 

as cultural differences may play a crucial role in how priming affects behavior. 

6. Conclusion 

6.1. Implications for Theory and Practice 

The priming effect has significant implications for behavioral economic theory. It challenges the 

traditional models of decision-making that assume rationality and full information processing. In 

practice, businesses, policymakers, and organizations can use priming techniques to influence 

behavior. For example, in marketing, colors can be used to prime consumers' emotions and 
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preferences. In public policy, cooperation-themed messaging can encourage pro-social behavior. In 

the workplace, teamwork priming can boost productivity. 

The empirical findings yield four actionable policy recommendations. Financial regulators should 

mandate cultural annotations for color usage in cross-border financial documents (e.g., "Red indicates 

rising prices in Chinese markets") to mitigate investor cognitive biases stemming from associative 

differences. Public policy initiatives could embed cooperative action verbs ("co-build," "share") 

rather than nominalizations in environmental campaigns to activate citizens' prosocial schemas, while 

designing "priming corridors" in government buildings with collective achievement imagery to subtly 

reinforce cooperative norms. Organizations may implement department-specific color schemes (e.g., 

blue-green tones in creative units to reduce anxiety, red accents for Chinese trading teams to leverage 

positive associations) complemented by regular subconscious goal priming training to institutionalize 

teamwork mindsets. Educational systems should incorporate priming literacy into economics 

curricula to cultivate youth awareness of environmental cue influences on decision-making. 

6.2. Shortcomings of this Article 

Three primary limitations warrant acknowledgment. First, the experimental designs predominantly 

measured short-term priming effects, leaving the durability of behavioral modifications unexplored. 

Second, cultural analyses focused on East-West dichotomies without examining intra-cultural 

variations (e.g., urban-rural divides, generational differences), potentially obscuring subgroup 

heterogeneities. Third, while laboratory controls ensured internal validity, the ecological validity 

remains constrained by both the artificial exclusion of competing real-world stimuli and overreliance 

on student samples (excepting the stock broker study). These constraints necessitate future 

longitudinal field experiments employing neuroeconomic methods (e.g., fMRI) to elucidate priming's 

neural mechanisms, alongside diversified sampling across cultures and professions to strengthen 

practical applications. The interaction between multiple priming modalities (e.g., color + lexical) also 

merits investigation to advance theoretical integration. 
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