
Cognitive Psychology: distortion Illusions and ambiguous figures 

 

Illusions and 

ambiguous figures 

show us how 

perception is an 

active process that 

may alter or add to 

sensory information 

to make it 

meaningful. 

Ambiguous figures can be 

perceived in two different 

ways.  If we look at them 

for long enough we perceive 

them to change from one to 

the other, even though the 

sensory image we have 

stays the same. 

We interpret some 

features as depth 

cues.  This causes us 

to perceive some 

features as nearer 

than others. 

Distortion illusions 

cause us to perceive 

some things 

inaccurately i.e. 

differently from the 

sensory image we have. 

 

How? 

How? 

We can’t help 

organising 

the image 

into a 

foreground 

(figure) and 

background. 

The 

converging 

lines are 

linear 

perspective 

cues.  We 

perceive line 

A as more 

distant 

(hence 

bigger) than 

line B. 

Necker’s Cube Rubin’s Vase 

Ponzo Muller-lyer 

 

Why? 

Misapplied Size constancy 

then alters our 

judgement of how big 

these features are, 

causing us to perceive 

them inaccurately. 

The arrows 

are linear 

perspective 

cues.  We 

perceive 

figure A as 

further 

from us 

(hence 

smaller) 

than figure 

B. 
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