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The sense organs make up the first part of our sensory systems. A sensory system 
processes the sensations coming into each sense organ that allows us to understand and 
interpret the sensations we receive. If a hot stimulus comes near our skin, we can very 
quickly perceive that sensation as “too hot” and move away from the heat source before 
we are burned. Within each sense organ, receptor cells receive the environmental stimuli: 
sound waves, light waves, pressure on the skin, or chemicals in food or the air. The recep-
tor cells do the job of turning the environmental stimuli into neural signals the brain can 
receive and interpret. The receptor cells then send this information to the appropriate area 
of the brain through a nerve cell that connects to the neurons in different brain areas.

Figure 3.1 illustrates the four parts of a sensory system for the visual sense system: 
(1) sense organ—the eye, (2) receptor cells—the rods and cones in the retina, (3) nerve 
conduit to the brain—optic nerve, and (4) brain area where the information is being 
processed—occipital lobe of the brain (with extensions to other areas to connect with 
other cognitive processes). This sensory system structure is followed in the other sense 
systems as well with ears, nose, tongue, and skin as the sense organs. Each of these sense 
organs contains receptor cells of different sorts that convert the stimulus energy (e.g., air 
waves and pressure, chemicals in the air and food, temperature and pressure from stim-
uli) received by the sense organ into neural signals to be sent to the brain for processing. 
As described in Chapter 2, different brain areas are specialized for different functions. 
Thus, auditory sensory information is primarily processed in the temporal lobe, tactile 
sensory information is processed in the parietal cortex, gustatory sensory information is 
processed in the insular cortex at the junction of the frontal, temporal, and parietal 
lobes, and olfactory sensory information is processed in the olfactory bulb near the tem-
poral lobe and then sent to several connected areas of the brain.

1. Sense Organ – the eye 2. Receptor cells – rods and cones in the retina

Occipital lobe

4. Brain area – occipital lobe

Retina

Optic nerve

3. Nerve conduit – optic nerve

Figure Diagram of the Visual Sensory System Showing the Four Parts of the System3.1

SOURCES: Photo of dog: Janie Airey/Digital Vision/Thinkstock; photo of eye: Christopher Robbins/Photodisc/Thinkstock; photo of brain: Hemera 
Technologies/PhotoObjects.net/Thinkstock.
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researchers Hubel and Weisel (1959) identified neurons in the visual cortex that are selec-
tively activated by features in the environment. They recorded the activity from neurons 
in the striate cortex (an area in the occipital lobe) of cats as different shapes of light were 
presented to their retinas. Recordings from the neurons showed that some cells were 
active to horizontal bars, others to vertical bars, and still others to diagonal bars of one 
orientation (see Figure 3.3). These results suggest that feature detection is done at the 
neuron level and is consistent with how the visual cortex functions. Others (e.g., Bullock, 
1961) suggested that feature detection specialization in the brain also exists for other sen-
sory systems, such as the auditory system.

Another example of bottom-up processing from the 
computational approach is a theory about object recogni-
tion based on features of the objects called geons. Geons 
are the basic three-dimensional pieces of objects, such as 
cylinders, cones, and blocks (see Figure 3.4 for examples 
of geons and some objects that can be created from 
them). Biederman (1987) proposed that we identify 
objects by first identifying the geons that make up the 
object. We then match the geons we perceive against rep-
resentations of objects stored in memory to identify the 
whole object. He showed that we can easily identify 
objects from different angles and objects that are occluded 
based on the geons. This is similar to the feature detec-
tion model described in Figure 3.2 for perceiving words; 
however, in Biederman’s object recognition model, the 
features are three-dimensional geons instead of the two-
dimensional lines and shapes seen in Figure 3.2.

One process the computational approach to percep-
tion has focused on is the use of basic cues in the 
environment as a means of interpreting the stimuli with 
which we are presented. For example, cues in visual stim-
uli help us estimate objects’ size and distance. See Photos 
3.1 and 3.2 here for illustrations of the use of these cues. 
In Photo 3.1, we can use the linear perspective of the 

safe

Basic features of letters are detected by the visual system.
Then this information goes through a hierarchy of letters and then
words from the bottom up to eventually identify words.

s a f e

Figure An Example of Bottom-Up Processing That Would  
	 Allow Perception of the Word Safe

3.2

Figure Neuron Activity for Lines at  
	 Different Orientations in Hubel  
	 and Weisel’s (1959) Study

3.3

SOURCE: Figure 3, “Receptive Fields of Single Neurons in the Cat’s Striate 
Cortex,” by D. H. Hubel and T. N. Wiesel, 1959, Journal of Physiology, 148, 
pp. 574–591. © 1959 by The Physiology Society. Reprinted with permission 
from John Wiley & Sons, Inc.

Feature Detection



47CHAPTER 3  •  Perception

researchers Hubel and Weisel (1959) identified neurons in the visual cortex that are selec-
tively activated by features in the environment. They recorded the activity from neurons 
in the striate cortex (an area in the occipital lobe) of cats as different shapes of light were 
presented to their retinas. Recordings from the neurons showed that some cells were 
active to horizontal bars, others to vertical bars, and still others to diagonal bars of one 
orientation (see Figure 3.3). These results suggest that feature detection is done at the 
neuron level and is consistent with how the visual cortex functions. Others (e.g., Bullock, 
1961) suggested that feature detection specialization in the brain also exists for other sen-
sory systems, such as the auditory system.

Another example of bottom-up processing from the 
computational approach is a theory about object recogni-
tion based on features of the objects called geons. Geons 
are the basic three-dimensional pieces of objects, such as 
cylinders, cones, and blocks (see Figure 3.4 for examples 
of geons and some objects that can be created from 
them). Biederman (1987) proposed that we identify 
objects by first identifying the geons that make up the 
object. We then match the geons we perceive against rep-
resentations of objects stored in memory to identify the 
whole object. He showed that we can easily identify 
objects from different angles and objects that are occluded 
based on the geons. This is similar to the feature detec-
tion model described in Figure 3.2 for perceiving words; 
however, in Biederman’s object recognition model, the 
features are three-dimensional geons instead of the two-
dimensional lines and shapes seen in Figure 3.2.

One process the computational approach to percep-
tion has focused on is the use of basic cues in the 
environment as a means of interpreting the stimuli with 
which we are presented. For example, cues in visual stim-
uli help us estimate objects’ size and distance. See Photos 
3.1 and 3.2 here for illustrations of the use of these cues. 
In Photo 3.1, we can use the linear perspective of the 

safe

Basic features of letters are detected by the visual system.
Then this information goes through a hierarchy of letters and then
words from the bottom up to eventually identify words.

s a f e

Figure An Example of Bottom-Up Processing That Would  
	 Allow Perception of the Word Safe

3.2

Figure Neuron Activity for Lines at  
	 Different Orientations in Hubel  
	 and Weisel’s (1959) Study

3.3

SOURCE: Figure 3, “Receptive Fields of Single Neurons in the Cat’s Striate 
Cortex,” by D. H. Hubel and T. N. Wiesel, 1959, Journal of Physiology, 148, 
pp. 574–591. © 1959 by The Physiology Society. Reprinted with permission 
from John Wiley & Sons, Inc.

Feature Detection



48 Cognitive Psychology

tracks to help determine the distance of the two signs in the photo. The tracks seem to 
converge (i.e., get closer together) higher up in the photo. This implies that the tracks go 
off into the distance in a three-dimensional environment. We can also use the size of the 
image of an object on our retina to help us determine the object’s distance. In the photo 
on the right, we perceive that the woman is closer to us than the buildings, partly because 
the image of the woman imposed on our retina is larger than the image of the buildings. 
However, we also need to use some knowledge about the objects to make these judg-
ments. Knowing that the woman is not as tall as the building can help us judge the objects’ 
distance as well. In Photo 3.2, the size is similar for the images of the woman and the 
tallest building. Thus, we use additional knowledge we have about the objects to deter-
mine that the building must be farther away because at the same distance, the building 
should have a larger retinal image size.

Using knowledge of the objects is an example of top-down processing. When we per-
ceive objects using our knowledge of the world, we use top-down processing. Thus, although 

Photo 3.1  Train tracks showing a linear perspective for the 
distance of the two signs.
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Photo 3.2  The woman in front of these buildings  shows how the 
distance of objects can be determined from retinal image size 
and knowledge about the objects.
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Top-down processing: 
understanding the environment 
through global knowledge of the 
environment and its principles

Figure Geons3.4

Geon

Geon

SOURCE: Galotti, K. M. (2014). Cognitive psychology in and out of the laboratory (5th ed.). Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage.

Panel A:  Examples of geons that are features of three-dimensional objects.

Panel B:  Examples of objects made up of some of the geons in Panel A.
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we are using basic feature cues in the environment to perceive, we 
also rely on our knowledge of the world to interpret those cues. In 
some cases, our interpretation of these cues can be incorrect, creat-
ing an incorrect interpretation of an object. In other words, the 
proximal stimulus in our mind does not provide an accurate rep-
resentation of the distal stimulus in the environment. This can be 
seen in some common illusions. In fact, these illusions seem to 
occur because we are interpreting the cues in a consistent way 
across stimuli.

Consider the Ponzo illusion. In Photo 3.3, two cats are placed 
on the tracks from Photo 3.1. Which cat looks larger? Most peo-
ple perceive the cat near the top of the photo as larger. This is 
because in the photo it looks like it is farther away at a point 
where the tracks are closer together, but, in fact, the images of the 
two cats are exactly the same size (measure them to see!). Because 
the images of the two cats in the photo are the same size, they 
create retinal images that are also the same size. Thus, retinal image is not the only cue we 
use to determine the size and distance of objects. This type of illusion is interesting to per-
ceptual researchers because it shows how we use the linear perspective cues in the scene to 
misinterpret the size of the objects on the tracks. However, in many cases, the linear per-
spective gives us an accurate depiction of the objects’ distance, as it does in Photo 3.1 when 
we judge the distance of the two signs and the trees in the scene. The illusion shows that we 
use the linear perspective cues present in the environment to perceive the distance of 
objects.

Neuropsychologists have recently studied the relationship between brain function 
and organization and the perception of illusions. For example, Schwarzkopf, Song, and 
Rees (2011) examined the relationship between the strength of the Ponzo illusion seen in 
Photo 3.3 and the size of the primary visual cortex area in the occipital lobe known as V1. 
They found a positive correlation such that the subjects with larger V1 areas also showed 
stronger illusions (i.e., the subjects reported a larger size difference between the two 
objects in the image that were actually the same size).

Even though we use other cues to help determine size and distance of stimuli, reti-
nal image size is an important cue for our interpretation of objects’ size and distance. 
Try this yourself: Hold two objects of the same length (e.g., two pencils) in front of you 
with one object held right in front of your face and the other object held out at arm’s 
length. You can easily see that you perceive the object held at arm’s length as farther 
away. Figure 3.5 shows how two pencils held at different distances create different-sized 

Photo 3.3  Illustration of the Ponzo illusion: the cat on the bottom 
looks smaller due to the linear perspective of the train tracks.
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Figure Retinal Image Size3.5

Two pencils held at different distances from the eye create retinal images that differ in size; the closer pencil has a larger image.

Ponzo Illusion Activity

Visual Perspective 
Illusion Activity

Top-Down Processing Activity

Confuse Your Illusion
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component of Gestalt approaches to perception. 
According to the Gestalt approach, perception occurs 
through applying a set of organizational principles that 
follow physical processes of the natural world. In apply-
ing these organizational principles, our perception of a 
scene is “more than the sum of its parts.” Table 3.1 sum-
marizes some of the first organizational principles pro-
posed by Gestaltists (see Wagemans et al., 2012, for a 
more complete listing of principles), and each of these is 
described with illustrative examples.

1. Similarity. The first organizational principle of per-
ception is similarity. We tend to group objects or fea-
tures of a scene based on their similarity. Consider 
Photo 3.5: Describe what you see in this figure. Did you 
say something like “a number of pencils, a few pens, 
and scissors in a cup”? If you did, you illustrated the 
principle of similarity: You organized like objects 
together and described the figure according to these 
similarities. This is more natural and common than 
describing each individual object in the cup on its own 
or grouping objects that are not similar.

2. Proximity. Another organizational principle of perception is proximity. We tend 
to group objects or features of a scene based on their proximity to one another. How 
would you describe the scene in Photo 3.6? Do you see two girls talking on a bench 
while other people walk by, shopping in the background? This is a common organiza-
tion described for a scene like this. We tend to group the people close to one another 
in the scene together as we describe and interpret it. For example, we’re likely to 
assume the girls on the bench are having one conversation, while the people in the 
background are having their own conversation. Proximity can also help us distin-
guish between the objects in a scene and the background of a scene. We discuss  

Figure A Figure Perceived as a Triangle  
	 Overlaid Onto Three Circles 

Illustrates the Gestalt Approach  
	 to Perception

3.6

Similarity Activity

Proximity Activity

Table Some Organizational Principles of Gestalt Perception3.1

Principle Description

1.	 Similarity Objects are grouped according to their similarity.

2.	 Proximity Objects are grouped according to their proximity in 
a scene.

3.	 Good continuation Objects are perceived as continuous in cases 
where it is expected that they would continue.

4.	 Closure Objects are perceived as whole even in cases 
where parts are occluded or missing.

5.	 Pragnanz (simplicity) Objects are perceived in the simplest way possible.

Gestalt Principles of Perception

Triangle and Circle Activity
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Photo 3.5  This figure illustrates 
the principle of similarity; the scene 
is typically described with similar 
objects grouped.

Photo 3.6  This scene illustrates the principle of proximity; we organize the 
scene into sets of people based on their proximity to one another.
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further the separation of foreground and background in the environment later in this 
section.

3. Good continuation. Good continuation refers to our understanding that objects con-
tinue, even if parts of them are occluded. Photo 3.4 with the cat in the pot illustrates this 
principle. We interpret the scene as an entire cat lying in the pot, even though we can 
only see a portion of the cat in the photo. Photo 3.7 illustrates good continuation as well. 
We tend to see this figure as a woman holding two ends of single rope, rather than hold-

ing two separate pieces of rope, even though we can-
not see the entire rope. We have the same 
interpretation for any line that has an object occlud-
ing a portion of it.

4. Closure. The principle of closure allows us to view 
incomplete objects as a whole. For example, we see the 
object in Figure 3.7 as a circle, even though it is miss-
ing a small piece. In fact, closure contributes to per-
ceiving a triangle in Figure 3.6. We perceive the 
complete triangle with angles on the circles even 
though the sides of the triangle are not filled in com-
pletely.

5. Principle of Pragnanz. The principle of Pragnanz 
(also called the law of good figure or law of simplic-
ity) suggests that we perceive scenes as simply as 
possible. Pragnanz is a German term meaning con-
cise or succinct. Thus, this principle proposes that 
we view scenes in the most concise way possible, 
with a simple interpretation (thus, the law of sim-
plicity). The first four principles can be viewed as 

Figure Due to the Principle of Closure,  
	 We View This Object as a Circle,  
	 Even Though It Is Not Complete

3.7

Principle of Pragnanz: 
an organizational principle 
that allows for the simplest 
interpretation of the environment

Principle of Pragnanz Activity
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The perception/action approach is broader than the ecological view of percep-
tion. In some perception/action approaches, actions are an important part of the  
process of perception, but perceiving an object may still involve representations of 
that object in the mind. Thus, perception/action approaches often blend elements of 
the ecological view and the representationalist 
view. For example, the perception of a chair 
may result from knowing that a chair can be 
used to sit or stand on because that is what you 
are currently looking for in your environment, 
but you can still identify the object as a chair if 
someone asks you what the object is.

Research with a perception/action 
approach has considered how perception and 
action are tied together. Consider the follow-
ing scenario: You are shown the room setup 
that appears in Photo 3.12a. Given this room 
configuration, would you prefer to (1) walk to 
the left of the table, pick up the bucket with 
your right hand, and place the bucket on the 
near stool, or (2) walk to the right side of the 
table, pick up the bucket with your left hand, 
and place the bucket on the far stool? How 
about the room setup in Photo 3.12b or in 
Photo 3.12c? Would you choose the same path or change your path? These were sce-
narios faced by subjects in a study by David Rosenbaum (2012). In this task, the reac-
tion time to choose a path was recorded for different scenarios to determine if people 
simulated the paths in their minds one by one (i.e., sequential processing) before 
choosing the shorter path or if they considered all the paths at once (i.e., parallel 
processing) and chose the shorter path more quickly. Their reaction time data showed 
that the time it took to choose a path was a function of the difference in length of the 
two paths, supporting the suggestion that both paths are considered at once (i.e., 
parallel processing of path possibilities). Reaction times did not increase with the 
overall lengths of the paths, which is contrary to what is predicted if subjects simulate 
each path one at a time before choosing the shortest path. In other words, if reaction 
times increased based on the total length of the two paths, this would mean the deci-
sion takes as long as it takes to first mentally travel the length of one path and then 
mentally travel the length of the second path. Rosenbaum also showed that the paths 

(a) (b) (c)

Figure These Arrays Help Illustrate the Gestalt Idea of “Whole” Stimulus Processing at Work3.8

SOURCE: Adapted from Pomerantz, J. R., & Portillo, M. C. (2011).  Grouping and emergent features in vision: Toward a theory of basic Gestalts. 
Journal of Experimental Psychology: Human Perception and Performance, 37(5), 1331–1349.

3.10.	 How does the Gestalt approach to perception differ from 
the computational approach to perception?

3.11.	 How is top-down processing involved in the Gestalt 
approach to perception?

3.12.	 Look around your environment and describe some 
examples of good continuation in the objects around you.

3.13.	 Consider the moon illusion described in Stop and Think 
3.9. Would the Gestalt approach to perception explain 
this illusion differently than the computational approach? 
Why or why not?

Stop and Think

Walking Through a 
Room Activity
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SOURCE: Figure 1 excerpt, Witt, J. K., Linkenauger, S. A., & Proffitt, D. R. (2012). Get me out of this 
slump! Visual illusions improve sports performance. Psychological Science, 23, 397–399.

Figure The Ebbinghaus Illusion3.10

(a) (b)

The inner circles are the same size, but the inner circle in (a) is perceived as smaller than 
the inner circle in (b).
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Figure Results From the Rosenbaum, Brach, and Semenov  
	 (2011) Study

3.9

This graph shows the probability of choosing the left path in the virtual task (x-axis) in 
the Rosenbaum (2012) study compared with the probability of choosing the left path in 
the actual performed (real-choice) task (y-axis) in the Rosenbaum, Brach, and Semenov 
(2011) study.
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Figure Results From the Witt et al. (2012) Study3.11

SOURCE: Figure 1 excerpt, Witt, J. K., Linkenauger, S. A., & Proffitt, D. R. (2012). Get me out of this slump! 
Visual illusions improve sports performance. Psychological Science, 23, 397–399.

Putting performance was better when the hole was perceived as larger, even though the 
holes were actually the same size.

Figure Location of Dorsal and Ventral Visual Streams in the Brain3.12
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tracks to help determine the distance of the two signs in the photo. The tracks seem to 
converge (i.e., get closer together) higher up in the photo. This implies that the tracks go 
off into the distance in a three-dimensional environment. We can also use the size of the 
image of an object on our retina to help us determine the object’s distance. In the photo 
on the right, we perceive that the woman is closer to us than the buildings, partly because 
the image of the woman imposed on our retina is larger than the image of the buildings. 
However, we also need to use some knowledge about the objects to make these judg-
ments. Knowing that the woman is not as tall as the building can help us judge the objects’ 
distance as well. In Photo 3.2, the size is similar for the images of the woman and the 
tallest building. Thus, we use additional knowledge we have about the objects to deter-
mine that the building must be farther away because at the same distance, the building 
should have a larger retinal image size.

Using knowledge of the objects is an example of top-down processing. When we per-
ceive objects using our knowledge of the world, we use top-down processing. Thus, although 

Photo 3.1  Train tracks showing a linear perspective for the 
distance of the two signs.
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Photo 3.2  The woman in front of these buildings  shows how the 
distance of objects can be determined from retinal image size 
and knowledge about the objects.
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Top-down processing: 
understanding the environment 
through global knowledge of the 
environment and its principles

Figure Geons3.4

Geon

Geon

SOURCE: Galotti, K. M. (2014). Cognitive psychology in and out of the laboratory (5th ed.). Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage.

Panel A:  Examples of geons that are features of three-dimensional objects.

Panel B:  Examples of objects made up of some of the geons in Panel A.
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we are using basic feature cues in the environment to perceive, we 
also rely on our knowledge of the world to interpret those cues. In 
some cases, our interpretation of these cues can be incorrect, creat-
ing an incorrect interpretation of an object. In other words, the 
proximal stimulus in our mind does not provide an accurate rep-
resentation of the distal stimulus in the environment. This can be 
seen in some common illusions. In fact, these illusions seem to 
occur because we are interpreting the cues in a consistent way 
across stimuli.

Consider the Ponzo illusion. In Photo 3.3, two cats are placed 
on the tracks from Photo 3.1. Which cat looks larger? Most peo-
ple perceive the cat near the top of the photo as larger. This is 
because in the photo it looks like it is farther away at a point 
where the tracks are closer together, but, in fact, the images of the 
two cats are exactly the same size (measure them to see!). Because 
the images of the two cats in the photo are the same size, they 
create retinal images that are also the same size. Thus, retinal image is not the only cue we 
use to determine the size and distance of objects. This type of illusion is interesting to per-
ceptual researchers because it shows how we use the linear perspective cues in the scene to 
misinterpret the size of the objects on the tracks. However, in many cases, the linear per-
spective gives us an accurate depiction of the objects’ distance, as it does in Photo 3.1 when 
we judge the distance of the two signs and the trees in the scene. The illusion shows that we 
use the linear perspective cues present in the environment to perceive the distance of 
objects.

Neuropsychologists have recently studied the relationship between brain function 
and organization and the perception of illusions. For example, Schwarzkopf, Song, and 
Rees (2011) examined the relationship between the strength of the Ponzo illusion seen in 
Photo 3.3 and the size of the primary visual cortex area in the occipital lobe known as V1. 
They found a positive correlation such that the subjects with larger V1 areas also showed 
stronger illusions (i.e., the subjects reported a larger size difference between the two 
objects in the image that were actually the same size).

Even though we use other cues to help determine size and distance of stimuli, reti-
nal image size is an important cue for our interpretation of objects’ size and distance. 
Try this yourself: Hold two objects of the same length (e.g., two pencils) in front of you 
with one object held right in front of your face and the other object held out at arm’s 
length. You can easily see that you perceive the object held at arm’s length as farther 
away. Figure 3.5 shows how two pencils held at different distances create different-sized 

Photo 3.3  Illustration of the Ponzo illusion: the cat on the bottom 
looks smaller due to the linear perspective of the train tracks.
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Figure Retinal Image Size3.5

Two pencils held at different distances from the eye create retinal images that differ in size; the closer pencil has a larger image.

Ponzo Illusion Activity

Visual Perspective 
Illusion Activity

Top-Down Processing Activity

Confuse Your Illusion
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images on the retina. The closer pencil has a 
larger image size, helping us perceive it as closer 
to us in the environment. This is how retinal 
image size serves as a cue in judging objects’ dis-
tance and size.

Examining object perception using cues 
such as linear perspective and retinal image 
size led to the theory of unconscious inference 
proposed by one of the first perceptual psy-
chologists, Hermann von Helmholtz. The the-
ory of unconscious inference suggests that we 
make unconscious inferences about the world 
when we perceive it. In other words, we use our 
top-down processing unconsciously to perceive 
and interpret the environment. Consider the 
objects in Photo 3.4. How would you describe 
these objects? Most people would say some-
thing like “A cat is lying in a pot.” However, the 
entire cat is not actually visible in this picture. 

Thus, it is possible that only a portion of a cat is there and the rest of the cat is miss-
ing. But since that is an unlikely scenario, we interpret the scene as a whole cat in a 
pot with some of the cat hidden from view. This illustrates the likelihood principle 
that is part of the theory of unconscious inference. We perceive the object that is 
most likely in the scene when we view it, even if there are other possible interpreta-
tions of the scene.

In summary, the computational approach to perception focuses on cues in the 
environment as a means of perceiving and interpreting stimuli. Both bottom-up and 
top-down processing contribute to object and scene interpretations. Cues such as 
linear perspective and retinal image size help us determine the size and distance of 

objects in the environment. However, those 
cues can be incorrectly interpreted and create 
errors in our perceptions in certain situations. 
But the errors are simply a by-product of a 
perceptual system that works by means of pro-
cessing these cues in consistent ways. We will 
encounter another example of how our nor-
mal cognitive processes can inadvertently cre-
ate errors in Chapter 7 when we consider 
memory errors.

Gestalt Approaches

Take a look at the scene in Figure 3.6. What do 
you see there? Most people perceive a triangle 
with the points overlaid on top of circles. 
However, consider what is actually in the figure: 
Are there any triangles or circles in the figure? 
No, so why do we see these shapes? The Gestalt 
psychology approach to perception suggests 
that interpretation of a scene involves applying 
principles of how the world is organized. In 
other words, top-down processing is a key  
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Photo 3.4  This cat lying in a pot illustrates how we make unconscious 
inferences about objects to perceive the environment.

3.5.	 Explain what it means to interpret scenes based on cues 
present in those scenes.

3.6.	 In what way do illusions illustrate the normal processes of 
perception?

3.7.	 You see a light approaching on the road at night. 
According to the likelihood principle, which of the following 
are you most likely to perceive: (a) a deer crossing the road 
wearing a headlight, (b) a UFO, or (c) an approaching car? 
Explain your answer.

3.8.	 In the scene in Photo 3.4, describe some cues you can use 
to determine that the front of the pot is closer to you than 
the cat.

3.9.	 People report a “moon illusion” such that the full moon 
appears larger when it is lower in the sky and close to the 
horizon than when it is high in the sky and above us. Using 
what you learned about the use of cues in this section, why 
do you think the moon illusion occurs?

Stop and Think

Theory of unconscious 
inference: the idea that we make 
unconscious inferences about 
the world when we perceive it

Gestalt psychology: a perspective 
in psychology that focuses on 
how organizational principles 
allow us to perceive and 
understand the environment
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Photo 3.5  This figure illustrates 
the principle of similarity; the scene 
is typically described with similar 
objects grouped.

Photo 3.6  This scene illustrates the principle of proximity; we organize the 
scene into sets of people based on their proximity to one another.

M
ar

ia
 T

ei
je

iro
/D

ig
ita

l V
is

io
n/

Th
in

ks
to

ck

further the separation of foreground and background in the environment later in this 
section.

3. Good continuation. Good continuation refers to our understanding that objects con-
tinue, even if parts of them are occluded. Photo 3.4 with the cat in the pot illustrates this 
principle. We interpret the scene as an entire cat lying in the pot, even though we can 
only see a portion of the cat in the photo. Photo 3.7 illustrates good continuation as well. 
We tend to see this figure as a woman holding two ends of single rope, rather than hold-

ing two separate pieces of rope, even though we can-
not see the entire rope. We have the same 
interpretation for any line that has an object occlud-
ing a portion of it.

4. Closure. The principle of closure allows us to view 
incomplete objects as a whole. For example, we see the 
object in Figure 3.7 as a circle, even though it is miss-
ing a small piece. In fact, closure contributes to per-
ceiving a triangle in Figure 3.6. We perceive the 
complete triangle with angles on the circles even 
though the sides of the triangle are not filled in com-
pletely.

5. Principle of Pragnanz. The principle of Pragnanz 
(also called the law of good figure or law of simplic-
ity) suggests that we perceive scenes as simply as 
possible. Pragnanz is a German term meaning con-
cise or succinct. Thus, this principle proposes that 
we view scenes in the most concise way possible, 
with a simple interpretation (thus, the law of sim-
plicity). The first four principles can be viewed as 

Figure Due to the Principle of Closure,  
	 We View This Object as a Circle,  
	 Even Though It Is Not Complete

3.7

Principle of Pragnanz: 
an organizational principle 
that allows for the simplest 
interpretation of the environment

Principle of Pragnanz Activity
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Photo 3.5  This figure illustrates 
the principle of similarity; the scene 
is typically described with similar 
objects grouped.

Photo 3.6  This scene illustrates the principle of proximity; we organize the 
scene into sets of people based on their proximity to one another.
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principle. We interpret the scene as an entire cat lying in the pot, even though we can 
only see a portion of the cat in the photo. Photo 3.7 illustrates good continuation as well. 
We tend to see this figure as a woman holding two ends of single rope, rather than hold-

ing two separate pieces of rope, even though we can-
not see the entire rope. We have the same 
interpretation for any line that has an object occlud-
ing a portion of it.

4. Closure. The principle of closure allows us to view 
incomplete objects as a whole. For example, we see the 
object in Figure 3.7 as a circle, even though it is miss-
ing a small piece. In fact, closure contributes to per-
ceiving a triangle in Figure 3.6. We perceive the 
complete triangle with angles on the circles even 
though the sides of the triangle are not filled in com-
pletely.

5. Principle of Pragnanz. The principle of Pragnanz 
(also called the law of good figure or law of simplic-
ity) suggests that we perceive scenes as simply as 
possible. Pragnanz is a German term meaning con-
cise or succinct. Thus, this principle proposes that 
we view scenes in the most concise way possible, 
with a simple interpretation (thus, the law of sim-
plicity). The first four principles can be viewed as 
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an organizational principle 
that allows for the simplest 
interpretation of the environment

Principle of Pragnanz Activity
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specifics of the principle of Pragnanz. They each provide a specific way that we organize 
a scene more simply.

Consider the scene in Photo 3.8. According to the principle of Pragnanz, we organize 
the scene according to the simplest interpretation. What other organizational principles 
help you perceive this scene? Do you perceive a complete boy in the pile of leaves, even 
though part of him is occluded, due to good continuation? Do you perceive a pile of 
leaves because you grouped the leaves together as similar objects?

Now consider a more difficult perceptual task: How many horses do you see in 
Photo 3.9? The similar coloring of the horses and the background make this a difficult 
task (i.e., the principle of similarity works against our perception of the horses here), 
but because of the organizing principles of perception, we can detect horses in this 
scene. We see continuation of the outlines of the horses that are occluded to perceive 
them as a complete horse. We view a group of horses that are in proximity to one 
another in the scene. If you look carefully, you may be able to view five different horses 
in this scene.

Finally, consider Photo 3.10. What do you see in this photo? Do you see a white vase 
or do you see two blue faces? It is possible to see both of these in the figure, depending 
on which color you assign to the background, white or blue. With a blue background, 
you see the white vase. With a white background, you see two blue faces. This occurs 
because of the figure-ground organization within a scene and is consistent with Gestalt 
principles. We simplify the scene by assigning a color to the background that allows us 
to see the objects. By organizing the figure in terms of similarity of color, we can perceive 
different objects. This also occurs in Photo 3.9. We can perceive the horses in this figure 
by organizing some patches of brown and white as belonging to the background and 
some patches of brown and white as belonging to the horses. However, this is what 
makes the horses harder to see. We have a figure-ground problem in the horse scene 
because the figure and background are so similar. In Photo 3.10, the figures and back-
ground are much more distinct, allowing us to separate them more easily as we view 
either the vase or the faces.

Pomerantz and Portillo (2012) describe research that supports use of the organiz-
ing principles from the Gestalt approach in perception. Such studies have shown that 
larger arrays of stimuli containing basic feature elements and more complex stimuli are 
easier to perceive than smaller basic arrays and stimuli shown to subjects. This is called 
the configural superiority effect. To illustrate the effect, consider two situations where 
you are attempting to find a target stimulus that is different from the others in an array 
of stimuli. Examine the three arrays shown in Figure 3.8. The first array (A) shows lines 
all slanted in the same direction except one. You may notice the line that is different, 
but it probably does not “pop out” of the array easily. Now suppose we add the stimuli 
in Array B to Array A. This results in the more complex array (that is, more of a 
“whole”) seen in Array C. How easily can you detect the line slanted in the opposite 
direction in this more complex array? For most people it pops out at them and they 
very quickly detect it in the array.

Is there evidence for corresponding brain activity to perceptual processes as 
described in the Gestalt approach? Recent studies in neuropsychology suggest there is. 
Some studies using the EEG recording technique (see Chapter 2 for a review of brain 
activity recording techniques) have shown that when subjects view figures such as the 
one shown in Figure 3.6, there is evidence that the features of the object perceived along 
with features detected in other modalities (e.g., sounds) are bound together in the occip-
ital-temporal cortex of the brain (Fiebelkorn, Foxe, Schwartz, & Molholm, 2010). Other 
studies using fMRI have found similar evidence of feature binding in the parietal cortex 
for Gestalt figures (Zaretskaya, Anstis, & Bartels, 2013). Thus, neuroscientists are explor-
ing how the organizational principles proposed in the Gestalt approach correspond to 
brain activity that connects the features of stimuli in the environment.

Photo 3.7  This photo illustrates the 
principle of good continuation; we see 
the line as a single rope held at both 
ends instead of as two separate ropes.
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Photo 3.8  This complex scene 
illustrates several Gestalt principles. 
How many can you identify?

Figure Ground Activity

Configural Superiority Activity
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help you perceive this scene? Do you perceive a complete boy in the pile of leaves, even 
though part of him is occluded, due to good continuation? Do you perceive a pile of 
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Photo 3.9? The similar coloring of the horses and the background make this a difficult 
task (i.e., the principle of similarity works against our perception of the horses here), 
but because of the organizing principles of perception, we can detect horses in this 
scene. We see continuation of the outlines of the horses that are occluded to perceive 
them as a complete horse. We view a group of horses that are in proximity to one 
another in the scene. If you look carefully, you may be able to view five different horses 
in this scene.
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you see the white vase. With a white background, you see two blue faces. This occurs 
because of the figure-ground organization within a scene and is consistent with Gestalt 
principles. We simplify the scene by assigning a color to the background that allows us 
to see the objects. By organizing the figure in terms of similarity of color, we can perceive 
different objects. This also occurs in Photo 3.9. We can perceive the horses in this figure 
by organizing some patches of brown and white as belonging to the background and 
some patches of brown and white as belonging to the horses. However, this is what 
makes the horses harder to see. We have a figure-ground problem in the horse scene 
because the figure and background are so similar. In Photo 3.10, the figures and back-
ground are much more distinct, allowing us to separate them more easily as we view 
either the vase or the faces.

Pomerantz and Portillo (2012) describe research that supports use of the organiz-
ing principles from the Gestalt approach in perception. Such studies have shown that 
larger arrays of stimuli containing basic feature elements and more complex stimuli are 
easier to perceive than smaller basic arrays and stimuli shown to subjects. This is called 
the configural superiority effect. To illustrate the effect, consider two situations where 
you are attempting to find a target stimulus that is different from the others in an array 
of stimuli. Examine the three arrays shown in Figure 3.8. The first array (A) shows lines 
all slanted in the same direction except one. You may notice the line that is different, 
but it probably does not “pop out” of the array easily. Now suppose we add the stimuli 
in Array B to Array A. This results in the more complex array (that is, more of a 
“whole”) seen in Array C. How easily can you detect the line slanted in the opposite 
direction in this more complex array? For most people it pops out at them and they 
very quickly detect it in the array.

Is there evidence for corresponding brain activity to perceptual processes as 
described in the Gestalt approach? Recent studies in neuropsychology suggest there is. 
Some studies using the EEG recording technique (see Chapter 2 for a review of brain 
activity recording techniques) have shown that when subjects view figures such as the 
one shown in Figure 3.6, there is evidence that the features of the object perceived along 
with features detected in other modalities (e.g., sounds) are bound together in the occip-
ital-temporal cortex of the brain (Fiebelkorn, Foxe, Schwartz, & Molholm, 2010). Other 
studies using fMRI have found similar evidence of feature binding in the parietal cortex 
for Gestalt figures (Zaretskaya, Anstis, & Bartels, 2013). Thus, neuroscientists are explor-
ing how the organizational principles proposed in the Gestalt approach correspond to 
brain activity that connects the features of stimuli in the environment.

Photo 3.7  This photo illustrates the 
principle of good continuation; we see 
the line as a single rope held at both 
ends instead of as two separate ropes.
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The Gestalt approach to perception grew out of ideas 
that perception is more than just interpreting cues in the 
environment; it is more than just the sum of the parts of a 
scene. Instead, we rely more on top-down processing and 
our knowledge of the world in the form of organizing prin-
ciples to help us perceive the world. Even in cases where per-
ception is more difficult (as in Photo 3.9), these organizational 
principles can help us view objects in a scene that may be 
hard to perceive.

Perception/Action Approaches

Where computational and Gestalt approaches focus more 
on the “what” of perception, perception/action approaches 
focus more on the “what for” aspect of perception. What 
are the possible affordances of this environment (i.e., pos-
sible behaviors in a given environment)? Can I pass 
through that space? Can I use this stick to hammer in that 
nail? If I jump over this gap, will I make it without falling? 
According to these approaches, perception and action are 
intricately linked. One must consider them together to 
understand each one. Because the perception/action 
approach examines perception according to how it aids in 

performing behaviors, it is consistent with the embodied cognition approach 
described in Chapter 1.

This approach has its roots in ecological psychology, first suggested by James 
Gibson (1979) as an alternative to representationalist approaches to perception. 
The computational approach describes perception to some degree as relying on 
representations of the world, with a proximal stimulus created in our minds to rep-
resent the distal stimulus in the environment. Thus, the focus is on how we inter-
pret stimuli in the environment and the processes responsible for those 
interpretations. With the ecological approach, Gibson suggested that information 
about the world is available in the detectable patterns in the environment such that 
we directly perceive without first transforming a distal stimulus into a proximal 
stimulus. From this approach, the focus in studies of perception should be on how 
we perform goal-directed behaviors (Fajen, Riley, & Turvey, 2009). For example, 
how are we able to avoid bumping into objects when we move around in the envi-
ronment?

For the past few decades, researchers following the ecological view have focused 
on this question in perceptual research: How do we perform goal-directed percep-
tual behaviors? Optic flow was one of the first concepts to be studied in this research. 
If you drive a car (or ride in one), consider what you experience as you move through 
the environment. Objects in the environment that are closer to you seem to pass by 
faster than objects that are farther away, even though you are moving and they are 
not. This is an example of optic flow. It is the movement pattern generated by objects 
at different distances as you move past them. Photo 3.11 shows the optic flow that 
might be experienced from a moving vehicle. The girl on the bike is closer so she 
would appear to move more quickly than the bridge railing and houses in the dis-
tance. Optic flow is an important part of our perception of the environment. 
According to the perception/action approach, we perceive objects’ distance based  
on the optic flow, not from first representing the object in our minds based on its 
retinal image size.

Photo 3.9  This photo further illustrates Gestalt principles of 
similarity, closure, and Pragnanz. How many horses do you see?
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Photo 3.10  Do you see a blue 
vase or two white faces? This 
drawing illustrates the figure-ground 
organization of scenes.

Affordances: behaviors that are 
possible in a given environment

Ecological Approach: Harry Heft

Ecological Approach: 
Michael Turvey
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chosen in this study were consistent with data col-
lected in a previous study (Rosenbaum, Brach, & 
Semenov, 2011) where subjects chose a path in the 
actual environment and then performed the requested 
action (i.e., walk along the side of the table, lift the 
bucket off the table, and place the bucket on the 
stool). See Figure 3.9 for a graph of these results. This 
consistency in path choice shows that the plan to per-
form the action is the same as when the action is actu-
ally performed.

In another example of perception/action research, 
Witt, Linkenauger, and Proffitt (2012) examined the 
effect of a perceptual illusion on putting performance 
in golf. These researchers asked subjects to perform 
golf putts to a hole with projected surrounding circles. 
This was done in the context of a perceptual illusion: 
Larger circles around the hole make the hole appear 
smaller than if the hole is surrounded by smaller cir-

cles (see Figure 3.10). This is known as the Ebbinghaus illusion. When subjects saw 
the hole surrounded by larger circles, as in Figure 3.10 (a), their putting performance 
was worse than when they saw the hole surrounded by smaller circles, as in Figure 
3.10 (b). These results are shown in the graph in Figure 3.11. Witt et al.’s (2012) study 
showed the important connection between sports performance and perception. 
Another study by two of these researchers (Witt & Proffitt, 2005) also showed that 
softball players with higher batting averages judged the size of the ball as larger when 
they were shown images of balls and asked to choose the correct size of the softball, 
further illustrating the link between perception and action.

Research in this area has also shown that judgments about the environment can be 
influenced by our current body perspective, even when no action was planned. Malek 
and Wagman (2008) asked subjects to judge whether they could stand upright on an 
inclined surface either while wearing a weighted backpack on their back or on their 
front. Wearing the backpack on their back pulled the subjects’ center of mass backward, 
whereas wearing the backpack on their front pulled the subjects’ center of mass for-
ward. If one stands on an inclined surface, having your center of mass pulled backward 
makes it more difficult to stand on the surface, but having your center of mass pulled 
forward makes it easier to stand on the surface. Malek and Wagman (2008) asked if this 
difference in backpack position would affect perceptual judgments of affordances (i.e., 
possibilities for standing behavior) even though the subjects did not have to actually 
stand on the surface. They found results consistent with a perception/action perspec-
tive: When wearing the backpack on their front, subjects judged they could stand on 
higher-angled surfaces than when they wore the backpack on their backs. These results 
suggest that perception is influenced by possible actions, even when those actions do 
not actually need to be performed.

Is there brain activity evidence for a connection between perception and action? 
The answer is controversial. There is evidence that different brain areas are respon-
sible for recognition of an object and the location of an object (Milner & Goodale, 
2008). Since the location of an object is more important for actions related to that 
object, if these two functions are separate and independent, this might suggest that 
perception and action are also separate. The “what” brain pathway responsible for 
recognition of an object is located in the lower occipital lobe and leads to the tem-
poral lobe where language functions are controlled. This is known as the ventral 
pathway (or ventral stream) because it is on the underside of the cortex. The 
“where” brain pathway responsible for locating an object is in the upper occipital 
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Photo 3.11  An illustration of optic flow; less blurry objects are closer.

Interactions of Perception 
and Action

Ventral pathway: the pathway 
in the brain that processes “what” 
information about the environment
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lobe and leads to the parietal lobe where the motor cortex 
resides. This is known as the dorsal pathway (or dorsal 
stream) because it is on the top of the cortex (think of a dor-
sal fin on a shark to help you remember where this is located). 
See Figure 3.12 for the location of these pathways in the 
brain.

The controversy here comes from the mixed evidence in 
studies attempting to dissociate ventral and dorsal pathway 
functions. For example, Ganel, Tanzer, and Goodale (2008) 
reported that although subjects showed the Ponzo illusion 
(see Photo 3.3) in their size judgments of objects, their reach-
ing behaviors were not affected by the illusion. However, as 
described earlier, Witt et al. (2012) showed that the 
Ebbinghaus size illusion affected subjects’ golf performance. 
Thus, studies have produced data both in support of a disso-
ciation between perception and action (i.e., showing that a 
variable affects one behavior but does not affect other behav-
iors) and in contradiction to such a dissociation. One possi-
bility is that some actions have stronger links with perception 
than others. For example, many of the studies showing dis-
sociations between the ventral and dorsal pathway functions 
involved reaching and/or grasping behaviors, behaviors that 
require real-time location information for objects. In addi-
tion, McIntosh and Lashley (2008) showed that expected 
object size affected reaching behaviors, indicating a link 
between perception and action, but Borchers, Christensen, 
Ziegler, and Himelbach (2010) showed that this effect only 
occurred when the objects being reached for were familiar to 
the subjects after long-term use (e.g., objects they used in 
everyday life). Thus, different types of action behaviors may 
vary in the strength of their connection to visual perception.

A neuropsychological finding that provides stronger sup-
port for the link between perception and action is the discov-
ery of mirror neurons (first described in Chapter 2). Mirror 
neurons were discovered in a study by Rizzolatti, Fadiga, 
Gallese, and Fogassi (1996). These researchers were record-
ing activity from neurons in an area of the brain known as F5 
in the premotor cortex that contains neurons involved in sen-
sation and movement in the hands. Neuron activity was 
recorded using the single-cell recording technique (see 
Chapter 2) on monkey subjects. These subjects were trained 
to reach into a box and grasp an object. Neurons in the F5 
area were active during this grasping task. However, the 
researchers also showed that these neurons were active when 
hand movements related to grasping were performed by the 
researchers while the monkey watched (e.g., grasping an 
object, placing an object on a surface). These neurons were 
not active when the researchers performed other movements 
not related to grasping the object (e.g., picking up the object with a tool). Rizzolatti 
et al. (1996) called these neurons mirror neurons because they were active both for 
tasks the monkeys knew how to do and when they saw those actions performed by 
others. In other words, mirror neurons seem to be specialized for the connection 
between perception and action of known movements.

Dorsal pathway: the pathway in 
the brain that processes “where” 

information about the environment

Photos 3.12a, b, & c  Room setups shown in the Rosenbaum 
(2012) study. Which path would you choose?

a

b

c

SOURCE: Figure 1, Rosenbaum, D. A. (2012). The tiger on 
your tail: Choosing between temporally extended behaviors. 
Psychological Science, 23, 855–860.
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Photos 3.13a & b  In the scene in (a), we can use the lines of the fence in the background to perceive the movement of the man more 
easily than in (b) where the background does not contain these cues.
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a football game), we are actually seeing light pixels flashing on and off or changing 
colors in a specific pattern rather than anything actually moving. This is why the move-
ment is called “apparent”—the lights seem to show objects moving, but in reality noth-
ing is actually moving in space. The phi phenomenon shows that we organize the 
stimuli moving on and off as moving in the way we know objects move in a scene.  
A classic example of the phi phenomenon is seen at railroad crossings. The next time 
you are stopped at a track with a crossing train, look at the blinking red lights on the 
sign. They appear to hop back and forth on the sign, but this is simply caused by two 
red lights blinking on and off with opposite timing.

In an example of research on apparent motion, Oyama, Simizu, and Tozawa (1999) 
examined how the principles of proximity and similarity influence apparent motion 
effects. Proximity and similarity were manipulated in apparent motion and perceptual 
grouping displays to determine which of these organizational principles is most impor-
tant in perceiving apparent motion. Their results suggested that similarity was the more 
important element because they found that changes in similarity of color, size, and other 
factors influenced both perceptual grouping and apparent motion perception. Thus, 
research on Gestalt principles is contributing to our understanding of these kinds of 
motion effects.

The perception/action approach considers movement in terms of goals for our own 
action. When an outfielder views the movement of a fly ball and adjusts his action 

a b

Motion Aftereffect 
Demonstration
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to. The area of the subjects’ focus in the scene provided 
the primary test of the research question. If subjects 
showed no consistency across scenes in their focus, this 
would indicate that the specifics of the scenes did not 
aid in categorization of the scene. However, if subjects 
focused on consistent aspects of the scenes, this would 
indicate that those details of the scene were important 
in the categorization process.

Method of the study: Twenty-eight subjects partici-
pated in the experiment, each viewing 32 scenes. Each 
of the scenes belonged to one of the following four 
basic categories: pool, restaurant, classroom, or road. 
For each category, the scene belonged to a subcategory 
(e.g., restaurant: diner, pub, fine-dining establishment,  
cafeteria). Half of the subjects were asked to categorize 
the scene according to one of the four basic categories. 
The other half of the subjects were asked to catego-
rize the scene according to a subordinate of that basic  

category (e.g., choose one: diner, pub, fine-dining 
establishment, or cafeteria).

The scenes were filtered such that they were 
blurred. Subjects viewed the scenes through an eye-
tracking apparatus that recorded the location of their 
eyes’ fixation. When subjects focused on a location, 
that location in the scene was focused such that it 
could be viewed clearly. The scenes were presented 
randomly (blocked by basic category for the subjects 
who completed the task for subordinate categories). 
Scenes were shown until subjects pressed a button with 
their category choice or until 15 seconds had passed, 
whichever came first. Reaction time to respond was 
also recorded.

Results of the study: Reaction time data showed that sub-
jects were significantly faster at categorizing scenes at the 
basic level (e.g., restaurant) than at the subordinate level 
(e.g., pub). Eye fixation data showed that subjects made 
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component of Gestalt approaches to perception. 
According to the Gestalt approach, perception occurs 
through applying a set of organizational principles that 
follow physical processes of the natural world. In apply-
ing these organizational principles, our perception of a 
scene is “more than the sum of its parts.” Table 3.1 sum-
marizes some of the first organizational principles pro-
posed by Gestaltists (see Wagemans et al., 2012, for a 
more complete listing of principles), and each of these is 
described with illustrative examples.

1. Similarity. The first organizational principle of per-
ception is similarity. We tend to group objects or fea-
tures of a scene based on their similarity. Consider 
Photo 3.5: Describe what you see in this figure. Did you 
say something like “a number of pencils, a few pens, 
and scissors in a cup”? If you did, you illustrated the 
principle of similarity: You organized like objects 
together and described the figure according to these 
similarities. This is more natural and common than 
describing each individual object in the cup on its own 
or grouping objects that are not similar.

2. Proximity. Another organizational principle of perception is proximity. We tend 
to group objects or features of a scene based on their proximity to one another. How 
would you describe the scene in Photo 3.6? Do you see two girls talking on a bench 
while other people walk by, shopping in the background? This is a common organiza-
tion described for a scene like this. We tend to group the people close to one another 
in the scene together as we describe and interpret it. For example, we’re likely to 
assume the girls on the bench are having one conversation, while the people in the 
background are having their own conversation. Proximity can also help us distin-
guish between the objects in a scene and the background of a scene. We discuss  

Figure A Figure Perceived as a Triangle  
	 Overlaid Onto Three Circles 

Illustrates the Gestalt Approach  
	 to Perception

3.6

Similarity Activity

Proximity Activity

Table Some Organizational Principles of Gestalt Perception3.1

Principle Description

1.	 Similarity Objects are grouped according to their similarity.

2.	 Proximity Objects are grouped according to their proximity in 
a scene.

3.	 Good continuation Objects are perceived as continuous in cases 
where it is expected that they would continue.

4.	 Closure Objects are perceived as whole even in cases 
where parts are occluded or missing.

5.	 Pragnanz (simplicity) Objects are perceived in the simplest way possible.

Gestalt Principles of Perception

Triangle and Circle Activity
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