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Similar-orientation McCollough effect and
the classical negative afterimage in

a common adaptation process
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The McCollough effect was obtained using red and green gratings of similar orientation and
spatial frequency with the subjects fixating during adaptation and test. The McCollough effect
was again produced, along with the classical negative afterimage, in a single-adaptation sequence.
The results show that the two aftereffects stem from different mechanisms in the visual system
and that a common retinal area can be involved in both types of effect.

McCollough (1965) demonstrated a long-lasting color
aftereffect by adapting subjects to alternating vertical
orange gratings and horizontal blue gratings for 2-4 min.
Following adaptation, subjects viewed an achromatic test
pattern containing side-by-side horizontal and vertical
gratings. Subjects reported a bluish coloration on the side
of the test pattern containing vertical gratings and an
orange coloration on the side containing horizontal
gratings.

Although the McCollough effect was obtained by adapt­
ing subjects to two different spatial orientations (i.e., ver­
tical and horizontal gratings), differential color aftereffects
of the McCollough type also have been reported follow­
ing adaptation to gratings of the same orientation but of
different spatial frequencies (Breitmeyer & Cooper, 1972;
Lovegrove & Over, 1972; Stromeyer, 1972) . These
results may be expected if the McCollough effect is basi­
cally dependent on the tendency during natural vision to
fixate on a bright stripe, thus maintaining fixed patterns
of stimulation on the retina during viewing of gratings.
Superimposition of the gratings of two spatial frequen­
cies of the same orientation lead to regular differential
patterns of the stimulation on the retina, provided at least
one type of grating is narrower than the other. If the grat­
ings are of identical spatial frequencies, differential stimu­
lation of different areas on the retina is not achieved un­
less the adapting gratings are interlaced on the projection
screen and fixation is maintained by the subject, or, in
other words, unless a phase difference of half cycle ex­
ists between the two patterns. Color aftereffect may be
due to the phase shift and may depend on the position of
the achromatic gratings in the test pattern relative to the
fixation point on either the bright or the dark stripe.

The author is now at the Department of Psychology, University of
Dhaka, Dhaka -2, Bangladesh.

EXPERIMENT 1

The aim in Experiment 1 was to produce differentially
colored aftereffects using adaptation gratings of identical
orientation and spatial frequencies . The subject's fixation
point was adjusted so that the red and green stripes were
interlaced in the retinal image.

Method
Subjects. Eight male and 7 female university students served as sub­

jects in this experiment. All had normal color vision on the Ishihara
test . None had taken part in other experiments on the McCollough effect .

Apparatus and Materials. Two identical 5 X 5 em slides, each con­
taining 38 alternating black and white stripes (l: 1 ratio) , were projected
from a distance of 2.4 m, giving visual angle of 15.r x 15.2° . The
frequency of the gratings was 1.25 cpd. The projectors were initially
adjusted so that the black stripes of one slide interlaced with thewhite
stripes of the other, or , in other words, so that a phase difference of
half cycle between the two patterns resulted (M. and M. of Figure 1).
One pattern was projected through a red filter (Kodak Wratten No . 25)
and the other through a green filter (Kodak Wratten No . 58) .

A fixation point was affixed to the center of the viewing screen so
that it appeared in the middle of a green stripe for 8 subjects and in
the middle of a red stripe for the remaining 7 .

Screen luminance with the infiltered gratings was adjusted to 0.8 mL
(measured with an S.E.I. spot photometer) . Luminance of the red,
green, and neutral areas calculated from the filter values were 0.8, 0.16 ,
and 0.17 mL , respectively. Low values were employed in order to
create conditions that were not favorable for evoking the negative
afterimage.

Procedure. Subjects were adapted for 3 min , during which a set of
red vertical gratings was alternated every 10 sec with a set of green ver­
tical gratings. Subjects were prov ided with a fixation point on which
to fixate throughout the experiment. Following adaptation, subjects
viewed the achromatic vertical gratings having width identical to that
of the adapting pattern in such a manner that (1) the fixation point ap­
peared in the middle of a white stripe or a black stripe, coinciding with
the location of the point in the stimulus pattern, and (2) the fixation point
was then moved to a series of positions corresponding to the center of
either a white or black stripe in the projected image. Subjects' reports
of colors experienced were obtained. Subjects were asked to report the
stripe's color perceived in terms of red, green, blue, yellow, a combi­
nation of these , or achromatic. The first test was started at the end of
adaptation and was completed in under 5 min (immediate test) . Sub-
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Figure I . Patterns employed for obtaining the McCoIIougb effect
(M.. Mz, MT.. MTJ and the negative afterimage (N.. Nz• NT).

green when the homogeneous test pattern was employed
(Figure 1, NT). Differential color aftereffects of the
McCollough type were obtained when the achromatic ver­
.tical gratings were projected: the color reported was de­
pendent on the position of the gratings in relation to the
fixation point . Subjects reporting color for each test pat­
tern are shown in Table 1.

Results
When fixating on the achromatic test pattern, all sub­

jects (except 1 subject who could not report the red ef­
fect) reported complementary color effects in each test,
dependent on whether the point of fixation was on a dark
or a light stripe. When the fixation point was moved, the
color effect was reported to have changed in an appropri­
ate direction. For example, when the fixation point ap­
peared on the black stripe, subjects reported a red af­
tereffect, and when the point appeared on the white stripe
(resulting in a change in the position of the fixation point),
subjects reported a green aftereffect.

All subjects reported the color effects in both immedi­
ate and delayed test conditions. Color aftereffects were
also reported by the 4 subjects who were tested after
50-70 h. It may beargued that the color effects observed
in the above study were due to the formation of a nega­
tive afterimage dependent on the adaptation in specific
areas of the retina . Experiment 2 was therefore conducted
to determine whether separate color effects could be
produced with the classical negative afterimages follow­
ing a common adaptation sequence.

jects were tested again after an interval of 30 min (delayed test) . Four
subjects were also tested at longer intervals (50-70 h).

EXPERIMENT 2 GENERAL DISCUSSION

Table 1
Number of Subjects ReportiDg Each Color in the McCoUough

Effect and the Negative Afterimage at Different IntenD

It appears that the McCollough effect can be obtained by employing
stimulus patterns of the same spatial frequency, provided that accurate
fixation can be maintained in the retinal area. The study further demon­
strated that the classical negative afterimage and the McCollough ef­
fect stem from separate mechanisms in the visual system since they can
be established simultaneously and evoked separately within the same
retinal region. The long-term retention of the classical negative afterimage
observed in these experiments is similar to that of the McCollough ef­
fect. It may be argued that the long-lasting component of the classical
negative afterimage is in fact due to a McCollough effect, since the adap­
tation pattern consists essentially of very broad interlaced side-by-side
gratings with fixation at the central dividing line. If so, based on the
results of Experiment 2, it would be necessary for two separate McCol­
lough effects, in each of which red and green stripes are seen, to be
obtained independently from the same retinal area by employing stripe
pairsof different spatial frequencies . An additional test has been made
in which the shape of the adapting patterns has been changed. These
two homogeneous half squareswere replaced by two patterns of circu­
lar homogeneous colored area. These were then employed in con~unc­

tion with two vertical gratings, and similar aftereffects were obtained .
These results confirm the findings of Hansel and Jones (1982)and fur-

Experiment 2 was designed to determine whether the
two types ofeffects-the classical negative afterimage and
the McCollough effect with gratings of the same
orientation-arise independently in the same eye and with
stimulation of similar areas of the retina.

Method
Subjects. Volunteer subjects were 8 males and 4 females with nor­

mal color vision on the Ishihara test .
Apparatus and Materials. Two types of adaptation pattern were used.

One type was homogeneous half squares (7.60 x 15.2 0
) that were in­

tended to evoke afterimages. One homogeneous field was projected
through a red filter and the other field through a green filter (N. and
of Nz of Figure 1). Interlacing vertical red and green stripes also were
employed, as in Experiment 1, and were intended to evoke McCollough­
type effects (M. and Mz of Figure 1).

Procedure. The two sets of adaptation pattern, homogeneous and
striped, were projected for 6 min in a regular sequ~nce: M.. .N.. Mz,
Nz• During adaptation, the subject fixated at a pomt appearing on a
colored stripe (either red or green) in the case of gratings and at the
center of the homogeneous half-square patterns (Figure 1). Following
adaptation, subjects were tested at intervals of 1, 10, 20 , ~d 40~
on the two types of patterns (filiation point on dark or on ligh~ stnpe)
to evoke the afterimage and to evoke the McCollough effect (Figure 1,
MT I and MTz). Each of thesepatternswas projectedfor 2 sec (to avoid
readaptation), and the subjects reported the color experienced.

Results
The two types of effects were obtained inde~ndently

by all subjects, according to the test pattern VIewed. In
the case of the classical negative afterimage, half of the
test patterns appeared uniformly pink and the other half

Retention Time
(Minutes)

1
10
20
40

Note-N'" 12.

McCollough Effect Negative Afterimage

Red Green Red Green

12 12 12 10
12 12 12 10
12 II II 10
12 10 10 10
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ther indicate that long-term aftereffects for homogeneous areas are in­
dependent of theMcCollough effect or ofedges or gradients in theadapt­
ing and test patterns.
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