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Background: Studies have shown that individuals restrain their egoistic desires to benefit 
others (eg, the natural world), which require a higher-order psychological process, such as 
self-control. Therefore, performing a preceding self-control task may subsequently decrease 
green consumption behavior. However, whether and how moral elevation, which is an 
important type of positive incidental emotion, moderates the negative effect of exerting self- 
control on green consumption behavior remains unknown.
Purpose: The present study aimed to examine how exerting self-control and moral elevation 
influenced green consumption behavior.
Methods: The product choice task that requires participants to make choices between 
buying environmentally friendly (eco-friendly) and cheaper (self-interest) products is an 
index of green consumption behavior. In Experiment 1, we adopted the incongruent 
Stroop task to induce the exertion of self-control, and participants were asked to make 
choices in the product choice task. In Experiment 2, participants were provided with 
moral elevating videos to elicit moral elevation during the interval between the Stroop 
and product choice tasks.
Results: Experiment 1 indicated that, relative to the congruent Stroop task (the control 
condition), completing the incongruent Stroop task led to less environmentally friendly 
choices. Experiment 2 indicated that the participants who watched the elevating video in 
the incongruent Stroop task condition chose environmentally friendly products with greater 
frequency compared to those who watched the neutral video. Furthermore, the analyses 
showed that self-reported moral elevation partly moderated the effect of the exertion of self- 
control on green consumption behavior.
Conclusion: Our findings indicate that the exertion of self-control has a negative effect on 
green consumption behavior; however, moral elevation can counteract this negative effect of 
exerting self-control on green consumption behavior.
Keywords: self-control, green consumption behavior, moral elevation, moderating effect

Introduction
Green consumption behavior is a common pro-environmental behavior in daily life; 
it refers to the extent to which individuals consider the impact of their own behavior 
on the environment when they purchase or use products, and refers to them trying 
to maximize the positive impact, while minimizing the negative impact.1,2 Green 
consumption behavior is often accompanied with some cost to individuals.3–5 In 
particular, people must restrain themselves from buying cheaper products that are 
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not environmentally friendly, or spend additional time and 
incremental effort to restrain their self-interest consump-
tion habits.6,7

Numerous studies have shown that individuals restrain 
their egoistic and self-interest-oriented desires to benefit 
others (eg the natural world), which requires a higher-order 
psychological process, such as self-control.8–11 For example, 
Baumgartner et al found that the higher the cortical baseline 
activation in the right lateral prefrontal cortex of the brain 
involved in cognitive control and self-control processes, the 
higher the frequency of everyday pro-environmental 
behavior.11 Moreover, empirical research has shown that pro- 
environmental attitudes translate into behavior demanding 
cognitive or psychological resources.10 These findings sug-
gest that individuals’ pro-environmental behavior, such as 
green consumption behavior, require self-control or psycho-
logical resources; however, little is known about the effect of 
preceding self-control on green consumption behavior. Thus, 
in Experiment 1, we aimed to explore the effect of exerting 
self-control on green consumption behavior.

According to the strength model of self-control, self- 
control comprises limited inner resources, and if exerting 
self-control depletes them, there are fewer resources avail-
able for subsequent tasks, leading to poor performance for 
subsequent acts of self-control.12–14 Abundant evidence 
has indicated that individuals in a state of low self- 
control are prone to engage in impulsive behaviors to 
satisfy their immediate and self-interest desires—including 
overeating, crime and violence, smoking, and less proso-
cial behavior.15–17 For example, Jin et al found that indi-
viduals with low self-control allocated less money to the 
other person, decreasing their prosocial behaviors.15 

Therefore, it is possible that performing a self-control 
task would subsequently decrease green consumption 
behavior.

Exerting self-control depletes limited psychological 
resources and may decrease green consumption behavior. 
However, the busy and overworked lifestyle in modern 
society and the everyday situations of self-control (eg pur-
suing a healthy diet, maintaining marriage loyalty, saving 
money) often leave people in states of low self- 
control.11,18,19 Thus, it is crucial to explore how to counter-
act the negative impact of self-control depletions on green 
consumption behavior. The Broaden-and-Build Theory con-
tends that positive affect broadens the scope of attention and 
thought-action repertoires and builds personal resources 
ranging from physical and social resources to intellectual 
and psychological resources.20–22 Prior research has shown 

that inducing implicit positive emotion has a restorative 
effect on self-control resources.23 Moreover, it is worth 
noting that positive affect can alleviate ego depletion and 
restore the performance of subsequent self-control tasks by 
rebuilding or replenishing self-control or depleted psycho-
logical resources.24–26 For instance, Shmueli and Prochaska 
found that positive affect elicited with a video may increase 
or replenish self-control strength and weaken the detrimen-
tal effects of self-control depletion on smoking behavior.27

Importantly, empirical studies (involving prosocial 
behavior) have indicated that positive emotions moderate 
the negative relationship between exerting self-control and 
prosocial behaviors.28,29 In particular, after completing the 
incongruent Stroop task (related to self-control), indivi-
duals are less likely to be prosocial toward others; how-
ever, inducing positive emotion, such as kindness, can 
counteract this negative effect.30,31 Green consumption 
behavior is considered a type of prosocial behavior.2,32 

Moral elevation is a self-transcendent positive moral 
emotion,33,34 which is defined as the warm, uplifting emo-
tional feeling that people sometimes experience when they 
witness benevolent behaviors of others.35,36 Prior research 
has demonstrated that moral elevation is distinct from 
other positive emotions;37,38 compared with other positive 
emotions, moral elevation is the most effective way to 
improve pro-environmental behavior.36,39,40 However, 
whether moral elevation could moderate the negative rela-
tionship between self-control and green consumption 
behavior remains unknown. In Experiment 2, we aimed 
to explore the effect of moral elevation and exerting self- 
control on pro-environmental behaviors.

Experiment 1
In Experiment 1, we adopted the incongruent Stroop task to 
induce the exertion of self-control, and used the product 
choice task to examine the participants’ green consumption 
behavior.41 Previous studies have shown that individuals 
engage in pro-environmental behavior, such as green con-
sumption behavior, requiring self-control or cognitive 
resources.10,11 According to the strength model of self- 
control, exerting self-control would deplete limited 
psychological resources, leading to poor performance for 
subsequent acts of self-control.14 Individuals in a state of 
low self-control tend to choose an option that satisfies their 
immediate and self-interest desires rather than a long-term 
altruistic option.19,42 Therefore, we hypothesized that com-
pared to the congruent Stroop task condition, the incongruent 
Stroop task condition inducing the exertion of self-control 
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would deplete finite psychological resources, resulting in less 
green consumption behavior, which would be demonstrated 
by participants choosing environmentally friendly products 
with lower frequency.

Material and Methods
Participants
We recruited 80 healthy undergraduates (28 men; Mage = 
21.70 years, SD = 1.73) from Hunan Normal University 
to participate in the experiment. All the participants 
were randomly assigned to one of two conditions: the 
incongruent Stroop task (40 participants, 15 men) and 
congruent Stroop task (40 participants, 13 men) condi-
tions. After the experiment, they were paid according to 
the consequences of the product choice task. A power 
analysis (G*Power 3.1) was used to acquire a post hoc 
calculation of the power of the sample size.43 According 
to the effect size of Experiment 1 (effect size d = 0.74), 
using the parameters α = 0.05, sample size group for 
each group = 40, and number of groups = 2, the analysis 
estimated a power of 0.94. The results suggested that 
the sample reached a medium effect size. All partici-
pants were right-handed, with a normal or corrected-to- 
normal vision, and provided informed consent. This 
study was conducted in accordance with the 
Declaration of Helsinki and was approved by the ethics 
committee of Hunan Normal University.

Manipulating the Exertion of Self-Control
The Color Stroop task is a classic and effective method for 
reducing subsequent performance on another self-control 
task.16,44–46 We adopted the modified color Stroop task to 
manipulate the exertion of self-control.15 According to 
prior research, after conducting the Stroop task, people 
perform worse on subsequent self-control tasks.47,48 In 
the Stroop task, participants were instructed to identify 
the displayed color of words and to ignore the semantic 
content of the words (ie GREEN, YELLOW, BLUE, 
RED). There were two types of Stroop task: the congruent 
Stroop task and the incongruent Stroop task. In the con-
gruent Stroop task, the displayed color of words was 
consistent with the meaning of the words (eg “BLUE” 
was displayed in blue). In the incongruent Stroop task, 
the displayed color and word meaning was inconsistent 
(eg “BLUE” was displayed in red). The task consisted of 
160 trials with an equal distribution of the four colors. 
Participants were asked to identify the color of the words 
and click a mouse on one of the four buttons labeled 

“Red,” “Green,” “Blue,” or “Yellow” in white (rando-
mized for each participant), which were displayed below 
the stimulus area of the screen. In each trial, the word was 
displayed for 1000 ms, followed by 500 ms of feedback on 
whether the response was correct or not. After completing 
the task, the participants responded to the manipulation 
check, including assessing the task difficulty using 
a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (very easy) to 7 (very 
difficult), while indicating the degree of effort while com-
pleting the Stroop task by responding on a 7-point scale 
ranging from 1 (no effort) to 7 (great effort).49,50 They 
were also asked to rate the extent to which they felt fear, 
anger, sadness, disgust, pride, and happiness by respond-
ing on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (do not feel at all) to 
7 (feel strongly).15

Assessment of Green Consumption Behavior
The product choice task has been proved to be an effective 
index of green consumption behavior;41,51,52 therefore, we 
used it to examine the participants’ green consumption 
behavior.9,41 In the product choice task, participants were 
presented with two product-choice tasks. In both instances, 
one alternative was more environmentally friendly than 
the other, but was also more expensive. They were then 
asked to indicate which product they would pick if they 
were to purchase one of these. If participants purchased 
ecologically products at a higher price, they were consid-
ered to be more inclined toward the environmentally 
friendly consumption option. After completing the Stroop 
task, participants were presented with a product choice 
task in which they received five product pairs (see 
Figure 1). The participants made five choices for the five 
product pairs; each time they chose an environmentally 
friendly product, a score of 1 point was gained. The max-
imum score for choosing environmentally friendly pro-
ducts was five points.

To increase the ecological validity, participants were 
informed that one of the products that they decided to 
purchase would be randomly selected at the end of the 
task, and they would actually purchase this product using 
part of their participation fee. The critical product cate-
gories were air fresheners, paper towels, garbage bags, 
energy-efficient light bulbs, and detergents (see Table 1). 
To pretest the price of ecological products, we recruited 
33 participants before the formal experiment who were 
presented with the retail value of a product and were 
asked how much they were willing to pay for a more 
environmentally friendly product. We used the median 
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price that these 33 participants had mentioned for envir-
onmentally friendly products in the choice task as the 
price of the environmentally-friendly products in the 
formal experiment.41

Results and Discussion
Self-Control Exertion Manipulation Checks
Participants in the incongruent Stroop task condition rated 
the task as more difficult (M = 2.65, SD = 0.58) than those 
in the congruent Stroop task condition (M = 1.70, SD = 
0.65), t (78) = 6.91, p < 0.001, d = 0.74. In addition, 
participants in the incongruent Stroop task condition 
reported that the task required more effort to fight against 
the urge to select dominant responses (M = 3.30, SD = 
0.88) than those in the control condition (M = 1.80, SD = 
0.65), t (78) = 8.66, p < 0.001, d = 1.92.

Emotion Checks
Differences across the incongruent Stroop task condition 
and the control condition for the seven emotion scores did 
not approach significance (both ps > 0.05). The t-values 
between the two experimental Stroop task conditions are 
presented in Table 2.

Product Choice Task
To examine the effect of the exertion of self-control on 
green consumption behavior between the two conditions, 
we performed an independent sample t-test on the number 

Figure 1 An illustration of a single trial in the Stroop task. Each trial consists of fixation, a congruent task, or an incongruent task and feedback. After the fixation appears, 
participants were instructed to identify the displayed color of words and to ignore the semantic content of the words. In the congruent task, the displayed color of words 
was consistent with the meaning of the words, while in the incongruent task, the displayed color and word meaning were inconsistent. Last, the outcome feedback (right or 
wrong) was presented for 500 ms.

Table 1 Product Attribute Specifications of the Product Choice 
Task

Product Choice A Choice B

Paper towels $0.44 (¥2.9) 

Non-recycled

$0.58 (¥3.81) 

100% recycled

Energy efficient light 

bulbs

$0.54 (¥3.55) 

Energy saving

$0.32 (¥2.1) 

Regular

Air freshener $2.84 (¥18.58) 

Environmentally friendly 
vaporizer

$2.30 (¥15) 

Contains 
propellants

Detergents $0.35 (¥21.9) 
Regular

$3.84 (¥25.06) 
Ecological 

packaging

Garbage bag $2.17 (¥14.21) 

100% recycled

$1.81 (¥11.8) 

Non-recycled
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of ecological choices made in the product choice task. The 
results indicated that the incongruent Stroop task (M = 
2.31, SD = 0.57) led to less environmentally friendly 
choices than the congruent Stroop task (M = 3.12, SD = 
1.12),t(68) = −3.84, p < 0.01, d = −0.91, suggesting that 
exerting self-control subsequently decreased green con-
sumption behavior (see Figure 2).

Discussion
The results of Experiment 1 indicated that, compared with 
the congruent Stroop task (the control condition), partici-
pants chose environmentally friendly products with lower 
frequency after they completed the incongruent Stroop 
task. This result is consistent with the strength model of 
self-control that posits that exerting self-control depletes 
individuals limited inner resources and results in poor 
performance on subsequent tasks that require self- 
control.13,53 Therefore, individuals depleted of self- 
control resources are inclined to choose self-interest 
options and decrease green consumption behavior.

Prior studies have found that positive emotions could 
counteract the negative effect of exerting self-control on 
prosocial behavior.23,24 Moral elevation is the most effec-
tive way to improve pro-environmental behavior.20,40 

However, little is known about whether and how moral 
elevation moderates the negative effect of exerting self- 
control on green consumption behavior. Therefore, we 
explored the effect of moral elevation and exerting self- 
control on green consumption behavior in Experiment 2.

Experiment 2
In Experiment 2, we adopted the same paradigms to 
examine whether moral elevation could moderate the 
effects of exerting self-control on green consumption 
behavior (for the mechanism testing method based on 
regulation, see Spencer, Zanna).54 Exerting self-control 
may deplete limited psychological resources and decrease 
green consumption behavior. The Broaden-and-Build 
Theory provides evidence that positive affect can alleviate 
ego depletion and restore the performance of subsequent 

Table 2 The t-Values for Emotions Between Two Experimental Stroop Task Conditions in Experiment 1

Fear Pride Anger Sad Disgust Happy

t 1.13 −0.18 −0.92 1.67 −0.47 1.52
p 0.27 0.86 0.36 0.10 0.64 0.13

Figure 2 The number of ecological choices made in the incongruent Stroop task condition or congruent Stroop task condition in Experiment 1. **p < 0.01.
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self-control tasks by rebuilding or replenishing more self- 
control or depleted psychological resources.20,28 

Moreover, emerging evidence has indicated that positive 
emotions can alleviate the negative relationship between 
exerting self-control and prosocial behaviors.29 Therefore, 
we hypothesized that moral elevation would moderate the 
negative relationship between self-control and green con-
sumption behavior.

Materials and Methods
Participants and Design
We recruited 142 university students (45 men; Mage = 
22.38 years, SD = 1.83) from Hunan Normal University 
to participate in the experiment. A 2 (self-control exertion 
manipulation: completing the congruent vs incongruent 
Stroop task) × 2 (emotion prime types: moral elevation 
vs no-emotion prime) between-subject design was utilized 
(35 participants were randomly assigned to the incongru-
ent Stroop task condition and moral elevation condition, 
37 participants to the incongruent Stroop task condition 
and no-emotion condition, 36 participants to the congruent 
Stroop task condition and moral elevation condition, and 
34 participants to the congruent Stroop task condition and 
no-emotion condition). A power analysis (G*Power 3.1) 
was used to acquire a post hoc calculation of the power of 
the sample size.43 According to the effect size of 
Experiment 2 (effect size f = 0.23), using the parameters 
α = 0.05, total sample size =142, number of groups = 2, 
and number of measurements = 2, the analysis estimated 
a power of 0.99. These results suggested that the sample 
reached to a medium effect size. All participants were 
right-handed, with a normal or corrected-to-normal vision, 
and provided informed consent. This study was conducted 
in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki and was 
approved by the ethics committee of Hunan Normal 
University.

Materials
Inducing moral elevation by watching moral elevation 
videos has been shown to be effective previously.34,55,56 

Based on this, we used a video, ranging from two to five 
minutes, to induce moral elevation.56 To pretest the effec-
tiveness of the moral elevation videos, we recruited 46 
undergraduates who did not participate in the experiment 
to rate the moral elevation and neutral video. The video of 
moral elevation described a veteran who lived frugally but 
donated millions of dollars to individuals in need. The 
neutral video was an instructional video on origami and 

of the same length as the moral elevation video.57 

Participants were asked to indicate their agreement with 
statements (eg “As I watched the video I felt more open 
toward others”) of the 8-item moral elevation scale on 
a 7-point Likert scale, which was taken from Vianello, 
Galliani.58 We conducted a paired-sample t-test to examine 
the effectiveness of the materials. The rating results indi-
cated that participants who watched the elevating video 
reported significantly stronger feelings of moral elevation 
(M = 3.95, SD = 0.75) than those who watched the neutral 
video (M = 2.41, SD = 0.90),t(46) = −0.89, p < 0.001, d = 
−1.26. These results suggest that a video of moral eleva-
tion can successfully induce moral elevation.56

Procedure
The main section of Experiment 2 was composed of three 
parts. First, participants performed congruent or incongru-
ent Stroop tasks to manipulate self-control. Following this, 
each participant was asked to rate the extent of their 
emotional experiences on a 7-point Likert scale, including 
fear, anger, sadness, disgust, pride, and happiness. 
Subsequently, participants were provided with different 
videos to elicit different emotions. In particular, partici-
pants in the moral elevation prime condition watched the 
moral elevating video, while participants in the neutral 
condition watched the neutral video. After watching the 
video, participants responded to an 8-item moral elevation 
scale on a 7-point Likert-type scale (1= Not at all, 7 = 
Extremely).59 Finally, each participant was asked to com-
plete the product choice task as in Experiment 1.

Results
Manipulation Check
Self-Control Exertion Manipulation Checks
The participants in the incongruent Stroop task condition 
(M=4.96, SD=0.97) found that the task was more difficult 
than the participants in the control condition (M = 2.09, SD 
= 0.70), t (140) = 20.17, p < 0.05. Moreover, participants 
in the incongruent Stroop task condition (M = 4.21, SD = 
1.33) also reported that the task required greater effort than 
the participants in the control condition (M = 2.72, SD = 
0.93), t (140) = 7.67, p < 0.05.

Emotion Checks
Differences across the incongruent Stroop task condition 
and the control condition for the seven emotion scores did 
not approach significance (both ps > 0.05). The t-values 
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between the two experimental Stroop task conditions are 
presented in Table 3.

Moral Elevation Manipulation Checks
A significant main effect of emotion prime types on mean 
moral elevation scores was observed, indicating that parti-
cipants who watched the elevating video (M = 4.03, SD = 
0.43) reported significantly stronger feelings of moral ele-
vation than those who watched the neutral video (M =2.87, 
SD = 0.72), t (140) =11.5, p < 0.05. These results suggest 
that the moral elevation manipulation was effective.

Product Choice Task
A 2 (self-control exertion manipulation: completing the 
congruent vs incongruent Stroop task) × 2 (emotion prime 
types: moral elevation prime vs no-emotion prime) analysis 
of variance (ANOVA) was conducted on the number of 
ecological choices made in the product choice task. The 
ANOVA indicated a main effect of the manipulation of 
exerting self-control, F(1,138) = 19.22, p < 0.001, η = 
0.12, indicating that the incongruent Stroop task (M = 
3.03, SD = 1.37) led to less environmentally friendly choices 
than the congruent Stroop task (M = 3.71, SD = 0.93). There 
was also a main effect of emotion prime types, F(1, 138) = 

65.77, p < 0.001, η = 0.32, suggesting that participants chose 
environmentally friendly products with greater frequency in 
the moral elevation condition (M = 4.00, SD = 0.85) than in 
the neutral prime condition (M = 2.75, SD = 1.22).

Importantly, there was a significant interaction effect 
between the manipulation of exerting self-control and 
emotion prime types, F(1, 138) = 41.78, p < 0.001, η= 
0.23. Simple effect analysis showed that in the incongruent 
Stroop task, there was a significant difference between the 
moral elevation condition and neutral prime condition, F 
(1, 138) = 107.72, p < 0.001, η= 0.44, indicating that 
participants in the moral elevation condition (M = 4.14, 
SD = 0.15) chose environmentally friendly products with 
greater frequency than those in the neutral prime condition 
(M =1.97, SD = 0.15). However, in the congruent Stroop 
task, the difference between the moral elevation and neu-
tral prime conditions was not significant, F(1, 138) =1.34, 
p = 0.25 (see Figure 3).

The Moderating Effect of Self-Reported Moral 
Elevation
To test for the moderating effect of emotion prime types on 
pro-environmental behavior, the PROCESS macro (Model 

Table 3 The t-Values for Emotions Between Two Experimental Stroop Task Conditions in Experiment 2

Fear Pride Anger Sad Disgust Happy

t −0.92 −0.56 −0.07 0.74 −0.46 0.97
p 0.36 0.57 0.95 0.46 0.64 0.33

Figure 3 The moderating effect of moral elevation on the relationship between the exertion of self-control and the number of ecological choices in the product choice task 
of Experiment 2.
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1, 5000 bootstrap samples) for SPSS was employed.60 The 
self-control manipulation conditions (0 = the congruent 
Stroop task, 1 = the incongruent Stroop task) were dummy- 
coded. Moral elevation was used as a continuous variable by 
using the scores of the moral elevation manipulation checks. 
The results showed a significant interaction effect (b = 0.88, 
SE =0.22, t = 4.00, p <0.01, 95% CI = [0.44, 1.31], ΔR2 = 
0.086). Thereafter, we conducted a simple slope analysis. 
Specifically, self-control exertion negatively predicted the 
ecological choices of individuals with lower moral elevation 
levels (−1 SD), b =−1.39, SE = 0.26, t =−5.42, p <0.001, 
95% CI = [−1.90, −0.88], but it could not significantly 
predict the ecological choices of those with higher moral 
elevation levels (+1 SD), b = 0.72, SE = 0.25, t = 0.28, p > 
0.05, 95% CI = [0.78, −0.43] (see Figure 4).

Discussion
In line with our hypothesis, moral elevation moderated the 
negative relationship between the exertion of self-control 
and green consumption behavior. After completing the 
incongruent Stroop task, participants in the moral eleva-
tion condition chose environmentally friendly products 
with greater frequency than those in the neutral prime 
condition. The moderating effect analysis of self-reported 
moral elevation provided further evidence that moral ele-
vation was a moderating factor that affected the exertion of 
self-control on green consumption behavior.

General Discussion
Our findings provided experimental evidence that self- 
control has a negative effect on green consumption beha-
vior (Experiment 1). Moreover, moral elevation moderated 
the negative relationship between the exertion of self- 

control and green consumption behavior (Experiment 2), 
such that the detrimental effect of the exertion of self- 
control was buffered by inducing moral elevation.

Exertion of Self-Control Decreases 
Green Consumption Behavior
Both Experiment 1 and 2 found that exerting self-control 
decreased green consumption behavior. In terms of the 
strength model of self-control, the initial incongruent 
Stroop task depleted the finite self-control resources.16,61,62 

In this case, people may not have the power or resources to 
restrain their motives of self-interest and may seek immedi-
ate desire that meets their selfish impulses.13,63,64 For exam-
ple, empirical studies have showed that individuals with low 
self-control are more likely to choose an option that meets 
their immediate desire (eg chocolate cake), rather than 
a healthier option (eg a fruit salad).19,42 The product choice 
task, which measures green consumption behavior, is 
regarded as a task that requires the exertion of self-control 
to restrain selfish impulses (eg saving money), especially 
when people consider the long-term benefits to the natural 
environment and choose to protect it.9,41 Therefore, after 
completing the incongruent Stroop task, psychological 
resources were depleted, and individuals tended to follow 
their selfish responses, thereby decreasing their green con-
sumption behavior.

The Moderating Effect of Moral Elevation
As found in previous studies, in Experiment 2, participants 
in the moral elevation condition exhibited more green 
consumption behavior than in the neutral prime 
condition.35,36 Studies have suggested that moral elevation 
can facilitate social bonds and increase individuals’ 

Figure 4 Moderated model: the self-reported moral elevation moderates the effect of the exertion of self-control on the green consumption behavior.
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feelings of connectedness to the natural world.36,65 On the 
other hand, feelings of moral elevation, elicited by witnes-
sing another person perform a good deed, can motivate 
individuals to help others, leading to an increase in proso-
cial behavior.36,66 Green consumption behavior is not only 
an environmentally friendly behavior that can protect the 
natural world but also a prosocial behavior that can protect 
other humans.32,67 Accordingly, it is reasonable that the 
participants in the moral elevation prime condition were 
more willing to sacrifice their interests to buy more expen-
sive environmentally friendly products to benefit the nat-
ural world and other humans.

More importantly, individuals in states of low self- 
control engaged in less green consumption behavior, with 
moral elevation playing a moderating role in the negative 
relationship between the exertion of self-control and green 
consumption behavior. This finding is consistent with the 
previous studies.15,22,23,29 Empirical evidence has indicated 
that exerting self-control depletes resources and causes indi-
viduals to concern about immediate self-interest goals.13,31 

However, positive emotions or moods can alleviate ego 
depletion and facilitate self-control.24,29 For example, Tice 
and Baumeister found that after an initial act of self-control, 
individuals who watched a comedy video or received 
a surprise gift had improved self-control on subsequent 
tasks than those who were exposed to a neutral mood 
stimulus.29 Consequently, moral elevation, the most effec-
tive positive affect to improve pro-environmental behavior, 
alleviated the detrimental effects of exerting self-control on 
green consumption behavior in the present study.36,40 

Furthermore, according to the Broaden-and-Build Theory, 
positive affect can replenish self-control resources and 
weaken the detrimental effects of exerting self-control on 
subsequent self-control tasks.20,22,23 Thus, we speculate that 
moral elevation may have remarkable power to replenish 
self-control resources and restore individuals’ capacity to 
exert control and volition.

Theoretical Contribution
We extended prior research that has shown the impact of 
self-control and moral elevation on green consumption 
behavior. In particular, our research verified that the exer-
tion of self-control has a negative effect on green con-
sumption behavior, and moral elevation can counteract this 
negative effect. Combining our results with those of pre-
vious studies, we assume that moral elevation may replen-
ish the psychological resources that were depleted by the 
initial self-control task.20,22,24 These findings support the 

Broaden-and-Build Theory to an extent. However, the 
inner process of how moral elevation counteracts ego 
depletion and its underlying neural mechanisms should 
be considered in future studies. Moreover, whether other 
self-transcendence emotions—such as awe, gratitude, and 
compassion—can moderate the negative effect of exerting 
self-control on green consumption behavior can be further 
explored,40,68 and these effects can be compared with the 
effects of moral elevation found in this study.

Practical Implications
The findings of the present study shed light on possible 
interventions of green consumption behavior. In particular, 
individuals in a state of low self-control were more likely 
to be dominated by their impulsive system, and tended to 
choose an option that satisfied their immediate and self- 
interest desires rather than the long-term altruistic option, 
leading to less environmentally friendly choices. Thus, 
when individuals face a conflicting choice between buying 
environmentally friendly (eco-friendly) and cheaper (self- 
interest) products, policymakers need to avoid having 
them make such choices in a depleted condition in daily 
life. Comparatively, temptations, personal goals (including 
eating healthily) or completing a work task often depletes 
individuals’ limited self-control resources and places them 
in states of low self-control in their daily life.18,19 Thus, it 
is crucial to seek interventions of green consumption 
behavior in the state of low self-control. Our study found 
that moral elevation can counteract the detrimental effects 
of exerting self-control on green consumption behavior; 
thus, when individuals are in states of low self-control, 
policymakers could present moral elevation videos, such 
as emotionally uplifting stories, to the individuals to pro-
mote their green consumption behavior. This may be one 
of the most important, adaptive, and far-reaching benefits 
of moral elevation.

Limitations and Future Directions
Several limitations of the present study should be noted. 
First, empirical studies have showed that moral elevation 
is affected by the factors of culture, education, industria-
lization, wealth, and democracy.56,69 Thus, the effect of 
moral elevation may be differ in different groups or 
cultural circumstances. Our sample comprised of 
Chinese college students, thus, it was limited by 
a homogeneous sample. Future work can further examine 
the effect of exerting self-control and moral elevation on 
green consumption behavior for different educated and 
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wealthy groups, or in different cultural circumstances. 
Second, naturalistic experiences of moral elevation by 
participants may be stronger than experimentally induced 
moral elevation.56 That is, naturalistic experiences of 
moral elevation may be able to more significantly alle-
viate the detrimental effect of exerting self-control on 
green consumption behavior. Thus, future studies could 
further explore the effect of exerting self-control and 
naturalistic experiences of moral elevation on green con-
sumption behavior.

Conclusion
In conclusion, the current findings suggest that the exer-
tion of self-control hindered green consumption behavior 
in the product choice task. Moreover, moral elevation 
alleviated the negative effects of the exertion of self- 
control on green consumption behavior.
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