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Detection of symmetry and perceptual organization:
The way a lock-and-key process works
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Abstract

We studied the speed with which observers could detect symmetry in drawings that incorpo-
rated symmetric contours — related by reflection or translation — within single objects or across
different objects. We asked observers to perform a speeded decision whether pairs of contours are
the same, i.e., related by reflection or by translation, or different. When the contours belong to a
single object, observers are faster to see the relation between contours when they are related by
reflection than by translation. When the contours belong to different objects, observers are faster
to see the relation between the contours when they are related by translation than by reflection.
We tested whether this advantage of translation is due to a lock-and-key process. We first tested
our hypothesis by manipulating the correspondence of the features, so as to make matching more
difficult. This change did not produce the predicted pattern of results. We performed a second
manipulation to change the appearance of the objects: we increased the prdgnanz of the objects
by changing the type of lines used to connect the contours. Results indicate that perceptual
organization can alter the detectability of symmetry.

PsycINFO classification: 2323; 2346

Keywords: Visual perception; Visnal discrimination; Reaction time; Mirror image; Pragnanz

1. Introduction

Symmetric patterns are created by isometric transformations. An isometric transfor-
mation, or isometry, is a rigid transformation that maps a figure onto itself. Reflection
(b d) and Translation (b b) are isometries. When we see that two contours are translated
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or reflected we must have discovered how features in each of the contours correspond to
each other. In other words, we must discover how the isometric transformation maps one
figure onto another.

Most models of symmetry perception deal only with reflection. Several researchers
have proposed that reflection is detected by a two-stage process (Jenkins, 1983a,b;
Palmer and Hemenway, 1978). In the first stage the orientation of an axis of reflection is
identified; in the second stage the elements or features perpendicular to this axis are
compared. In particular, Jenkins studied dot patterns and concluded that in the first stage
the common orientation of virtual lines between pairs of dots is extracted, then in the
second stage pseudo-features of the configuration are compared. In a model that is
similar to Jenkins’ but with a different mechanism, Wagemans et al. (1993) proposed
that a bootstrapping process is involved in the detection of symmetry. The process is
based on the virtual quadrangles that can be formed by connecting four features (e.g.,
dots) of the pattern. Wagemans et al.’s theory can explain why reflection is easier to
detect than translation (Mach, 1886/1995); it is because (1) the quadrangles for
reflection (i.e., symmetric trapezoids) share an axis of orientation, whereas quadrangles
for translation (i.e., paralielograms) do not; (2) therefore the orientation axes of
reflection needs to be computed only once per object, whereas the orientation axes of
translation must be computed anew for each quadrangle.

Symmetry is often cited as an important factor in object segregation and representa-
tion. After edges are extracted, reflectional symmetry and other principles of good
Gestalt create the basic components of the object representation (Biederman, 1987; Marr
and Nishihara, 1978).

There is a problem here: if we cannot perceive symmetry without first identifying a
region and its main orientation, it must be secondary to more basic object segregation
processes. On the other hand, reflectional symmetry has always been thought to be
fundamental in defining an object. The paradox is only present if we believe that the
visual system consists of independent stages each of which performs a specific process
and then passes its output to the next stage. This kind of model, although common, is
inappropriate for biologically plausible neural networks. Instead, even processes that
belong to different stages can constrain each other’s output. This makes research more
difficult, and implies that it is important to study the interaction between different
processes. In this study we are doing just that: looking at the interaction of symmetry
detection with other grouping principles.

Kanizsa (1979) has demonstrated how symmetry affects figure-ground organization.
The goal of our study is to find how figure-ground organization affects the detection of
symmetry. Because symmetry is detected fast and effortlessly, it is not obvious to what
extent other grouping principles may affect the subject’s performance in a detection task.
The interplay between different grouping principles (e.g., closure) that define an object,
could facilitate the detection of symmetry.

2. Differences between reflection and translation

There is an important difference between perception of reflection and perception of
translation. Translation and reflection are similar in the geometrical sense — they are
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Fig. 1. RT results from Experiments 2 and 4 in Baylis and Driver (1995). The symbol v means significantly
longer RT for the condition above, and ; means significantly longer RT for the condition below. The symbols
C, S, and L refer to the three hypothesized processes as explained in the legend.

both isometries — but they differ in what they signal about objects. Reflection (disregard-
ing natural mirrors, such as bodies of water) is most likely to be present within a single
object where the symmetry is the product of growth processes: for example in the
human body, a nest, or a tree. Translation on the other hand signals the multiple
occurrence of similar objects. Therefore reflection may be more useful than translation
in defining and segregating objects from their background (Rock, 1983).

This observation may be a key to understanding the differences in performance
observed for the perception of translation and reflection. Not only is reflection detected
faster, but Baylis and Driver (1994) have shown that the detection of translation requires
a serial comparison of features, whereas the detection of reflection does not.

Baylis and Driver (1995) have conducted experiments with contours that had
reflectional and translational symmetry. Their stimuli, of which we were not aware at
the time we devised our experiments, are similar to ours. In Fig. 1 we present a
summary of their findings. The illustrations are not faithful to the original appearance of
the stimuli but show the information carried by them better than words could do. The
labels on the left side are those used by Baylis and Driver, the ones on the right are ours.
Baylis and Driver’s interpretation of these results is the following:

1. RTs are longer for comparisons between objects than comparisons within objects



122 M. Bertamini et al. / Acta Psychologica 95 (1997) 119-140

because of an attentional cost of performing a comparison between objects (as Baylis
and Driver, 1993, found earlier).

2. RTs are longer when the assignment of convexity and concavity for one of the
contours is different from the assignment for the second contour. The assignment
may depend on the minima rule proposed by Hoffman and Richards (1984).

3. As an exception to 1, the within-object advantage is not present for translation.
Comparisons between objects are faster if the contours are translated instead of
reflected. Baylis and Driver (1995) suggest that the pieces fit together like jigsaw
pieces, and maybe a jigsaw-matching strategy is adopted. This is the same explana-
tion that we have proposed and called lock-and-key matching (Bertamini et al.,
1993).

Thus three effects (number of objects, convexity, and lock-and-key) are necessary to
account for the findings summarized in Fig. 1. Any two of them will not do.

3. The way lock-and-key works

Explaining the fact that detection of translation is faster between two objects than
within one object by calling attention to the way the two pieces fit as a lock and a key
does no more than provide a name for the phenomenon. This paper is the first study to
investigate how a lock-and-key process might operate to allow the detection of transla-
tion. We believe it is necessary to study this problem in the broader context of detection
of symmetry.

Our Experiment 1 replicates and generalizes a basic result: the interaction between
type of symmetry and organization of the contours into objects. We manipulated
figure-ground by connecting the contours in different ways, therefore embedding them
in one object or in two different objects, without introducing edges of different
luminance polarity. In Experiment 1 we also inquired whether subjects use different
strategies for one or the other kind of symmetry by comparing performance when they
are interspersed in the same block of trials and when they are separated by block.

Experiment 2 tested a hypothesis on the nature of the lock-and-key process, and
failed to support the basic prediction that a match is performed by translating the parts
on the plane.

Finally Experiments 3 and 4 introduced a new manipulation that alters the prignanz
of the two parts of the image. By that we mean the perception of parts as independent
good figures or as pieces of a more global figure. This manipulation has a larger effect
on symmetry detection.

4. Experiment 1

Our main goal in conducting the first study was to demonstrate the interaction of
detection of symmetry (translation and reflection) with grouping. Reflection should be
more easily detected within objects, and translation between objects.
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Fig. 2. (A) Line drawings used in Experiment 1. The lines to be compared were generated with a modified
random walk for each trial. The probability of changing direction are given in the inset. (B) Geometric means
of reaction time in ms for Experiment 1. Lines are used in order to help in the visualization of mean changes
and interactions.

We used two types of symmetry: translation and reflection. In the one-object
condition, two contours were connected to form a single object. In the two-object
condition, two contours were connected so that they became parts of different objects
(see Fig. 2A). We added two additional vertical lines to the one-object condition to keep
the overall size of the display comparable to the two-object condition. From the point of
view of perceptual organization, it is the principle of closure that determines the number
of objects. Palmer and Rock (1994) have claimed that a more basic principle, called
common region or uniform connectedness, is at work in this kind of configuration. This
distinction however does not alter the interpretation of our results.

For one group of subjects we presented each symmetry type separately in two blocks
of trials. For a second group of subjects we intermixed the symmetry types. We asked
the subjects to detect the presence of a symmetry, regardless of type. We introduced this
independent variable to discover whether different strategies were adopted by subjects
when they were looking for a particular kind of symmetry, as opposed to any kind of
symmetry.

We introduced another new feature to this experiment: the stimuli are line drawings;
therefore the contours are not edges of regions of different luminance. We know from
Baylis and Driver’s (1995) experiments that such changes in polarity are important. In
our experiment closure of the line contours is the only information that distinguishes the
one-object condition from the two-object condition, and it is a feature of the overall
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configuration; in contrast, the change in polarity is present locally. Our choice of line
drawings also minimized luminance changes between trials, making the one-object and
the two-object conditions as similar as possible.

To create the contours, we used a line that changed direction according to a random
walk algorithm. The contour looked like a line with a small number of sharp turns. We
preferred sharp angles over smooth curves because they avoid difficulties in matching
the contours due to the ambiguity of their three-dimensional interpretations. Rock et al.
(1989) have shown that comparison of shapes by mental rotation is more accurate when
the shapes contain angles than when the shapes are smooth.

4.1. Method

4.1.1. Subjects

Sixteen subjects participated (eight males and eight females). They were undergradu-
ate students at the University of Virginia and were fulfilling a requirement for an
introductory psychology course. All subjects had normal or corrected-to-normal vision.
They were naive with respect to the hypotheses.

4.1.2. Apparatus and stimuli

A Macintosh SE computed and displayed the stimuli. The stimuli appeared as a black
outline on a white background. We created three pairings of contours: translation,
reflection and random (Panel A of Fig. 2). Each stimulus consisted of two probabilisti-
cally generated contours. In the one-object condition we connected these contours to
each other by two horizontal lines to form a single shape. In the two-object condition we
did not connect these contours, but formed two shapes by the addition of two horizontal
and one vertical line to each.

Each probabilistic contour was drawn by moving a line down 2 pixels, then either not
moving or moving left or right 1 pixel. This line was constrained to move within a
region 20 pixels wide. If the computed direction of the line caused it to cross a barrier,
the direction was changed. Because the end point could be different for every contour
generated, the starting point was randomly determined within a range of + 10 pixels
from the midpoint of the two boundaries. The display subtended about 12° vertically,
and 4.8° horizontally. The Markov chain describing the generating algorithm is shown in
the inset of Fig. 2A.

4.1.3. Design and procedure

Eight subjects (four males and four females) were run in the mixed group, and eight
subjects in the blocked group; we call this between-subjects factor Mix. They partici-
pated in two blocks for a total of 360 trials. In each block we presented 90 symmetry
trials and 90 random trials. In the blocked group TYPE OF SYMMETRY was blocked (four
subjects had translation in the first block and reflection in the second, whereas this order
was reversed for the remaining four subjects). Therefore, for this group, the task was
different for the two blocks; subjects were aware that the signal was reflected contours
in one block and translated contours in the other. For the mixed group the trials on the
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two blocks were identical. We instructed subjects to consider both kinds of symmetries
as signal, and the random condition as noise.

We told subjects to press the ‘k’ key on the computer keyboard for signal, and the ‘d’
key for noise. Before the stimulus appeared we presented a fixation mark centered on
the monitor. The stimulus lasted until the observer responded; a new trial started after a
blank screen of 200 ms. The instructions stressed response speed as well as accuracy.

4.2. Results

We brought the RT distributions close to normality with a logarithmic transformation
(for a reason to expect lognormal RT distributions see Ulrich and Miller, 1993). We
censored RTs greater than 5 s (less than 2% of the data). We did not analyze the
‘different’ trials. The overall error rate was 3.7%.

4.2.1. We found the expected interaction between the type of symmetry and number of
objects

Panel B in Fig. 2 shows the geometric means of the RT. The figure depicts a
crossover interaction between TYPE OF SYMMETRY and NUMBER OF OBIECTS: for reflection,
subjects responded to one-object stimuli 129 ms faster than to two-object stimuli;
whereas for translation, they responded to one-object stimuli 81 ms slower than to
two-object stimuli. We saw no evidence of a speed—accuracy trade-off for any of the
subjects.

We performed an ANOVA with two within-subjects factors: TYPE OF SYMMETRY
(reflection and translation), and NUMBER OF OBJECTS (one and two), and one between-
subjects factor: Mix (mixed and blocked symmetry). This analysis confirmed the
crossover interaction between TYPE OF SYMMETRY and NUMBER OF OBJECTS (F(1,14) =
26.11, p=0.00016).

We also performed planned Wilcoxon matched-pair signed-rank comparisons to
confirm this interaction. For reflection, subjects responded faster to one-object stimuli
than to two-object stimuli (N=16, T=16, p=0.003). But for translation they
responded more slowly to one-object stimuli than to two-object stimuli (N = 16, T =0,
p = 0.0002).

We also examined individual data. Fourteen of the 16 subjects show the crossover
interaction TYPE OF SYMMETRY by NUMBER OF OBJECTS (by Sign Test, we reject H,, that
half the subjects show the interaction, p = 0.0021).

4.2.2. We did not find that conditions favoring different strategies affected the interac-
tion just discussed

We first note a large effect of TYPE OF SYMMETRY ( F(1,14) = 138.40, p = 1.2 X 107®):
subjects detect reflection 432 ms faster than translation. We also found an interaction
between MIX and TYPE OF SYMMETRY: the advantage of reflection over translation was
501 ms in the blocked group, whereas it was 344 ms in the mixed group (F(1,14) =
11.14, p = 0.005). However, we could not confirm a three-way interaction between MIX,
TYPE OF SYMMETRY, and NUMBER OF OBJECTS ( F(1,14) = 1.113).
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We now turn to a less important result. We confirmed a small effect of NUMBER OF
OBIECTS (F(1,14) = 6.81, p = 0.02): subjects detected symmetry of contours that belong
to a single object 295 ms faster than contours that belong to different objects.

4.3. Discussion

As expected, detection of reflection is faster than detection of translation. The
interaction between MIX and TYPE OF SYMMETRY shows that although reflection is always
faster, this difference is smaller in the mixed condition. This is the only effect of mixing
the two types of symmetry.

We observed a crossover interaction between TYPE OF SYMMETRY and NUMBER OF
OBJECTS: whereas one object makes the task faster for reflection, the opposite is true for
translation. We observed this interaction whether the two types of symmetries were in
the same or in different blocks of trials. Moreover the presence of local polarity change
(absent in our line drawings) is not critical for the interaction. Notice that an optimal
strategy would be to ignore the lines that surround the contours to be compared, but the
results show that this was not a strategy available to our subjects.

According to Baylis and Driver (1993) the comparison of features belonging to one
object is faster than the comparison of features belonging to two objects because of the
additional cost of dealing with two object representations. But why is detection of
translational symmetry faster in the case of two objects? In the introduction we
suggested that this advantage is due to a lock-and-key match between the two objects
when the contours are translated. This hypothesis is tested in the following experiments.

5. Experiment 2a

Experiment 1 has established a two-way interaction between TYPE OF SYMMETRY and
NUMBER OF OBJECTS. We wish to focus on the fact that for translation two-object stimuli
are judged faster than one-object stimuli. This may be the result of a mental transforma-
tion that matches the objects the way a key matches a lock. Therefore it would have
been convenient to drop the reflection condition from our next experiments and make
them simpler. However, we decided against this idea for two reasons. First, we wish to
manipulate the appearance of the display in a way that is new and may have
unpredictable effects on the basic interaction. Secondly, we need the reflection condition
as a control to show that perception of reflection, unlike translation, is always faster for
one-object stimuli because no lock-and-key matching is possible.

Experiment 2a tests the possibility that people perform a virtual translation in the
plane of the two objects to match them. We changed the display to undermine this
strategy while keeping translation perfect. This was achieved by creating two conditions
that we call jigsaw matching and lock-and-key matching. These two kinds of display
are shown in panel A of Fig. 3. In the first case the two objects cannot be virtually
translated and matched within the plane without collision, in the second case they can be
translated without collision. The reason for this manipulation is to study the origin of the
lock-and-key advantage, one way of thinking about it is to consider the lock-and-key
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matching as a form of internalized transformation. There is no logical need to perform a
translation to compare the contours of the two objects, just as there is no logical need to
perform a mental rotation to compare letters, but the visual system may be constrained
by what appears to be an internalization of the nature of the physical transformation
(Shepard, 1994).

5.1. Method

5.1.1. Subjects

Twenty subjects participated. They were undergraduate students at the University of
Virginia and were fulfilling a requirement for an introductory psychology course. All
subjects had normal or corrected-to-normal vision. They were naive with respect to the
hypotheses.

5.1.2. Apparatus and stimuli

Stimuli were computed and displayed on a Macintosh Ilci. Each stimulus appeared as
a black outline on a white background. The display subtended approximately 11.2°
horizontally and 5.2° vertically. The procedure was similar to Experiment 1, but a new
variable was introduced: TYPE OF MATCHING (consisting of two conditions: jigsaw
matching and lock-and-key matching). The stimuli were line drawings, having protrud-
ing or receding features, as shown in Fig. 3A. Each contour had two features with a
variable vertical position and a variable size, the protrusion (or recession) was between
10 and 22 pixels. On every trial we presented a new pair of contours created with a new
randomization process. We used this method to equate the area of the figures in the
jigsaw and lock-and-key conditions, because we used the same features, only joined to
the rest of the object in different ways.

The condition where contours were different (noise trials) is not shown in Fig. 3A.
We created it by using the same algorithm to produce two different contours instead of
translating or reflecting the first contour. Therefore the noise trials were identical to the
symmetry trials but for the relationship between the two contours.

5.1.3. Design and procedure

The variables were all within-subjects: TYPE OF SYMMETRY (reflection vs. translation),
NUMBER OF OBJECTS (one vs. two), and TYPE OF MATCHING (jigsaw vs. lock-and-key).
Therefore we had eight unique stimulus conditions. Every subject saw 6 blocks of 96
trials (12 repetitions of each distinct stimulus condition), with pauses at the end of each
block. At these times we had the computer display the subject’s average RT and number
of incorrect responses.

Reflection and translation trials, as well as jigsaw and lock-and-key trials were
randomly mixed. Subjects were instructed to press ‘/’ on the keyboard if they perceived
the two contours as different, and ‘z’ if they perceived the two contours as symmetric.

5.2. Results

We used the same data censoring and transformation as we did in Experiment 1. The
overall error rate was 7.7%. In general, responses were faster than in Experiment 1,
possibly because the contours were taller, and more rich in details.
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Fig. 3. (A) Line drawings used in Experiment 2a. The random condition is not shown; it had displays identical
to those in the two experimental conditions but for the fact that no relationship between the left and right
contours was present. (B) Geometric means of reaction time in ms for Experiment 2a. (C) Geometric means of
reaction time in ms for Experiment 2b.

5.2.1. We found a three-way interaction between type of symmetry, number of objects,
and type of matching

Fig. 3B shows the three-way interaction between TYPE OF SYMMETRY, NUMBER OF
OBJECTS, and TYPE OF MATCHING. A repeated measures ANOVA with TYPE OF SYMMETRY,
NUMBER OF OBJECTS, and TYPE OF MATCHING as independent variables confirmed the
three-way interaction ( F(1,19) =5.40, p =0.03). The direction of this interaction is
opposite to our predictions, because we expected the jigsaw condition to eliminate the
crossover interaction.






