Practical Report on Perceptual Set Influence

Introduction
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)This experiment will look at whether it is possible to influence a person’s perception by developing a perceptual set. Perceptual set theory suggests that perception is an active process relying on interpretation (Mcleod, 2010). According to Gregory (Gross, 2010:233) due to the amount of sensory information available, humans need to select important information and then use that information and past experience to construct their perception, this is known as Top-down Processing. The retinal image is usually incomplete or not accurate to what is actually being seen by the time it reaches the brain, therefore information from past experience must be drawn upon to gain an accurate view of the surroundings (Gross, 2010:233; McLeod, 2018). This theory indicates that when presented with an optical illusion a person will draw on their past experiences in order to comprehend the image. Allport defines the perceptual set as “a perceptual bias or predisposition or readiness to perceive particular features of a stimulus” (cited in Gross, 2010:235). A person’s past experience, expectations, emotion, motivation and culture will all combine to construct perceptual sets in order to best interpret the environment on a daily basis (Mcleod, 2010). 
A vast amount of research has looked into how a person perceives optical illusions to support Gregory’s theory. The Müller-Lyer lines (figure 1) were looked at by Gregory who concluded that they are an example of misinterpreting size and depth due to prior experience of living in a “carpentered world” (Gross, 2010).  Another example is the Necker cube, where the brain is unable to decipher the orientation of this 2D image, and therefore appears to flip as it is viewed (Mcleod, 2018). Gregory proposed that this was because the brain could not distinguish between the two hypotheses as they are both equally plausible (Mcleod, 2018). 
My hypothesis is that I will be able to accurately influence the way my participants perceive the ambiguous figure. I predict that a high number of participants who are shown images of faces will interpret the ambiguous figure as a face and this will also be a similar bias as when shown images of bodies participants will interpret the image as the woman kneeling down.
Method
The independent variable within this study is the set of images shown to the participant (i.e. bodies or faces), and the dependant variable is the participants interpretation of the ambiguous figure.
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2
)[image: ]Within this experiment I showed six participants a selection of six images and then one of an ambiguous figure (figure 2), participants were unaware that there were two sets of images. There were two sets of images, both in black and white and in a cartoon style. This was in order to keep the images simple and cohesive, all images were checked to be non-copyright so as not to break any copyright rules. One set of images were of faces and the other set was bodies. Both sets were comparable but not too similar as to cause suspicion. The ambiguous figure itself could be interpreted as either a man’s face with “Elvis” style hair or a woman with long hair kneeling down (see figure 3). I chose this particular image as it was not a commonly used image and had not recently circulated on social media. Due to time constraints and being the only experimenter, I was unable to undertake a control experiment to determine whether people interpreted the image evenly one way or the other, however the previous year’s students had done this and found it to be equally interpreted both ways. At the beginning of the experiment with each participant I made sure to read the consent form and standardised instructions word for word, this gained me informed consent from each individual and made sure all participants were offered the same instruction, therefore any difference in their interpretation of the ambiguous figure was solely due to the perceptual set and not inconsistency in the instruction. At the end of the experiment a  (
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)[image: ]debrief was offered and explanation was given.
My standardised instructions were kept simple and clear so as to be as transparent as possible with my participants and to avoid any possible confusion. The instructions were as follows:
“I will show you a selection of six images, you will look at these for five seconds per image. Once we have looked at all of the images, I will show you one last image followed by a question.”
Alongside the presentation of the ambiguous image I asked each participant the question “what do you see in this image?”, I made sure that the question would not lead the participant to believe that there was more than one image to be seen. I chose to ask the question simultaneously to presenting the image as this would cause the participant to answer with the initial image seen, most participants realised quickly that the image could be portrayed in two ways. 

Results

Contingency table showing results of influencing perceptual set by showing six images of either faces or bodies then an ambiguous figure which can be interpreted as either (N=6)
	
	Previously shown six images of faces
	Previously shown six images of bodies

	Interpreted ambiguous figure as face
	3
	0

	Interpreted ambiguous figure as body
	0
	3



Treatment of Results
As shown in the table above, of the three participants shown six images of faces, all three interpreted the ambiguous figure as a man’s face. Likewise, all three participants who were previously shown six images of bodies interpreted the ambiguous figure as a woman kneeling down. This seems to be a 100% success rate in using a perceptual set to influence a participant’s interpretation of an image.
Discussion
This experiment proved to be successful in developing a perceptual set in each of my participants. Each participant that was shown the six images of faces before the ambiguous figure interpreted the image as a face and each participant that was shown images of bodies interpreted it as a woman kneeling. This appears to be in favour of Gregory’s theory of visual perception, as all of the participants appeared to be influenced by the images they were shown, all participants perception was coloured by their past experience. This is clearly an example of top-down processing.
Though this study appears successful it is not without fault. The main issue with this experiment was the small number of participants. I was only able to gain six participants which is simply not enough for a valid study, if I was to re-create this study, I would aim to gather at least fifty participants for each set in order to gain more generalizable and reliable results. The size of this study could be looked upon as a statistical anomaly. With a larger sample size you would also gain a much wider and more inclusive sample of the population.
This experiment could be said to lack ecological validity due to the inability to generalise the findings into a real-world setting. This is one of the major criticisms of Gregory’s theory made by Gibson, who went on to conduct research with far more ecological validity, focusing on  bottom-up processing (Mcleod, 2018). A positive aspect is that this experiment is easily replicable and therefore falsifiable. 
My findings indicate that using a much larger sample size could lead to increased generalizability, in order to demonstrate Gregory’s theory that past experience is influential to perception (Gross, 2010:233). According to my findings, perceptual set is highly influential to how a person will perceive an image. Providing my results are indicative of a wider sample size, the simplicity of this study could easily be replicated to provide valid information on perceptual set influence. 
This study could be expanded on to look at whether participants of a certain gender are more likely to interpret an image to match their gender. For example, using the same ambiguous figure as in this experiment are women more likely to construe the image as a female and vice versa. This could be expanded further with the use of colour within the images, using hair colour, eye colour or even skin colour to collect data showing whether personal familiarity has an effect on a person’s perception. 
Conclusion
[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion, this study was a good example of the experimental design. The study is easily replicable and could yield reliable and valuable results given a far larger sample size. My results showed a 100% success rate in influencing a participant’s perceptual set, leading them to view an image one way or another.
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Appendix
Consent
Would you mind helping me with an experiment for my university coursework? It will only take around three minutes and all data collected will only be used by myself for my coursework and will be kept anonymously. You are welcome to withdraw at any time. 
Standardised Instructions
I will show you a selection of six images, you will look at these for five seconds per image.
Once we have looked at all the images, I will show you one last image followed by a question.
(Following presentation of the ambiguous image)
What do you see in this image?
At end of experiment offer debrief to participant.
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Images of faces used:
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Ambiguous Figure used:
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