
A Healthy Cold-Colored Restaurant: The Impact of “Cold 

Ambient Color = Healthy” Intuition on Food Choice

CONCLUSION 

Across four studies, the current research demonstrates that 

consumers have learned to associate cold (vs. warm) ambient color with 

healthy (vs. unhealthy) food. Using various manipulations of ambient 

color temperature, we further demonstrate that the “cold ambient color = 

healthy” intuition impacts consumers’ food choices.
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with a cold-colored interior (85.2%) was more likely to be regarded as a 

healthy-positioned restaurant (2 = 5.432, p =.020, Cohen’s d =.21). In 

the two food-healthiness-given conditions, participants thought the 

restaurant specializing in healthy food (48.5%) was more likely to use a 

cold-colored interior, compared with the restaurant specializing in 

unhealthy food (9.7%) (2 = 23.07, p <.001, Cohen’s d =.42).

STUDY 3

3.1 Method 

129 China-based workers (28.23 ±7.36 years, female = 65.9%) were 

randomly assigned to either the cold-colored or warm-colored ambient 

condition, which used the same manipulation method of ambient color 

temperature as the replication study of study 2. Participants were 

informed to imagine that they were ordering food in the restaurant. 

Participants were asked to make three rounds of food choices between 

healthy (Round 1: egg avocado sandwich; Round 2: vegetable salad; 

Round 3: fruit salad) and unhealthy options (Round 1: double cheese and 

beef burger; Round 2: roast meat; Round 3: Orleans grilled chicken 

wings).

3.2 Results and Discussion 

We calculated the total number of healthy options participants chose 

in the food choice task. An independent t test revealed that participants 

were more likely to select the healthy options when the restaurant applied 

a cold-colored (vs. warm-colored) ambience (Mcold = 1.67, SD = 1.05 vs. 

Mwarm = 1.24, SD = 1.01; t(127) = 2.33, p =.021, Cohen’s d =.42).

By manipulating the painting color temperature of a restaurant, Study 

3 demonstrates a downstream consequence of the “cold ambient color = 

healthy” intuition: cold-colored (vs. warm-colored) ambiance increases 

consumers’ preferences for healthy food.

INTRODUCTION

Ambient sensory cues influence consumer choices subtly but 

powerfully (Labrecque, 2020). Previous research has documented that 

multiple ambient factors, such as scent (Luca & Botelho, 2020), music 

(Sunaga, 2018), and lighting (Wansink & Ittersum, 2012), affect 

consumers’ choices between healthy and unhealthy food. In this research, 

we focus on the role of the ambient color temperature of food outlets, 

such as the color temperature of a restaurant’s painting color, or material 

type. Specifically, we study the impact of cold versus warm ambient color 

on consumers’ choices between healthy and unhealthy food.

We propose that consumers associate cold (vs. warm) ambient color 

with healthy (vs. unhealthy) food (H1). Moreover, driven by the “cold 

ambient color = healthy” intuition, a cold-colored (vs. warm-colored) 

ambiance will make healthy (vs. unhealthy) food mentally more 

accessible, which results in greater preferences for healthy (vs. unhealthy) 

options (H2). We conducted four behavioural experiments to test our 

hypotheses: Study 1 provided initial evidence for H1; Study 2 further 

tested the bidirectionality of the intuition by manipulating the painting 

color of the restaurant’s interior; Study 3 and 4 explored the downstream 

consequences of the proposed intuition on healthy food choices (Study 3: 

painting color of a restaurant; Study 4: interior’s material with different 

color temperature).

STUDY 1

2.1 Method 

100 United Kingdom (UK)-based Prolific workers (33.22 ±11.22 

years, 72.0% female) participated in the study and were asked to 

indicated their opinion regarding the following two statements: “I believe 

that cold color (e.g., blue, cyan, green) is more suitable for restaurants 

specializing in: (1 = healthy food; 7 = unhealthy food)”; “I believe that 

warm color (e.g., red, orange, yellow) is more suitable for restaurants 

specializing in: (1 = healthy food; 7 = unhealthy food).” To better 

illustrate the color temperature, the example colors in the two statements 

were presented in their corresponding colors. For instance, the word 

“blue” in the first statement is highlighted in blue.

2.2 Results and Discussion 

A paired sample t test revealed that participants believed that cold (vs. 

warm) color tone was more suitable for healthy (vs. unhealthy) food 

(Mcold = 2.61, SD = 1.22 vs. Mwarm = 4.93, SD = 1.22; t(99) = 10.52, p

<.001, Cohen’s d = 1.05).

Study 1’s results suggest that consumers associate cold (vs. warm) 

color with healthy (vs. unhealthy) food. 

STUDY 2

3.1 Method 

258 Chinese Sojump workers (27.95.22 ± 7.44 years, 60.9% female) 

were randomly assigned to one of the two 2-cell substudies (i.e., a 

restaurant with cold ambient color (H = 220, S = 80, L = 80), a restaurant 

with warm ambient color (H = 40, S = 80, L = 80), a restaurant 

specializing in healthy food (i.e., salad and light dishes), and a restaurant 

specializing in unhealthy food(i.e., hamburgers and fried chicken)). In the 

two ambient-color-given conditions (hue = 40, saturation = 80, lightness 

= 80), we asked participants to indicate to what extent the restaurant was 

more likely to specialize in salad and light dishes (healthy food) or 

hamburgers and fried chicken (unhealthy food). In the two food-

healthiness-given conditions, participants were asked to indicated to what 

extent an orange (warm ambient color) or a blue (cold ambient color) 

interior was more suitable for the restaurant.

2.2 Results and Discussion 

In the two ambient-color-given conditions, a chi-squared test revealed 

that compared with the warm-colored interior (66.7%), the restaurant

STUDY 4

4.1 Method 

100 UK-based Prolific workers (28.23 ± 7.36 years, female = 

65.9%) were randomly assigned to either the cold ambient color (i.e., blue 

ceramic tile and blue marble) or warm ambient color (i.e., wood and 

brick) condition. The experimental procedures were identical to those in 

Study 3, except for the food stimuli (for healthy options: R1: cod salad, 

R2: avocado quinoa salad, R3: low-calorie coconut torte; for unhealthy 

options: R1: honey butter fried chicken, R2: double cheese and beef 

burger, R3: fudge brownie).

4.2 Results and Discussion 

Replicating the results of previous studies, an independent t test 

showed that cold (vs. warm) ambient color marginally increased 

consumers’ preferences for the healthy option (Mcold = 1.43, SD = 1.24 vs. 

Mwarm =.98, SD = 1.11; t(98) = 1.92, p =.058, Cohen’s d =.38).

Study 4 provides further support for the effect of the “cold ambient 

color = healthy” intuition on consumers’ food choices. Moreover, Study 4 

increases the generalizability of the effect by using the manipulation of 

the material’s color temperature, which is ubiquitous in real-life 

marketing scenarios. 
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