
Cognitive Psychology: Perceptual Constancy and organisation 

 

Light hitting the 

retina creates a 

rapidly changing, 

complex sensory 

image, but we 

perceive the world 

as relatively simple 

and stable. 

Whilst the sensory image of 

different objects on the 

retina changes with 

distance and angle of view, 

we perceive objects as 

staying the same size and 

shape as we and they move 

around. 

Perceptual 

Constancies are the 

ways our minds 

interpret changing 

sensory information 

to give us percepts 

of stable objects. 

We will always perceive 

things in the simplest, 

most ‘complete’ way 

possible (the gestalt Law 

of Pragnanz). 

The Gestalt theory of perceptual 

organisation suggests that our 

brains automatically organise 

sensory information, grouping 

some features and separating 

others in predictable ways.  

Rather than perceiving 

the world as a 

collection of 

different, unconnected 

features (lines, 

textures, shapes) our 

mind combines these 

features into 

perceptual objects. 

 

How? 

How? 

The shape of the 

sensory image varies 

with the viewing angle 

but we perceive the 

object as keeping the 

same shape (shape 

constancy). 

The size of the sensory 

image varies with the 

distance of the object 

but we perceive the 

object as keeping the 

same size (size 

constancy). 

Perceptual organisation is 

our tendency to combine 

sensory information into 

meaningful wholes. 

Proximity 

Similarity  

Closure 

Continuity 

Figure-

ground 

Symmetry 

 

Pragnanz 

manifests 

itself through 

a number of 

Gestalt 

Principles of 

Perceptual 

Organisation 

that predict 

how sensory 

features will 

be combined. 

The colour of the 

sensory image varies 

with the illumination 

of the object but we 

perceive the object as 

keeping the same 

colour (colour 

constancy). 
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