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In this research we examine the third dimension in visual perception—the depth position of an image—and study how depth

influences consumers’ evaluations of the image. We show that the depth position of a non-focal image affects the viewer’s favorability

toward the image, but this effect depends on (1) the primary task, and (2) the type of overlapped image.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
People live and consume in the three-dimensional (3D) world. 

Yet most prior research into consumers’ perception of advertising has 
been limited to just two physical dimensions: horizontal and vertical. 
Presently we examine an under-studied topic—how the position 
of an image on a third dimension—depth—influences consumers’ 
evaluation of an image. Consumers encounter numerous images 
appearing in various points on the depth dimension: billboards 
are erected near and far alongside the highway; cereal boxes on 
promotion are displayed near and far in the aisles of a grocery store.

Consumers often encounter marketing messages that are placed 
outside their focal point (Ferraro, Bettman, & Chartrand, 2009). For 
example, suppose that a consumer is reading the news online and 
notices an image that is transparently superimposed on the headline 
and appears to be nearer than the headline (the depth dimension 
operating in a 2D environment).1 Or consider someone playing a 
3D Tetris game when an image suddenly appears either nearer or 
farther than the target. Given that the reader or gamer has focused 
attention on the task-relevant target—a headline to read or a shape 
to match—would they evaluate the image differently depending 
on whether the image appears nearer or farther than the target? 
Would this depth position effect vary for consumers who are trying 
to read or trying to play a game when the encounter occurs? Does 
the image, itself, matter (e.g., meaningless abstract or brand logo)? 

Marketers enjoy one potential advantage when they place an 
image in front of, rather than behind, a focal target: the image has 
direct, upfront exposure. But this advantage also has a potentially 
threatening flip side: viewers might be irritated by an ad’s invasive-
ness. A practical dilemma, then, is whether the advertiser should go 
with the foreground position for better exposure, or the background 
position for less intrusiveness (Edwards, Li, & Lee, 2002). Although 
marketers recognize that question is important, the literature has been 
silent on this point. In the virtual world, particularly, this question is 
even more pressing because technology enhances advertisers’ abili-
ties to introduce images in the foreground and background of web 
pages. Unfortunately, the psychological consequences of the depth 
position of visual stimuli are largely unknown. The present research 
is the first, to the best of our knowledge, to explore this question.

Although no direct evidence has indicated whether the position 
of stimuli on the depth dimension produces different evaluations 
of an image, two contrasting predictions may be deduced from the 
extant literature: devaluation and fluency effects (e.g., Raymond 
et al. 03 vs. Janiszewski and Chandon 2007). We test these rival 
hypotheses in Experiment 1 in a 2D setting and in Experiment 2 
in a 3D setting.

H1.1. The Devaluation Hypothesis: A foreground image relative 
to the attentional focus will be evaluated more negatively than 
a background image.

H1.2. The Fluency Hypothesis: A foreground image relative 
to the attentional focus will be evaluated more positively than 
a background image.

Furthermore, we question whether the depth position effect 
(H1) would be contingent on (1) whether a consumer is in the 

conceptual or perceptual information processing (H2), and (2) 
whether the distracting image is a meaningless abstract or a 
brand logo (H3).

H2. When the focal and non-focal stimuli elicit different pro-
cessing modes, foreground stimuli should be evaluated more 
favorably than background stimuli.

H3. When focal and non-focal stimuli elicit similar processing 
modes, foreground stimuli should be evaluated more negatively 
than background stimuli.

EXPERIMENT 1
Participants in the foreground image condition were exposed 

to a set of abstract patterns that were transparently superimposed 
in front of the target words; participants in the background image 
condition were exposed to the same set of abstract patterns that 
were transparently superimposed behind the target words.

Participants in the foreground image condition (M
front

 = 4.66) 
exhibited a higher degree of favorability toward all abstract figures 
than did participants in the background image condition (M

behind
 = 

3.75). This results support the fluency hypothesis (H1.2) but not the 
devaluation hypothesis (H1.1) in a simulated 2D setting.

EXPERIMENT 2
We tested H2 and H3 in a 2 (Image Position: Front vs. Back) 

x 2 (Task Nature: Word Recognizing vs. Arrow Matching) x 2 
(Distracter Type: Abstract vs. Logo) factorial design.

The results from Experiment 2 showed that when perceptual 
distractors (abstract figures) and target objects appeared together 
in different positions on the depth dimension, the fluency effect 
(i.e., higher favorability for the nearer-than-target image over 
the farther-than-target image) emerged among participants in the 
conceptual processing mode (i.e., the task-distractor mismatch), 
but the devaluation effect (i.e., lower favorability for the nearer-
than-target image over the farther-than-target image) emerged 
among participants in the perceptual processing mode (i.e., the 
task-distractor match). However, when participants saw conceptual 
distractor (brand logos) instead of perceptual distracters (abstract 
figures), the devaluation effect emerged in the conceptual processing 
mode, but no such effect, if not a reversal, emerged in the perceptual 
processing mode.

The findings are theoretically and practically important in 
several ways. First, they shed light on how the conceptual or 
perceptual natures of a task determine the depth position effects 
of an image in a 3D setting. Second, the findings show that the 
relationship between the depth position of an image and the nature 
of a primary task is contingent on the type of image that appears. 
Third, the findings offer marketers principles to adopt and ways to 
improve their understanding of what they should show and where 
they should show it on the depth dimensions of reading- and 
gaming-oriented websites.

 Although the depth dimension is a 3D-relevant concept, it 
could still play a role, as we see in this example, in influencing 
one’s perception in a 2D setting.


