
Cognitive Psychology: Theories of Visual perception 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

Cognitive 

psychologists 

disagree on how far 

our perceptual 

experiences are 

determined by 

internal 

(psychological) and 

external 

(environmental) 

processes. 

We take in sensory 

information via the eyes 

but it is impoverished 

because of the limitations 

of the lens and the retina. 

Our percepts 

are environ-

mental data 

conveyed 

directly to 

the brain via 

the visual 

array. 

Richard Gregory’s 

Constructivist theory 

suggests that perception 

is determined by 

Psychological processes. 

J. J. Gibson’s ecological 

theory suggests that 

perception is determined 

by information from the 

environment. 

Ulrich Neisser’s Cyclical  

theory suggests that both 

are partially correct and 

that reliance on sensory and 

psychological data varies 

according to the situation. 

Light causes 

dynamic (i.e. 

moving) 

sensory 

images to 

form on the 

retina (the 

visual 

array). 

Line, light and 

shadow. 

M and B Depth 

cues. 

Affordances of 

function 

Cognitive and emotional 

processes generate 

expectations and 

predispositions towards 

what we will perceive. 

What else is 

happening? 

(context) 

What has 

happened before? 

(Experience) 

What is 

wanted/needed? 

(motivation) 

Our percepts are 

hypotheses about the 

environment based on 

combining psychological 

and sensory information. 

Gibson’s theory 

foregrounds sensation 

(bottom-up) whilst 

gregory’s foregrounds 

perception (top-down). 
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