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Chromatic Adaptation: Now You See It, Now You Don’t 
 

When I first started researching a science fair project, I was intrigued by the title “Now You See 

It, Now You Don’t”. I thought it was an optical illusion project, but when I did more research, I 

realized it was much more than that! What I thought was a simple optical illusion, turned out to be 

a complex brain system that I had no idea existed. I found out through a conversation with my dad, 

who has a degree in photography, that the technology used in the modern camera, called the white 

balance system, replicates what the brain does during the effect of chromatic adaptation. This 

experiment was conducted to test how long the brain perceives an image as a whole instead of two 

halves. Chromatic Adaptation is the human brain’s ability to adjust to changes in the light in order 

to maintain the appearance of an object's (or in this case a picture’s) color. For this experiment, 

participants were shown a presentation that contained an image split in half containing two 

opposite color fields with a dot in the middle. The subject looked at the image for various time 

lengths (20 sec, 10 sec, 5 sec) and with two different color sets (cyan and yellow, magenta and 

green). The presentation then displayed the image with the same two colors overlayed and the dot 

in the same place. The data of how long the participant experienced the effect was recorded when 

it was indicated by the subject. After being shown the color field image, the photograph appeared 

to be complete instead of two halves. This is the effect known as chromatic adaptation. The 

experiment showed that the effect of chromatic adaptation lasted longer when the color field image 

was looked at for longer. It also showed that the effect lasted longer when looking at the cyan and 

yellow set. 


