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Drawing from Construal Level Theory (CLT), we propose that visualizations of distant future events are characterized by black-and-

white (bw) imagery, whereas visualizations of near future events are characterized by color imagery.  In four studies, we

experimentally test this main hypothesis and investigate its implications on consumer decisions.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Construal Level Theory (CLT; Trope and Liberman 2003) pro-

vides a theoretical framework for understanding how people construe 
temporally distant objects or events. When contemplating events in 
the immediate future (i.e., are psychologically proximal), people use 
their perceptual systems to construct rich and detailed representa-
tions of the events based on their current experiences. When repre-
senting the same event but in the distant future (i.e., beyond the scope 
of direct perception), people face a challenge in that specific details 
of the event are either unknown or are subject to change. In response 
to this challenge, people engage in high-level construal, in which 
they focus on the essential and defining components of an event 
while ignoring incidental details. This process is highly functional 
in that essential and defining features tend to be invariant over time 
relative to secondary and incidental features. 

There are a couple of reasons why distant vs. near future is as-
sociated with grayscale vs. color, respectively. One reason for this 
belief stems from people’s tendency to associate bw vs. color media 
with the distant vs. near past, respectively, given that bw relative to 
color is an older medium of communication. This association could 
even be generalized to the future domain as well. Thus, people may 
view bw imagery as representative of distant future and color imag-
ery as representative of near future. The second reason is that color 
imagery reflects our direct experience whereas bw imagery reflects 
indirect experience. The human eye has four types of light receptors; 
among them are three types of cones, each of which responds to a dif-
ferent range of color (i.e., red, green, and blue), working together to 
allow perception of the entire rainbow spectrum (Gegenfurtner and 
Sharpe 2001). Thus, people’s direct experience of their environments 
is predominately in color. Compared to color imagery, however, bw 
imagery deviates from our actual experience of the “here-and-now,” 
reflecting psychologically distant, indirect experience. The third rea-
son for an association between temporal distance and color is that 
cognitive operations entailed in visualizing the distant vs. near fu-
ture are highly similar to those entailed in processing bw vs. color 
imagery, respectively. Visual perception research suggests that bw 
imagery promotes attention to global form and shape, whereas color 
imagery directs visual focus to constituent detail (Arnheim 1974; 
Janiszewski 1998). The focus on global form prompted by bw imag-
ery (vs. the focus on detail facilitated by color) is akin to high-level 
(vs. low-level) construal in two ways. First, form is generally more 
invariant to environmental changes compared with color (Arnheim 
1974). Whereas color tends to fade away over time and its percep-
tion varies according to the brightness of the environment, shape and 
form are less affected by such situational variation. Second, form 
more so than color detail provides essential information about de-
picted objects (Biederman 1987). In general, color is considered as 
redundant information (Dooley and Harkins 1970) while shape and 
form deliver the essential nature and meaning of the object. 

Based on this theorization, Study 1 establishes the association 
between temporal distance (distant vs. immediate) and color (bw vs. 
color) via an Implicit Association Test (IAT; Greenwald, Nosek, and 
Banaji 2003). Based on this association, Studies 2-3 further show 
that people’s visualizations of distant (vs. immediate) future are more 
likely to be in grayscale rather than in full color. Study 4 highlights 

the implications of these time-dependent visual representations for 
consumers’ judgments and decisions.

In the first study, using an IAT, we show that people are faster 
to categorize color pictures and near future-related concepts (vs. bw 
pictures and distant future-related concepts) than color pictures and 
distant future-related concepts (vs. bw pictures and near future-re-
lated concepts). Thus, bw appears to be related to distant future and 
color appears to be related to near future in people’s minds.

In the second study, we asked participants to imagine them-
selves in three scenarios (e.g., being in a park) either a week from 
that day or a year from that day. Holding the image in their minds, 
they were asked to choose which of three images (e.g., park) shown 
to them was the best match to what they imagined. The three images 
shown to participants varied in the amount of color saturation. Par-
ticipants imagining being in a park in the distant future were more 
likely to indicate a match with low saturation pictures while those 
being in a park in the near future indicated a higher match with high 
saturation pictures.

Addressing the alternative explanation that the content of dis-
tant future images may be impoverished, and it is the lack of clarity 
that is manifesting as lack of color rather than people’s tendency to 
represent future in less color, experiment three equated the content 
of the image generated by people. Participants were given a task to 
imagine the living room of their friend in the near vs. distant future, 
based on a description of the living room given to them. Since every-
one got the same description, their image content should be the same. 
They were then given a coloring page which depicted the description 
as an outline, and some crayons to color the picture as they imagined. 
Participants imagining the distant future used less color than partici-
pants imagining near future. 

Study 4 matched a donation request to save Orcas by contribut-
ing to a fund either immediately or in the distant future. A picture of 
Orcas was presented in bw or color. A matching effect was found; 
donation likelihood was greater if a bw picture was used for a dona-
tion request in the distant future while the opposite was true for a 
donation request in the near future.

Our research contributes to CLT and to communication prac-
tices. Whereas how high vs. low construal is conceptually charac-
terized in decision making has been extensively researched, much 
is still unknown about what high vs. low construal look like in our 
mind’s eye, and our research fills the gap. Our data also suggest that 
marketers can strategically use bw vs. color in designing effective 
communication strategies to achieve their goals.
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