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TOP-DOWN PROCESSES.....................................

All bottom-up models share a number of problems in 
explaining how viewers “make meaning” of the stimuli 
they perceive. Two of the biggest problems are context 
effects and expectation effects.

Consider the display in Figure 3.17. Notice that the sec-
ond character of both words is identical. Despite this, you 
probably read the two words as “THEY BAKE,” perceiv-
ing the character in question unambiguously as an H the 
first time and then, milliseconds later, as an A. The con-
text surrounding the character, T, and EY the first time 
and the character, B, and KE the second time obviously 
influenced what you perceived. The context in which a 
pattern or an object appears apparently sets up certain 
expectations in the perceiver as to what objects will occur.

Similar context effects have been demonstrated with per-

 Photos 3.1 and 3.2: The context surrounding an object 
can make perceiving it easy or hard. If we were to measure 
reaction time, we might find that it took people longer to 
recognize the toaster in Photo 3.2 than in Photo 3.1. The 
coherent kitchen scene sets up a context that helps us 
to perceive the objects we expect to see in kitchens. The 
jumbled version of the scene destroys this context.

 Figure 3.17: An example of context effects in perception.
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