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Contingent aftereffects
distinguish conscious and
preconscious color processing
Edward Vul1,2 & Donald I A MacLeod1
The brain can process input without perception, but what
distinguishes conscious from preconscious processing? Using
aftereffects induced by quickly alternating images, we show
that cortical mechanisms track color much faster than
perception, responding well to color alternations that are too
rapid to be perceptible. The more restricted frequency response
of the conscious perception of color suggests that extra
integrative steps give conscious color perception a time course
substantially slower than that of early cortical mechanisms.
There are limits to what humans can see and how quickly they can
perceive it. Some of these limits are set by the manner in which the brain
processes incoming information, and it is of particular interest to
distinguish the processing available to conscious perception from that
hidden from awareness. Here we show that associations between color
and orientation are formed and processed by the brain at speeds at which
color itself (let alone the orientation-color conjunction) is imperceptible.
Humans consciously discern color alternations only up to approximately 15 Hz (33 ms per frame) with sensitivity plummeting to
immeasurably low values when this frequency is exceeded1,2 (although
more recent findings suggest a slightly greater temporal resolution up
to 18.8 Hz (ref. 3)). Although the conscious perception of color seems
to be limited to such low frequencies, findings from electrophysiology
suggest that cells in primate visual cortex can track color alternations at
rates as high as 30 Hz (ref. 4). These findings suggest that colorsensitive cells in V1 can track color faster than conscious perception.
However, there has been no direct comparison of the speed of
conscious and preconscious color mechanisms, so although both
neurons in monkey V1 (refs. 4,5) and human scalp potentials thought
to be of cortical origin5 can track flicker at frequencies as high as 60 Hz,
the physiological origin of the slower processing of chromatic information has not been identified. We sought to find a dissociation between
cortical color processing and conscious color perception using aftereffects in humans to infer the physiological origins of the decrease in
the speed of color perception.
The McCollough effect6 is an orientation-contingent color aftereffect. Subjects who have adapted, by prolonged exposure, to (for
example) vertical green bars and horizontal red bars (Fig. 1a) will then
see neutral vertical bars as reddish and neutral horizontal bars as
greenish (Fig. 1b). A McCollough effect can be induced without

attention and without awareness of the stimuli7, but because the cortex
is the origin of both orientation selectivity and color contrast adaptation8,9, the effect must arise from cortical mechanisms7. Yet the effect
does not transfer between the eyes6. This implicates processing early in
primary visual cortex, where left and right inputs are not yet combined,
although elaborations of this experiment have demonstrated an interplay between monocular and binocular representations10. These characteristics make the effect ideal for investigating the limits of color
processing in the preconscious visual cortex, just as other aspects of
preconscious vision have been probed with different aftereffects11–14.
The basic logic of the present study was to compare the speed of
color processing at the site of origin of the McCollough effect with the
speed of processing that is reflected in direct subjective reports. As the
duration of each frame in a series of alternating colored gratings (that
induce a McCollough effect) falls much below 33 ms, conscious
perception of color will fail, but what will happen to the aftereffect?
To induce the aftereffect, we used a four-frame sequence (Fig. 1c;
C. Bodelon, M. Fallah & J.H. Reynolds, J. Vis. 5, 758a, 2005) in which
color and orientation alternated from one frame to the next and the
gratings were phase-shifted every other frame to ensure that the sum of
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Figure 1 Demonstration and implementation of the McCollough effect.
(a) Stimuli used to generate the McCollough effect. (b) After adapting
to the stimuli in a, an orientation-contingent color aftereffect (McCollough
effect) can be seen: the vertical bars appear redder and the horizontal bars
appear greener. (c) We measured the strength of this aftereffect at different
frame durations. The schematic of one trial is shown. Each trial consisted of
3.84 s of adaptation (to a four-frame stimulus cycle, repeating 3,840/(t  4)
times, where t ¼ ms per frame), followed by a 300-ms-long test stimulus.
Subjects were exposed to 100 trials of adaptation and 100 trials of
counteradaptation in each block. Aftereffect strength was defined as the
chromatic contrast between the two sides of the test stimulus necessary to
null the aftereffect colors.
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Figure 2 Frequency response of the McCollough
McCollough effect strength
Relative chromatic sensitivity
effect. (a) McCollough effect strength (chromatic
1
contrast necessary to null the aftereffect, ± 2 s.e.m.
between subjects) as a function of frame
2.5
duration (ms; log scale). A significant McCollough
Experiment 1
Experiment 2
effect was induced at frame durations as short
2
as 10 ms and 20 ms (color alternation rates
0.1
1.5
of 50 Hz and 25 Hz; t(9) ¼ 2.273, P o 0.05,
and t(9) ¼ 7.48, P o 0.0001, respectively;
1
Supplementary Methods). This is much faster
McCollough effect
0.5
than the rate at which conscious color processing
Visual awareness
occurs. (b) Relative chromatic contrast sensitivity
0
0.01
(proportion of effective contrast at the slowest
10
100
1,000
1
10
100
alternation rate, ± 1 s.e.m. between subjects;
Frame duration (ms) log scale
Color alternation frequency (Hz)
log scale) as a function of color alternation rate
(Hz; log scale) for visual awareness and McCollough effect mechanisms. The steeper slope of the frequency response function for conscious perception (t(13)¼
2.89, P o 0.05; Supplementary Methods) suggests significant temporal integration between the cortical sites of the after effect and visual awareness.
Proportion of maximum sensitivity
(log scale)

b

After-effect strength
(chromatic contrast to null)

© 2006 Nature Publishing Group http://www.nature.com/natureneuroscience

a

all four frames was a uniform yellow field. This four-frame sequence
was cycled at different frame durations (10, 20, 40, 160 and 960 ms per
frame) in different runs in two different experiments. In each case, the
strength of the induced aftereffect was measured as the amount of chromatic contrast (as indexed by L-cone contrast with luminance fixed)
needed in the test stimulus to null the aftereffect colors (details in
Supplementary Methods online).
An orientation-contingent color aftereffect was successfully induced
with frame durations as short as 10 ms and 20 ms (Fig. 2a). This is far
faster than the speed at which humans can consciously track color1,2.
We concluded that the cortical conjunction-selective neurons
responsible for the effect are not directly accessible to consciousness,
and that these neurons can track their preferred conjunctions at
extremely high speeds.
There are two plausible reasons why McCollough aftereffects can be
induced at frame rates at which conscious perception fails. One
possibility is that the direct perception of color has a higher chromatic
contrast threshold than the McCollough aftereffect, but that the
temporal responses at those two points in the visual system are
identical. Alternatively, increasing the color alternation rate might
cause a faster decline in the chromatic contrast available to conscious
perception than that available at the McCollough effect site. This would
suggest that the neural representation must go through additional
processing and temporal integration before visual awareness is achieved.
The strength of the McCollough effect did decrease with frame
duration (Fig. 2a). Owing to inevitable temporal integration, decreasing frame duration (and thus increasing the color alternation rate) is
equivalent to a reduction in the contrast of the inducing stimulus. In a
separate study, we determined that the strength of the aftereffect
increases proportionately to the chromatic contrast of the inducing
gratings (the chromatic contrast needed to null the aftereffect
was about 7.5% of the contrast in the inducing stimuli). Using
these relationships we computed the rate of loss of the effective
chromatic contrast of the inducing stimuli operative in generating
the McCollough effect, as a function of color alternation rate (Fig. 2b
and Supplementary Methods).
Because the physical chromatic contrast of the inducing stimuli was
constant for all color alternation frequencies, this measure of effective
chromatic contrast indicates the extent to which temporal integration
over the rapid stimulus cycle reduces chromatic contrast sensitivity at
the site of origin of the McCollough effect. Likewise, in the case of
conscious visual awareness, processing that occurs in the visual stream
before awareness limits sensitivity to rapid color alternations and calls
for a corresponding increase in the minimum physical contrast
necessary to perceive the alternating colors (Supplementary Methods).
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By comparing this decline in visual contrast sensitivity with the decline
in contrast sensitivity of the McCollough effect, we can compare the
temporal frequency response of the visual system at the stage where the
McCollough effect originates with that at the stage where the visual
system culminates in conscious perception.
The normalized chromatic contrast sensitivity, as a function of
increasing color alternation frequency, declined at a slower rate for
the McCollough effect mechanism than for color sensitivity of visual
awareness (Fig. 2b). The steeper slope of conscious perception suggests
that more than a simple difference in sensitivity is involved: the
McCollough effect survives at rapid, subjectively imperceptible alternation rates because the cortical representation involved in generating
the aftereffect tracks rapid color fluctuations more swiftly than does
visual perception.
These findings demonstrate that conjunctions of orientation and
color are cortically represented at frame rates much faster (50 Hz) than
those at which color conjunctions3 and even color alone1,2 can be
consciously perceived (16 Hz). Evidently the rapidity of conscious
perception of color is limited by cortical rather than precortical
processes that integrate the visual input over time.
Note: Supplementary information is available on the Nature Neuroscience website.
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