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Gestalt Psychology

• The aim of  Gestalt psychology was to 
investigate 

o How mental activity is organised

o To determine the exact nature of  person 
/environment interactions - perception

• Gestalt School of  Psychology predates 
Cognitive Psychology

• Cognitive Psychologists and Neuropsychologists 
study the same phenomena from different 
perspectives (i.e. function/ structure).



Gestalt Psychology
• Gestalt means Form or Configuration

• ‘Form’ posed a problem to scientists who tried to 
understand how the different parts if  the mind work as a 
whole 

• Alternative ideas suggest that the mind contains innate 
forms – Plato – but a major problem for this theory was 
the huge amount of  forms that people could recognise

• Scientists wanted to know how the mind organised 
things into meaningful forms

• Jung attempted to address the same question with 
archetypes 



Max Wertheimer (1880-1943)
• His inspiration: the stroboscope…

• also …the simulation of  motion                                     
(like on a train).

• Phi phenomenon (visual illusion)

• Subjective experience of  motion is the result of  a 
dynamic interaction between an observer and the stimuli 

• He proposed guidelines for the study of  creative 
problem solving



Wolfgang Köhler (1887-1967)

• Canary Islands study of  Apes and 
insightful problem solving

• Chimps came up with rapid solutions to 
problems and did not engage in trial and 
error behaviours

• This demonstrated that there are 
underlying principles of  mental 
organisation 



Gestalt psychology inspired many fields of  research:

• Kurt Kofka’s (1886-1941) publications of  perception
opened up Gestalt Psychology to America after WW2

• Kurt Lewin (1890-1947) best know for the study of  
group dynamics and Participatory Action Research
and leadership styles – autocratic/ democratic/ laissez-
faire

• Kurt Goldstein (1878-1965) coined the phrase self-
actualization. His holistic view of  the human mind 
inspired the work of  famous psychologists Gordon 
Allport, Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow.



Gestalt principles and the study of  
Visual perception
• Gestalt psychologists identified a number 

of  different principles in how the brains 
interpret visual information e. g.

• Figure/ground – identifying what’s in the 
foreground and background is important 
information

• Ambiguous images give some insight into 
this problem





• Contrast and Closure is another principle

• The mind fills in gaps in the visual image 

o E.G. A boy standing behind a wall – We can’t 
see the lower half of his body but we assume 
he is not cut off at the waist

o The following images illustrate how our mind 
fills in gaps in our visual information









• Gestalt Psychology influenced the study 
of  visual perception in Psychology

• Here are more images that present 
problems to the mind

• Our mind must decide what the image is

• All of  this mental processing happens 
unconsciously









• The following are impossible images

• Sometimes what we see simply doesn’t 
make sense





• The mind also draws on it own stores of  
information. This is called top down 
processing.

• The following photos illustrate our 
susceptibility to illusions





Phenomenology/  Pragmatism/
Existentialism 20th Century Philosophy 
(Holistic influences - Third Way Psychology)

• Philosopher Edmund Husserl’s phenomenology and the 
Psychology Gestalt movement were both products of  
the same intellectual forces

• Phenomena, as experienced, are taken as events studied 
for themselves without concern for underlying causes or 
inferences (Freudians and Behaviourists)

• This stands in sharp contrast to forms of  analysis that 
o Reduce phenomena to elements
o Reduce phenomena to other levels of  explanation (part/whole)

• They searched for alternative formulations of  
psychology relating to the inherent organisation and 
activity of  the mind.
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