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A n Evaluatio n o f  th e W e i g h t  o f  Evidenc e Theo r y o f  Figura l  G o o d n e s s 

Emmanuel  M .  Potho s (e.pothos@bangor.ac.uk )  an d Ro b W a r d (r.ward@bangor.ac.uk ) 

School of Psychology, 39 College Road 
Bangor .  LL5 7 2 D G ,  U K 

The Weigh t  o f  Evidenc e theor y o f  figura l  goodnes s (Hel m 
and Leeuwenberg,1996 ;  H & L )  ha s bee n propose d t o explai n 
why certai n type s o f  regularit y ar e psychologicall y mor e 
relevan t  tha n others .  Thi s researc h i s  Ui e first  attemp t  t o 
directl y empiricall y investigat e som e prediction s o f  th e 
theory . 

Theorie s o f  figura l  goodnes s explai n wh y som e object s 
appea r  t o b e mor e well-forme d tha n others .  Fo r  example , 
conside r  th e uppe r  tw o pattern s i n Figur e 1 .  Th e tw o 
pattern s ar e compose d o f  th e sam e segments ,  bu t  i n on e cas e 
the y ar e organize d t o for m a  perceptua l  groupin g o f  hig h 
regularity ,  an d i n th e othe r  cas e the y ar e not .  TTi e effect s o f 
figura l  goodnes s ca n b e operationalize d i n severa l  ways .  Fo r 
example ,  a  rando m nois e elemen t  ha s bee n introduce d int o 
th e lowe r  tw o pattern s i n Figur e 1 .  Th e nois e elemen t  i s 
readil y noticeabl e i n th e "good "  lef t  patter n bu t  les s s o o n 
th e "bad "  right  one .  Intuitively ,  th e goo d figur e segment s 
away fro m th e rando m nois e i n th e lef t  pattern ,  bu t  ther e i s 
no suc h basi s fo r  segmentatio n o f  figur e an d nois e i n th e 
right  pattern . 

Figur e 1 :  Nois e element s ar e mor e easil y notice d i n a  goo d 
figur e tha n a  poo r  one :  Th e (a) ,  (c )  differenc e i s  mor e 
readil y detectabl e tha n betwee n (b )  an d (d) . 

The effects of regularity on figural goodness have been 
examine d i n numerou s studies ,  an d th e recen t  Weigh t  o f 
Evidenc e mode l  b y He l m an d Leeuwenber g (1996 )  i s  a n 
importan t  attemp t  t o explai n thes e effects .  Th e H«& L theor y 
has bee n successfull y applie d t o a  rang e o f  existin g result s 
i n th e perceptio n literature ,  bu t  man y o f  th e theory' s 
prediction s hav e no t  ye t  bee n subjec t  t o direc t  testing .  Fo r 
example ,  conside r  th e followin g symboli c sequences ,  an d 
correspondin g prediction s o f  H & L ' s theory : 

Pai r  o f  sequences :  Predicte d figural  goodnes s 

1)  abccbabccbaabccbabccb a 
ababababababababababa b 

2)  aaabbabaaaabbab a 

hig h 
lo w 
hig h 

abababababababa b lo w 
3)  abcdfghhgfdcb a hig h 

ababababababa b lo w 
4)  ababababababababababbababababababababab a hig h 

abababababababababababababababababababa b lo w 

In one line, the H&L theory would always favor more 

intricat e patterns ,  i n contras t  t o intuitio n whic h woul d 

sugges t  tha t  simple r  pattern s ar e actuall y better-formed .  T o 

evaluat e thi s intuition ,  w e conducte d tw o experiment s 

wher e th e abov e sequence s wer e mappe d ont o simpl e 

arrangement s o f  do t  pattern s (Figure s 2  an d 3) .  I n al l  cases , 

th e result s wer e inconsisten t  wit h th e prediction s o f  th e 

H &L theory ,  whil e th e intuitiv e simplicit y o f  th e stimul i 

use d wa s a  muc h bette r  indicato r  o f  thei r  figural  goodness . 

Thi s suggest s tha t  H & L ' s theor y ma y no t  b e a n accurat e 

accoun t  o f  figural  goodness . 
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Figur e 2 :  A n exampl e o f  a  tria l  i n Experimen t  1 .  T h e 

sequence s abov e wer e m a p p e d ont o arrangement s o f  dots , 

as shown .  I n eac h pair ,  th e tw o sequence s wer e identical , 

but  fo r  on e violatio n o f  regularit y i n on e o f  th e sequences . 

We assum e tha t  th e spee d i n identifyin g th e violatio n woul d 

b e a  measur e o f  figural  goodness . 
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Figur e 3  A  typica l  tria l  i n Experimen t  2 .  T h e sequence s 

wer e s h o w n individuall y an d th e tas k w a s t o predic t  th e nex t 

"dot-symbol "  i n th e sequence .  T h e assumptio n her e i s tha t 

th e faste r  participant s ca n pars e th e regularit y i n th e 

sequence ,  th e highe r  it s figural  goodness . 
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