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That similar words can prime one another is not news. However, recently this 

phenomenon has been exploited to make inferences about the structure of conceptual 
representations. What types of similarity matter? While there is evidence that similarity in 
function (Schreuder et al., 1986), shape (Pecher et al., 1998), and even manipulation (Myung 
et al, 2006) figure in the organization of semantic memory, evidence of color similarity is 
sparse (Taylor & Heindel, 2004, but cf. Huettig & Altmann, 2010).  

Why is color different? Color may be less essential to object knowledge than other 
features (Biederman, 1987), and may therefore constitute only a small portion of an object’s 
representation. Hence, although more essential features (e.g., function) tend to become active 
even when contextually irrelevant, color may be more sensitive to context. Color may 
therefore be a good case for exploring the extent to which similarity in conceptual 
representations can be dynamically affected by context. 

We used semantic priming to assess whether reading an object's name activates the 
conceptual representations of similarly colored objects, and if so, whether the amount of 
activation is context-dependent. We also explored individual differences in this conceptual 
activation. We manipulated context by having participants complete a standard color Stroop 
task before (Exp1) or after (Exp2) the priming task. This allowed us to test whether the 
experience of having recently focused attention on color (in the Stroop task) influences 
color’s activation. 

In Experiment 1, after completing the Stroop task, participants completed a priming task 
in which they made semantic judgments (animal/not animal?) on written target words (e.g., 
cucumber). Prime words were either color-related (e.g., emerald), or unrelated (e.g., 
pendant), and were carefully matched (e.g., for frequency, length and LSA semantic 
similarity). All words were presented in black type. Responses were faster (p=.01) and more 
accurate (p=.01) with color-related primes (Figure 1). Further, across participants, Stroop 
interference correlated positively with color-priming (Figure 2).  

Thus, when attention has first been drawn to color, reading the name of an object primes 
other objects that share the same diagnostic color—an effect that has not been previously 
reported. Importantly, priming occurred despite that color was irrelevant to the immediate 
task (animal judgment on words). In Experiment 2, the priming task was performed before 
the Stroop task. For this ordering of tasks—wherein attention was not previously drawn to 
color—no color priming or correlation was observed.  

The positive correlation between Stroop interference and color priming (Exp1) may 
reflect individual variability in a general capacity to selectively attend, or variability in 
attention to color specifically. In either case though, context must moderate these individual 
differences—for when the Stroop task was performed after the priming task (Exp2), no 
correlation (and no priming) occurred.  

These findings indicate that rather than having a fixed activation profile, conceptual 
representations can be dynamically affected by context, and critically, this context does not 
have to be immediate—it can also include “lingering” traces of recent experience: Colorless 
green ideas can prime—in the right context, for the right people.  
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Figure 1: Response times (correct only) in animal judgment task when performed after Stroop task 
(Exp 1, left panel), and when performed before Stroop task (Exp 2, right panel). 
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Figure 2: Correlation between percent congruency effect and percent priming effect when animal 
judgment task performed after Stroop (Exp 1, left panel), and when animal judgment task performed 
before Stroop (Exp 2, right panel). 
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