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This research demonstrates that color with high (vs. low) saturation increases size perceptions, for consumer products as well as

geometric shapes, and that the influence is mediated by attention. Additionally, when given the size of a high-saturation (vs. low-

saturation) object, consumers perceive the object’s surroundings to be comparatively smaller.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
This research demonstrates that consumers perceive objects 

with highly saturated color to be larger than otherwise identical ob-
jects with less saturated color of the same hue. We further propose 
and empirically support that this effect arises because highly satu-
rated color captures consumers’ attention. We argue that the tendency 
for larger objects to capture more attention provides a mental link 
between attention and size, but the direction of this relationship is 
reversed in the consumers’ minds such that objects that capture more 
attention appear larger. From a theoretical perspective, this research 
provides new insights into fundamental effects of color on human 
perception. From a practical perspective, it elucidates a broadly ap-
plicable device to influence consumer responses to products, envi-
ronments, and marketing materials.  

Recent literature has emphasized the need for more investi-
gation into perceptual phenomena such as size assessments (Orda-
bayeva and Chandon 2013; Van Ittersum and Wansink 2012) and 
color-related effects (De Bock, Pandelaere, and Van Kenhove 2013; 
Kareklas, Brunel, and Coulter 2014; Labrecque and Milne 2012, Lee 
et al. 2014), and recent research has specifically called for research 
on how color may influence size perceptions (Labrecque, Patrick, 
and Milne 2013). While limited prior work has established that color 
value can influence weight perceptions (Walker, Francis, and Walker 
2010), comparatively little research has focused on the role of color 
in size perceptions. Most of what does exist suggests that darker 
and more highly saturated colors might decrease size perceptions as 
compared to their lighter and less saturated counterparts (Mahnke 
1996). For instance, Gundlach and Macoubrey (1931) demonstrate 
that light objects appear comparatively larger than dark objects. 
Nakatani (1989) similarly shows that lighter circles are perceived 
to be larger than darker circles. In research explicitly pertinent to 
the current undertaking, Tedford, Bergquist, and Flynn (1977) find 
that squares with less (vs. more) saturated color are perceived to be 
larger. In a set of four experiments, we demonstrate the opposite ef-
fect, and we implicate attention as the underlying mechanism. We 
further suggest that the prior findings are limited to a forced-choice 
procedure in which the influence of saturation on perceived size is 
reversed when the expectations set by saturation are disconfirmed 
by a side-by-side comparison; this echoes similar reversals, such as 
with color darkness and weight (Walker, Francis, and Walker 2010).

Study 1 was a between-subjects experiment with 132 under-
graduate participants. Saturation (high vs. low) was the independent 
variable, and there were two replicates (blue and red), resulting in 
four conditions. Participants first viewed an image of an interior, 
featuring a blue or red couch, depending on randomly assigned rep-
licate. The saturation of the couch’s color was high (100%) or low 
(50%), depending on the randomly assigned condition. A TV set in 
the image served as a benchmark on which to base size estimates. 
Participants were asked: “If the TV is 45 inches wide, how many 
inches wide would you estimate that the couch is?” Next, partici-
pants reported how attention-getting the stimuli were. For both red 
and blue replicates, results revealed that the highly saturated couches 
were perceived to be significantly wider than the less saturated ones. 
Mediation analysis confirmed that attention mediated the influence 
of saturation on perceived width of the couch.

In Study 2, 48 undergraduates participated in a between-sub-
jects and repeated measures eyetracking experiment. Participants 
were exposed to series of alternating images, featuring 6cm objects 
(cubes or spheres) that were red or blue and high or low in satura-
tion. Results revealed that high (vs. low) saturation had a significant 
favorable influence on initial fixations as well as overall fixation du-
ration. Participants also reported perceived size of the objects, and 
results repeated the pattern of results from Study 1, with high (vs. 
low) saturation leading to larger size perceptions. (However, the ef-
fect was eliminated in forced-choice comparisons.) Mediation anal-
ysis confirmed that attention (time fixated on object) mediated the 
influence of saturation on perceived size.

Study 3 tested whether the effect carried over to product evalu-
ations, depending on usage goals. Ninety-six undergraduates viewed 
a red gym bag with high (100%) or low (50%) saturation. They were 
given one of two goals: that it should be large enough to accom-
modate their belongings or small enough to fit into a locker. Results 
revealed the expected goal x saturation interaction, with the high-
saturation (low-saturation) bag evaluated more favorably when the 
goal was a large (small) bag.

In Study 4, 161 adults (sourced via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk) 
participated in a between-subjects online experiment. The purpose 
of the study was to investigate whether the influence of saturation on 
the perceived size of objects would also affect perceptions of the en-
vironment. Specifically, if a target object appears large, then the sur-
rounding environment should appear proportionally small in com-
parison. Participants first viewed an image of an interior, featuring a 
blue or red table, depending on randomly assigned replicate, with ei-
ther high or low saturation. Participants were asked: “If the blue [red] 
table is 20 inches tall, how high would you estimate that the ceiling 
is?” They responded with a sliding scale, ranging from zero to 200 
inches. Results revealed the expected influence on perceived ceiling 
height for both red and blue table. In either case, the table with high 
(vs. low) saturation caused the ceiling height to appear lower.

Taken together, these findings diverge from the very limited pri-
or research on this topic, and they contribute to fundamental insights 
on consumer responses to color, as well as highlighting some practi-
cal implications for color use in marketing. Not only do products 
with saturated color appear larger, but they cause the environment to 
appear comparatively smaller. In other words, the current research 
suggests ways in which marketers may employ color to influence 
consumer perceptions of products as well as environments such as 
retail interiors. 
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