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As a general model of perception, however, featural analysis models are not without 
problems. To begin with, there are currently no good definitions of what can be a 
feature and what cannot except in very restricted domains such as the perception 
of letters, the perception of line drawings of familiar objects, and the perception of 
speech. Consider the perception of a face. Are there general features for eyes, nose, 
and mouth? Are there specific features for right nostril, left eyebrow, and lower lip? 
Just how many features can there be? Do different kinds of objects have different sets 
of features? Then consider a vertical line. Although this feature is no doubt important 
for perceiving the letter A, how does it relate to perceiving a real human face? A beach 
ball? A wave crashing on shore? If there are different sets of features for different 
objects, how does the perceiver know which ones to use to perceive an object (remem-
ber, this must be decided before the perceiver knows what the object is)? If the same set 
of features applies to all objects, the list of possible features would appear to be huge. 
How then does the perceiver perceive objects so fast?

PROTOTYPE MATCHING

Another kind of perceptual model, one that attempts to correct some of the shortcom-
ings of both template-matching and featural analysis models, is known as prototype match-

ing. Such models explain perception in 
terms of matching an input to a stored 
representation of information, as do 
template models. In this case, how-
ever, the stored representation, instead 
of being a whole pattern that must be 
matched exactly or closely (as in tem-
plate-matching models), is a prototype, 
an idealized representation of some 
class of objects or events—the letter R, 
a cup, a VCR, a collie, and so forth.

You can think of a prototype as an ide-
alization of the thing it represents. The prototypical dog, for 
instance, would be a depiction of a very, very typical dog—the 
“doggiest” dog you could think of or imagine. There may or 
may not be in existence any particular dog that looks exactly 
like the prototype. Figure 3.14 shows variations of the let-
ter R. If your intuitions agree with those of most people I’ve 
shown this figure to, you’ll judge the letters toward the upper 
left and upper right of the figure to be more prototypical than 
those in the upper center.

Prototype-matching models describe perceptual processes as 
follows. When a sensory device registers a new stimulus, the 
device compares it with previously stored prototypes. An exact 
match is not required; in fact, only an approximate match is 
expected. Prototype-matching models thus allow for discrep-
ancies between the input and the prototype, giving prototype 
models a lot more flexibility than template models. An object is 
“perceived” when a match is found.

Prototype models differ from template and featural anal-
ysis models in that they do not require that an object 
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 Figure 3.14: Examples of the letter R.

 Figure 3.15: Stimuli used by Posner and Keele (1968). 
The top left-hand box shows the prototype; other boxes 
show distortions.
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