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Neurophysiological evidence for two processing times
for visual object identification
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Abstract

Event-related brain potentials (ERPs) were recorded to fragmented pictures of objects that were named correctly or were not to investigate
the time course of visual object identification. The first ERP difference distinguishing identified from unidentified pictures estimates the
upper limit of the time by which human brain regions have begun to activate long-term memory (LTM) representations specifying the
identity of a visual object. Data from 15 young adults indicate that this time varies with the extent to which object parts are recoverable from
the visual input, being∼200 ms earlier with recoverable than unrecoverable parts. Successful identification is evident by∼300 ms when
object parts and overall structural configuration are readily recoverable but not until∼550 ms when object parts are difficult or impossible
to recover (i.e. too poorly specified by the available contours to be recovered). In both cases, successful identification is associated with
greater relative positivity. However, unidentified recoverable pictures are associated with an enhanced frontal negativity (N350), linked to
object matching operations, not seen for non-recoverable pictures. Taken together, these results implicate two distinct processing sequences
in the successful identification of visual objects. © 2002 Elsevier Science Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

Visual object identification is an act of categorization var-
iously referred to as “object model selection” in computa-
tional vision (e.g. [59]) or a “structural description system”
in psychology (e.g. [21,43]). It occurs once perceptual pro-
cessing has advanced sufficiently and long-term memory
representations resembling the highly processed percept are
activated. These representations store information about the
perceptual structure of classes of known (i.e. previously fa-
miliarized) objects and are used to determine the particular
category (e.g. dogs or cars) to which an object belongs. This
higher-order categorization can in turn activate associated
knowledge (e.g. a function or name) in the same or another
neural system thereby enabling response-related processes,
such as naming.

The present study investigated the time course of success-
ful visual identification, focusing on the moment when the
correct object model is selected from long-term memory. To
that end, event-related potentials (ERPs) to fragmented line
drawings that are similar at the level of the retina and percep-
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tually were compared during successful versus failed object
identification. ERPs are a non-invasive tool for assessing the
timing and functional characteristics of the neurophysiolog-
ical events underlying cognition. The latency when ERPs to
identified and unidentified images first diverge indicates the
maximum amount of processing time needed by the human
brain to begin visual object identification.

Two prior ERP studies comparing successful and failed
identification reported divergence times that differed by a
few 100 ms (600 ms [55] versus less than 300 ms [37]).
Stuss et al. [55] showed people fragmented line draw-
ings of objects at four levels of completeness and found
a broadly-distributed late positive complex (LPC) that di-
verged as a function of naming accuracy by 550–650 ms.
Pietrowsky et al. [37] replicated the LPC finding but also
observed an earlier effect; identified landscapes first differed
from unidentified and scrambled scenes by∼250–300 ms in
a frontal negativity peaking between 325 and 400 ms (N350)
[37,45,48]. Presence or absence of the frontal N350, thus,
distinguishes the timing of visual identification between
these two studies.

Here, we assess two potential explanations for these
discrepant results: stimulus factors and memory factors. Re-
garding stimulus factors, we hypothesized that identification
occurs during an earlier phase of object model selection,
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Fig. 1. Recoverable (Levels 5 and 8) versus non-recoverable (10, 30%,
Level 2) pictures. Top panels show our adaptations of a [53] picture
(bottom panel) into examples of fragmented pictures like the 10 and
30% complete ones used by Stuss et al. [55]. Both Stuss et al. [55]
types (top) have missing parts and others that are “non-recoverable”:
most remaining contours cannot be connected (e.g. by collinearity) to
recover incomplete parts. Middle panels show examples of Levels 2 and 5
fragmented pictures. At Level 2, the paucity of available contour, even if
perceptually connected, cannot easily reconstruct identifiable parts: parts
are non-recoverable. In contrast, at Level 5, sufficient contour is shown to
enable collinear lines to be connected perceptually into diagnostic parts
(e.g. fuselage and wings): parts are “recoverable”.

indexed by the N350, whenever images have most (if not
all) of their parts visible or recoverable, as in Pietrowsky
et al. [37], than when their parts are entirely missing,
or not recoverable from the visible contours, as in Stuss
et al. [55] (Fig. 1); successful object identification from
non-recoverable parts is first seen in the LPC. In other
words, identification may succeed even when information
entering the object model selection stage (N350) is insuf-
ficient, but it does so later (LPC), after additional neural
processing, compared to when information is sufficient.

Regarding memory, various short- and long-term episodic
memory processes are known to affect identification time
and naming accuracy (e.g. [3,11,15,31,51,61]); both prior
studies included repeated stimuli but in different ways. In
Stuss et al. [55], the identification processes were subject to
episodic long-term memory(LTM) influences since partici-
pants had seen complete versions of the fragmented draw-
ings along with their names before the actual ERP record-
ing. This can be problematic given the known similarity in
the time course and ERP componentry associated with iden-
tification and some LTM effects. For instance, relative to

new ones, repeated items can evoke more posterior posi-
tivity (LPC) ∼300–900 ms [34,35,42]. In principle, then, if
repetition positivity is larger for unidentified than identified
objects, an ERP repetition effect can overlap and thereby
eliminate an N350 identification effect. Pietrowsky et al.
[37] repeated each scene successively until it was identified.
Immediate repetition engages working memory systems and
elicits a repetition positivity that begins and peaks at an ear-
lier latency than for repetitions at longer delays [3,33,47].
The earlier positivity to identified than unidentified objects
in Pietrowsky et al. [37] may reflect availability in working
memory of information about the previously unidentified yet
visually similar image.

To assess how stimulus properties (i.e. structural visi-
bility and recoverability) and memory (working memory,
LTM) alter the timing of visual object identification, these
factors were varied across blocks (Fig. 2). To examine the
effect of part recoverability, we used fragmented pictures
with parts that were either (a) missing andnon-recoverable
or (b) visible andrecoverable. Both appeared in Block 1;
only non-recoverable images appeared in Block 2 (Level
2); only recoverable images appeared in Block 3 (Level
5). If it is non-recoverability of parts that slows identifi-
cation, ERPs to identified and unidentified objects should
diverge later (∼600 ms) for the non-recoverable images in
Blocks 2 (and 1) than for the recoverable ones in Blocks
3 (and 1) which could diverge as early as 300 ms. To as-
sess the effects of working memory and LTM, respectively,
objects were either new or repeated at short (Block 1) or
long (Blocks 2 and 3) delays. We hypothesized that the
availability in working memory of a previously unidenti-
fied scene resembling current input led to the early latency
of the Pietrowsky et al. [37] identification effects. Like-
wise, we hypothesized that prior exposure to the pictures
and their names had engaged LTM and so spuriously pro-
longed the first ERP sign of identification in Stuss et al. [55].
If these hypotheses are true, identification effects should be
earliest for items in Block 1, speeded by working mem-
ory processes and, in Blocks 2–3, intermediate for new
objects, subject to neither working memory nor LTM fac-
tors, and the latest for repeated items, subject to only LTM
processes.

2. Method

2.1. Materials

On a monitor of an IBM-compatible personal computer,
140 digitized pictures of objects at six fragmentation lev-
els (2–7) were shown in black against a white background.
Fragmented versions were from the Snodgrass and Corwin
[50] set, or the first author used software [52] to fragment
other pictures in the Snodgrass and Vanderwart [53] set.
For practice, eight objects were reserved. To counterbal-
ance stimuli across conditions, two sets of 70 objects were
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Fig. 2. Stimulus factors (i.e. levels) and memory factors varied across three blocks. In Block 1, people saw each object at five levels of fragmentation
in an ascending sequence from the least complete (Level 3) to the most complete (Level 7) picture. The first presentation of objects in the ascending
condition occurred in Block 1. In subsequent Blocks 2 and 3, each object was shown at only a single level of fragmentation. In Block 2, objects were
seen at highly fragmented Level 2 (a level not seen before) with 12% contour but recoverability akin to 10 and 30% complete pictures of Stuss et al.
[55]. In Block 3, objects were seen at moderately fragmented Level 5 with 34% contour which is about equal to 30% versions of Stuss et al. [55]).
Note that these pictures also pit percent contour against recoverability as an explanation of results. In Block 2, objects either were repeated from Block
1 (ascending condition) or had not been seen before (new condition). In Block 3, all objects were repeated; objects had either been shown twice before
in Blocks 1 and 2 (ascending condition) or once before (as formerly new objects) in Block 2 (new condition).

matched according to all picture norms [50,53]. Set assign-
ment to conditions was counterbalanced across individuals.
The presentation order of objects was randomized, avoid-
ing nearby semantic associates, and differed for each block.
Within each block, however, the order of each object was the
same.

2.2. Design and procedure

2.2.1. Electrophysiological recording
After electrode application, people sat at 80 cm from a

monitor within a sound-attenuating chamber. Tin electrodes

recorded electroencephalographic (EEG) activity from 19
scalp sites of the International 10–20 System (Fp1, Fp2,
F3, F4, F7, F8, C3, C4, T3, T4, T5, T6, P3, P4, O1, O2,
Fz, Cz, Pz) that were embedded in an elastic cap and from
a right mastoid site and an electrode under the right eye
to monitor blinks. These recordings were referenced to an
electrode over the left mastoid. Electrodes placed lateral to
each eye were referenced to each other to monitor horizontal
eye movements. Electrooculographic recordings were used
to eliminate trials contaminated with ocular artifacts. EEG
was recorded with a bandpass of 0.01–100 Hz and digitized
at 250 Hz.
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2.2.2. General
The three blocks differed in the fragmentation levels

shown and stimulus repetition (Fig. 2). People received
written and oral instructions and practice before each block
(after a 5–10 min rest) and were asked to withhold eye, or
other, movements while the pictures were shown. Each pic-
ture appeared for 1150 ms. Each trial began with a fixation
mark (“+”) and ended with a question mark, each shown
for 1150 ms. Offset and onset of stimuli (pictures, marks)
were separated by 50 ms.

2.2.3. Block 1
To examine the role of working memory, each of 70 new

objects was presented in a sequence of five fragmented pic-
tures (Levels 3–7): “ascending method of limits” procedure
[51] for the “ascending” condition. Participants pressed a
button (dominant hand) as soon as they were sure they had
correctly identified the object; when unsure or having no
idea, they did not press the button (i.e. no-go). Participants
were asked to attend equally to each fragment level in the
sequence, even after identification. After naming the object
at the end of the sequence, people also reported any errors
they might have made (e.g. pressed identification button too
soon or late).

2.2.4. Blocks 2 and 3
Objects were shown at one fragmentation level: Level 2

(non-recoverable) in Block 2, or Level 5 (recoverable) in
Block 3. Participants named each object after a question
mark appeared and rated their confidence (non-dominant
hand): very sure (forefinger), sure (middle), unsure (ring),
very unsure (little finger). To evaluate the LTM hypothesis,
in Block 2, all 70 “ascending” objects from Block 1 were re-
peated and intermixed randomly with 70 “new” objects, and,
in Block 3, both ascending and new objects were repeated,
albeit at a different fragmentation level. Participants were
not told that objects would repeat but were told in Block 3
that they would be easier to identify.

2.2.5. Data analyses
“Identified” objects were those given a Snodgrass and

Vanderwart [53] name. ERPs were computed from 200 ms
before picture onset to 820 ms after, referenced to the numer-
ical average of left and right mastoids, unfiltered in Block 1
and low pass filtered at 30 Hz in Blocks 2 and 3 to facilitate
application of blink correction software to data from eight
participants. The number of trials per condition was typically
∼30 (minimum of six trials per condition was required for a
reliable ERP average). One ANOVA covered midline (Mid.)
and another lateral (Lat.) electrodes to assess hemispheric
asymmetry. ANOVAs included a between-person factor of
list and within-person factors of electrode site, hemisphere—
for lateral analyses, identification (identified, unidentified),
repetition (ascending, new) and/or block. Statistics reflect
the Huynh–Feldt correction for the assumption of spheric-
ity. Mean amplitude was measured from 300 to 400 ms for

the N350, 500–800 ms for the LPC, and 400–500 ms for
the time in-between. Bonferroni procedure computed each
contrast alpha as family-wise error rate (0.05) divided by
number of contrasts associated with a single source of vari-
ance. Because a crucial issue of interest was how early iden-
tification effects begin, onset latency was investigated for
the most important identification contrasts, as advocated by
Picton et al. [36]. Point-by-point statistics were done on
the appropriate difference waves (identified–unidentified)
for each site within the time period when identification ef-
fects were reliable [1,41]. Onset latency was defined as the
time when 15 or more consecutive points differed reliably
from zero (with list factor).

To evaluate whether the scalp topography of two effects
differs, the shapes of their scalp distributions were com-
pared using ANOVAs on the amplitude of identification
difference (identified–unidentified) waves after vector scal-
ing normalization [30]. If two scalp distributions differ in
shape, the configurations of their neural generators must
differ [54]. In ANOVAs, differences in scalp distribution
shape are captured in condition× site interactions; ampli-
tude normalization is needed because identical neural con-
figurations, if activated to different degrees, can produce
spurious condition× site interactions. Distinct scalp distri-
bution shapes indicate one or more neural generator(s) are
activated (a) differentially between conditions or (b) in one
but not the other condition. A within-person factor of time
tested shape across times. To increase statistical power, all
electrodes were analyzed together.

2.3. Participants

Nineteen University of California, San Diego stu-
dents/staff, näıve about the research volunteered for US$
5.00/hr. Data of 15 were analyzed; the 4 excluded had too
many artifacts or strabismus (n = 1).

3. Results

Procedural differences between Block 1 and Blocks 2–3
precluded their direct comparison.

3.1. Block 1

For objects named correctly, ERPs upon initial identifi-
cation (as indicated by a button press) were compared to
ERPs for the preceding unidentified fragments. The iden-
tification factor had three levels: (a) “identified” (# trials:
M = 23, range 6–39), and, for “unidentified” pictures; (b)
“1-before” (fragment level immediately before identifica-
tion; # trials:M = 37, range 20–50), and (c) “2–3-before”
(fragments preceding the 1-before fragments; # trials:M =
48, range 29–88). Analyses were limited to ERPs for (the
largely recoverable) fragment Levels 4 and 5 at which most
objects were identified; while this controlled fragment level
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Fig. 3. Grand average ERP waveforms to identified and unidentified fragmented pictures (Levels 4 and 5) of each object in Block 1 are shown for 800 ms
after stimulus onset with a 200 ms pre-stimulus baseline (filtered low pass 40 Hz). ERPs to fragments where objects were identified showed much more
positivity by 300 ms than those to unidentified fragments (1 or 2–3 fragments before identification).

between conditions, it precluded contrasts of recoverable
versus non-recoverable images.

3.1.1. Identified versus all unidentified
Identified images evoked more positivity than unidentified

ones over most sites (Fig. 3). An omnibus ANOVA with all
conditions revealed differences between identified and both
unidentified (1-before versus 2–3-before) trials during the
N350; from 300 to 400 ms, reliable main effects of identifi-
cation, Lat.F(2,24) = 9.66, P = 0.0008, epsilon(ε) = 1,
Mid. F(2,24) = 9.86, P = 0.0008,ε = 1, interacted with
site, Lat.F(14,168) = 2.53, P = 0.0378,ε = 0.3702. The
main effects continued through the LPC: 400–500 ms, Lat.
F = 16.30, P < 0.0001, ε = 0.9454, Mid. F = 17.73,
P < 0.0001, ε = 0.8373; LPC (500–800 ms), Lat.F =
18.54, P < 0.0001, ε = 0.8870, Mid. F = 29.17, P <

0.0001,ε = 0.8497, and interacted with site: 400–500 ms,
Lat. F = 3.48, P = 0.0080,ε = 0.3524; LPC Lat.F =
4.42, P = 0.0040,ε = 0.2876, Mid.F(4,48) = 3.72, P =

0.0369, ε = 0.5885, and site× hemisphere: 400–500 ms
F(14,168) = 2.03, P = 0.0429, ε = 0.6492; LPCF =
2.93, P = 0.0126,ε = 0.4541. At all times, main site ef-
fects were reliable, Lat.Fs(7,84) > 8.6, Ps < 0.005,εs >

0.32, Mid. Fs(2,24) ≥ 3.48, Ps < 0.05, εs > 0.81.

3.1.2. Identified versus unidentified (1-before; 2–3-before
separately)

ERPs to identified fragments were also contrasted sepa-
rately with the preceding unidentified fragment level ERPs
(α = 0.025). We reasoned that since participants only had
1200 ms to respond per fragment, ERPs to the fragment
level just before identification (i.e. 1-before) might on
occasion include processes associated with successful iden-
tification, whereas those to earlier unidentified fragments
(i.e. 2–3-before) were unlikely to and, thus, would better
reflect failed identification. Consistent with this, ERPs to
identified objects showed an earlier (∼300 ms) and larger
divergence when compared to unidentified fragments at
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levels 2–3-before than 1-before identification. Compared
to 1-before, main identification effects were reliable from
400 to 500 ms, Lat.F(1,12) = 8.53, P = 0.0128, Mid.
F(1,12) = 7.94, P = 0.0155, and from 500 to 800 ms, Lat.
F = 10.78, P = 0.0065, Mid.F = 18.02, P = 0.0011,
and interacted with site, Lat.F(7,84) = 4.38, P = 0.0230,
ε = 0.3096. Main site effects were reliable at these times,
Lat. Fs(7,84) > 8,Ps < 0.005,εs > 0.33, Mid.Fs(2,24) >

5.5, Ps < 0.025,εs > 0.8. Compared to 2–3-before, main
identification effects were reliable earlier by the N350,
300–400 ms, Lat.F(1,12) = 17.75, P = 0.0012, Mid.
F(1,12) = 16.47,P = 0.0016, and interacted with site, Lat.
F(7,84) = 4.92, P = 0.0019,ε = 0.6328. Main identifi-
cation effects were also reliable from 400 to 500 ms, Lat.
F = 27.95, P = 0.0002, Mid. F = 27.87, P = 0.0002,
and during the LPC, Lat.F = 28.00, P = 0.0002, Mid.
F = 39.08, P < 0.0001, and interacted with lateral sites:

Fig. 4. Grand average ERP waveforms in Block 2 to identified and unidentified fragments in the ascending condition are shown for 800 ms after stimulus
onset with a 200 ms pre-stimulus baseline (filtered low pass 40 Hz). ERPs to unidentified objects are collapsed across guess and no idea responses. By
544 ms, ERPs to identified and unidentified objects differed reliably.

400–500 msF = 5.96, P = 0.0023, ε = 0.3903; LPC
F = 5.44, P = 0.0099, ε = 0.3419, and, for the LPC,
also site× hemisphere,F(14,168) = 3.09, P = 0.0156,
ε = 0.6772. Main site effects were reliable at all times,
Lat. Fs > 6.5, Ps < 0.005,εs > 0.3, Mid. Fs(2,24) > 5.3,
Ps < 0.025,εs > 0.8, except midline 300–400 ms.

3.1.3. Onset latency
Point-by-pointF-tests (α = 0.05 for one Block 1 analysis)

on ERPs to identified minus unidentified (2–3-before) frag-
ments from 300 to 400 ms estimated the earliest N350 iden-
tification effects at 300 ms for frontocentral sites (F4, C4).

3.2. Block 2 versus Block 3

Identification and LTM repetition effects were assessed
separately because there were too few identified new
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objects at Level 2 (Block 2) and unidentified objects at
Level 5 (Block 3). An omnibus ANOVA with identifica-
tion and block factors compared the ascending condition
in Block 2 for identified (# trials:M = 23, range 13–35)
and unidentified objects (# trials:M = 36, range 23–46)
versus the new condition in Block 3 for identified (# trials:
M = 37, range 29–45) and unidentified objects (# trials:
M = 18, range 10–26); the primary factor of interest was
identification. As the block factor was confounded with
repetition, the latter was assessed in separate ANOVAs
within each block (i.e. held constant). For Block 3, iden-
tification analyses were limited to new objects that had
not been identified in Block 2 to minimize repetition ef-
fects; unidentified objects produce little or no priming
[6,7,51].

Fig. 5. Grand average ERP waveforms in Block 3 to identified and unidentified fragments in the new condition are shown for 800 ms after stimulus onset
with a 200 ms pre-stimulus baseline (filtered low pass 40 Hz). ERPs to unidentified objects are collapsed across guess and no idea responses. Within
312–336 ms, ERPs to identified and unidentified objects differed reliably, especially frontally, modulating an N350. In particular, the frontal N350is
larger to unidentified than identified recoverable pictures. Later, after 500 ms, the LPC is larger to identified than unidentified objects.

3.2.1. Omnibus
Identified objects evoked greater positivity than unidenti-

fied ones in both Block 2 (Fig. 4) and Block 3 (Fig. 5) but at
different times and modulating different ERP components.
An early identification effect was seen around the time of
the N350 over frontal sites (Fig. 6): ERPs to unidentified
Level 5 fragments had larger N350s than either identified
Level 5 pictures (Block 3) or any Level 2 picture (Block
2). Later LPC identification effects were similar for all frag-
ments (Fig. 6). N350 identification effects differed between
blocks. From 300 to 400 ms, the identification× block in-
teraction was reliable at lateral sites,F(1,12) = 5.31, P =
0.0399, and interacted marginally with site× hemisphere,
F(7,84) = 2.18, P = 0.0543, ε = 0.8698; main identi-
fication effects were marginal, Lat.F(1,12) = 3.52, P =
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Fig. 6. Grand average ERP waveforms to identified and unidentified
fragmented pictures in the ascending condition of Level 2 (Block 2)
versus new condition of Level 5 (Block 3) are shown for 800 ms after
stimulus onset with a 200 ms pre-stimulus baseline (site Cz; dashes delimit
300 and 550 ms times; filtered low pass 40 Hz). ERPs to unidentified
fragments are collapsed across guess and no idea responses. The time
course of ERP differences between identified and unidentified objects in
non-recoverable (Level 2) versus recoverable (Level 5) pictures reveals
two processing sequences for visual object identification. The N350 marks
the onset of early identification effects for recoverable pictures, whereas
the LPC marks late identification effects for any kind of visual image,
non-recoverable or otherwise.

0.0853, Mid. F(1,12) = 4.59, P = 0.0533. Only from
300 to 400 ms did ERPs differ generally between Blocks
2 and 3. Main block effects were reliable at midline sites,
F(1,12) = 5.68, P = 0.0346, and block by lateral site in-
teractions were marginal,F(7,84) = 3.09,P = 0.0608,ε =
0.3435. From 400 to 500 ms, the identification×block inter-
action was still reliable, Lat.F = 5.19, P = 0.0419, Mid.
F = 5.32, P = 0.0398, and now interacted reliably with
site× hemisphere, Lat.F(7,84) = 2.90, P = 0.0136,ε =
0.8824; in contrast to the N350, main block effects,Fs < 1,
P s > 0.44, and block× site interactions,Fs < 1.7, Ps >

0.22, were not reliable; main identification effects were re-
liable, Lat.F = 14.75, P = 0.0023, Mid.F = 20.20, P =
0.0007, and interacted with lateral site,F(7,84) = 3.93,
P = 0.0355, ε = 0.2500. In contrast, later, from 500 to

800 ms, LPC identification effects were indistinguishable be-
tween blocks; main identification effects were reliable, Lat.
F = 28.31, P = 0.0002, Mid. F = 33.62, P = 0.0001,
interacted reliably with lateral site,F = 8.48, P = 0.0002,
ε = 0.41, hemisphere,F(1,12) = 10.12, P = 0.0079, and
site×hemisphere,F(7,84) = 4.06,P = 0.0063,ε = 0.591.
Main site effects were reliable at all times, Lat.Fs(7,84) >

5.8, Ps < 0.005, εs > 0.3, Mid. Fs(2,24) > 8, Ps <

0.005,εs > 0.78, and interacted with hemisphere from 300
to 400 ms,F(7,84) = 4.46, P = 0.0094, ε = 0.4145. In
sum, identification effects differed between Blocks 2 and 3
only early on between 300 and 500 ms during the frontal
N350.

3.2.2. Level 2 unidentified versus Level 5 identified
Besides two identification contrasts within Block 2 or 3,

the next three contrasts were between blocks (α = 0.025,
block × identification interaction is the source of variance
for the next two contrasts). ERPs to unidentified ascending
Level 2 versus identified new Level 5 fragments differed
only during the LPC. From 500 to 800 ms, main effects of
condition were reliable, Lat.F(1,12) = 15.79,P = 0.0018,
Mid. F(1,12) = 23.13, P = 0.0004, but not before, dur-
ing the N350 from 300 to 400 ms,Fs < 2, Ps > 0.18,
or 400–500 ms, Lat.F < 2.3, P > 0.16, Mid. F < 3.7,
P > 0.08. During the LPC, condition interacted reliably
with site, Lat.F(7,84) = 6.72, P = 0.0001,ε = 0.6506,
Mid. F(7,84) = 6.72, P = 0.0001,ε = 0.6506, and hemi-
sphere,F(1,12) = 6.62, P = 0.0244, but did not earlier
from 300 to 400 ms,Fs < 1.5, Ps > 0.24, or 400–500 ms,
Fs < 2.8, Ps > 0.12.

3.2.3. Level 2 identified versus Level 5 unidentified
ERPs to identified ascending Level 2 fragments were com-

pared to unidentified new Level 5 fragments. Condition main
effects were marginal from 300 to 400 ms, Lat.F(1,12) =
5.00, P = 0.0451, Mid.F(1,12) = 6.18, P = 0.0286, and
400–500 ms, Lat.F = 5.71, P = 0.0342, Mid.F = 5.27,
P = 0.0406, and reliable from 500 to 800 ms, Lat.F =
7.74, P = 0.0166, Mid. F = 6.89, P = 0.0222, when
condition also interacted with lateral site,F(7,84) = 3.53,
P = 0.0234,ε = 0.4649.

3.2.4. Level 2 versus Level 5: new
Since these two contrasts confounded block (and repeti-

tion) with identification, we held condition (and repetition)
constant and further tested whether the N350 to unidenti-
fied pictures was larger for new objects at Levels 5 than 2
(α = 0.05, block source of variance for one contrast). It
was (Fig. 7), Level 5 fragments had larger frontal N350s
than Level 2 fragments; these differed reliably only from
300 to 400 ms (main block effect, Lat.F[1,12] = 5.77,P =
0.0333, Mid. F[1,12] = 5.83, P = 0.0327; block× site
interaction, Lat.F[7,84] = 3.48, P = 0.0458). Block×
site interactions were also reliable from 500 to 800 ms,
Mid. F(2,24) = 5.22, P = 0.0163,ε = 0.7664, when the
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Fig. 7. Grand average ERP waveforms to unidentified objects in the new
condition of Block 2 (Level 2) versus Block 3 (Level 5) fragmented pic-
tures are shown for 800 ms after stimulus onset with a 200 ms pre-stimulus
baseline (filtered low pass 40 Hz). ERPs to unidentified fragments are
collapsed across guess and no idea responses. The block (i.e. level or part
recoverability) effect: a frontal N350 (300–400 ms) is more negative for
recoverable (Level 5) than non-recoverable (Level 2) unidentified pictures.

LPC was more positive posteriorly with Level 5 fragments
(Fig. 7), perhaps due to repetition (by Block 3, “new” frag-
ments had been seen once before in Block 2 when they were
entirely novel).

3.2.5. Scalp distribution
An omnibus ANOVA on difference waves from Block

2 (ascending condition) and Block 3 (new condition)
evaluated whether the shape of the scalp distribution of
identification effects (assessing neural generators) differed
between fragment types and over time (for N350 and LPC).
The early N350 identification effect was measured from
300 to 400 ms, and the late LPC identification effect from
550 to 650 ms; note that 550 ms was based on the onset
latency analysis of the Level 2 contrast. Indeed, the shape
of the scalp distributions of the N350 versus the LPC iden-
tification difference waves differed (time× site interaction,
F[18,216] = 4.81, P = 0.0154). Neural generators of the
N350 identification effects for Level 5 fragments seemed
to differ from later effects with Level 5 fragments and
any identification effects for Level 2 fragments: while the
block× site interaction was not reliable,F(18,216) = 1.42,
P = 0.2415, the time× block × site interaction was
marginal,F(18,216) = 2.45, P = 0.078. Three contrasts
further evaluated scalp distribution shape differences. First,
the shape of the scalp distribution of the N350 for identi-
fication difference waves at Level 5 versus Level 2 were
compared (α = 0.025, block× site interaction source of
variance for the next two contrasts) and found to differ: the
block × site interaction was reliable,F(18,216) = 2.58,
P < 0.001. Second and by contrast, the block× site inter-
action was not reliable for this same comparison of Level 5
versus Level 2 during the LPC,F = 0.80,P > 0.5. Finally,
a similar analysis suggested no difference in the neural gen-
erators of identification effects during the N350 for Level 5
fragments and the LPC for Level 2 ones (α = 0.05, block×
time × electrode interaction source of variance for one
contrast).

3.3. Block 2 (Level 2)

3.3.1. Identification effects
ERPs to objects in the ascending condition (Fig. 4) di-

verged as a function of identification for the first time dur-
ing the LPC when identified objects elicited more positivity
than unidentified ones (α = 0.025, identification source of
variance for two contrasts). Main identification effects were
reliable only from 500 to 800 ms, Lat.F(1,12) = 11.24,
P = 0.0058, Mid. F(1,12) = 14.35, P < 0.0026, when
identification interacted reliably with lateral site,F(7,84) =
5.55, P = 0.0009,ε = 0.6152, and hemisphere,F(1,12) =
15.92, P = 0.0018.

3.3.1.1. Onset latency.Point-by-pointF-tests (500–800 ms;
α = 0.025 as for the above identification contrast) estimated
the onset latency of LPC identification effects at 544 ms at
the frontal F3 site.

3.3.1.2. Scalp distribution. The shape of the scalp distri-
bution (assessing neural generators) of the N350 versus the
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LPC identification effects should differ if the N350 is absent
at Level 2 (α = 0.025, time×site interaction source of vari-
ance for two contrasts). Consistent with this, the time× site
interaction was marginal,F(18,216) = 3.02, P = 0.0433.

3.3.1.3. Identified versus unidentified separated by re-
sponse. ERPs to identified objects were contrasted sepa-
rately to unidentified pictures sorted according to whether
participants made (a) “guess” responses where people said
a name not on the Snodgrass and Vanderwart [53] list (# tri-
als:M = 14, range 4–22) and (b) “no idea” responses where
they did not know what the object was (# trials:M = 23,
range 12–36); note that Stuss et al. [55] did not subdivide
their ERPs in this way, limiting their conclusions to correct
identification versus wrong guesses, as opposed to correct
versus no identification. Data of two participants with too
few trials were excluded (list factor dropped;α = 0.0125,
half the 0.025 alpha of the identification contrast). “Guess”
and “no idea” (unidentified) responses in the ascending
condition yielded about the same identification times:
500–800 ms (Fig. 8). ERPs to identified versus unidentified
guess responses differed only during the LPC; main identifi-
cation effects were marginal at lateral sites,F(1,13) = 4.28,
P = 0.0590, and at the midlineF(1,13) = 6.91, P =
0.0208, from 500 to 800 ms but not before (300–500 ms,
Fs < 2.1, Ps > 0.17). Importantly, ERPs to identified and
unidentified no idea responses also differed reliably only
during the LPC (500–800 ms: main identification effect,
Lat. F[1,13] = 6.81, P = 0.0216, Mid. F[1,13] = 11.53,
P = 0.0048; identification× site interaction,F[7,91] =
4.60,P = 0.0080,ε = 0.3937; identification× hemisphere
interaction,F[1,13] = 13.27, P = 0.0030). Thus, the de-
layed identification effect for Level 2 fragments was not
due to any potential identification-related processes (and
associated positivity) for guesses contaminating ERPs to
unidentified fragments.

3.3.1.4. Repetition effects.To assess episodic LTM ef-
fects, ERPs to ascending objects were contrasted with those
to new objects (# trials:M = 56, range 44–66), where both
were unidentified (collapsed across response types) because
too few new objects were identified. No repetition effects
reliably affected either the N350 or LPC (Fig. 9). Main rep-
etition effects were reliable only from 400 to 500 ms at the
midline, F(1,12) = 6.59, P = 0.0247 (α = 0.05, repetition
source of variance for one contrast).

3.3.1.5. Identification and repetition effects.To be safe,
we also analyzed unidentified new objects to which partici-
pants responded “no idea”, as these were subject to neither
repetition nor identification effects (# trials:M = 35, range
12–59). These ERPs were compared to identified ascending
ones (involving both repetition and identification processes).
This contrast should yield the earliest identification diver-
gence (Fig. 10;α = 0.05, repetition× identification source
of variance for one contrast). While differences did start

Fig. 8. Grand average ERP waveforms to identified and to unidentified
objects which are shown separately for guess versus no idea responses.
ERPs to fragmented pictures in Block 2 (Level 2) for the ascending condi-
tion are shown for 800 ms after stimulus onset with a 200 ms pre-stimulus
baseline (filtered low pass 40 Hz). Late (500–800 ms) LPC identification
effects are larger, especially posteriorly, when people had no idea than
when they incorrectly guessed the object’s name.

earlier, they were not as early as the N350. Main iden-
tification effects were reliable from 400 to 500 ms, Mid.
F(1,12) = 4.96, P = 0.0459, and during the LPC
(500–800 ms), Lat.F = 16.05, P < 0.0017, Mid. F =
20.11, P = 0.0007, when they also interacted with lat-
eral site,F(7,84) = 5.73, P = 0.0009, ε = 0.5010, and
hemisphere,F(1,12) = 6.75, P = 0.0233.

3.4. Block 3 (Level 5)

3.4.1. Identification effects
ERPs to identified and unidentified objects differed by

the N350 and thereafter (Fig. 5). Main identification ef-
fects were reliable by 300–400 ms (α = 0.025, identifica-
tion source of variance for two contrasts), Lat.F(1,12) =
6.75, P = 0.0233, Mid.F(1,12) = 7.76, P = 0.0165, and
from 400 to 500 ms, Lat.F = 14.04, P = 0.0028, Mid.
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Fig. 9. Grand average ERP waveforms show repetition effects from 400
to 500 ms (shaded) to unidentified Level 2 objects in Block 2 (guess and
no idea responses collapsed). ERPs to old pictures (repeated ascending
from Block 1) and new ones are shown for 800 ms after stimulus onset
with a 200 ms pre-stimulus baseline (filtered low pass 40 Hz). There was
more positivity to old than new fragments; note the absence of repetition
effects at a frontolateral site (Fp2) where early identification effects appear
in Blocks 1 and 3 (but not here in Block 2).

F = 18.83, P = 0.0010, and 500–800 ms, Lat.F = 14.56,
P = 0.0025, Mid.F = 18.29, P = 0.0011, when identifi-
cation interacted reliably with site×hemisphere,F(7,84) =
3.69, Ps = 0.0103,ε = 0.6092; note that there were too
few trials to analyze separately guess and no idea ERPs.

3.4.1.1. Onset latency.Point-by-pointF-tests (300–400 ms)
estimated the earliest onset of N350 identification effects
at 336 ms at frontal sites (Fz, F4) withα = 0.025 and at
312 ms withα = 0.05.

3.4.1.2. Scalp distribution. The shape of the scalp distri-
bution of the N350 versus the LPC identification effects
should differ if N350 and LPC effects index even some-
what distinct brain systems, and they do,F(18,216) = 6.28,
P = 0.0015 (α = 0.025, time× site interaction source of
variance for two contrasts).

Fig. 10. Grand average ERP waveforms in Block 2 to objects that were
both repeated and identified versus ERPs to objects that were both un-
repeated and fully unidentified differ by 400–500 ms. ERPs to old (as-
cending condition) identified and new unidentified fragments eliciting
no idea responses are shown for 800 ms after stimulus onset with a
200 ms pre-stimulus baseline (filtered low pass 40 Hz). LPC identifica-
tion effects with non-recoverable (Level 2) pictures start somewhat ear-
lier (400–500 ms) when ERPs to completely unidentified objects are not
modulated by repetition.

4. Discussion

We find that stimulus factors (i.e. part recoverability),
and not memory processes, explain the different laten-
cies of visual object identification reported in two prior
studies [37,55]. Specifically, we find that (a) images with
recoverable parts are identified faster than ones with
non-recoverable parts, and (b) the difference does not seem
due merely to a shift in the latency of a single identification
process. Rather, the ERP pattern implicates two partly dis-
tinct processing sequences for object identification: early
identification based on search through an object selec-
tion system reflected in modulation of a frontal negativity
(N350) and later identification based on top–down parsing,
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stimulus evaluation and categorization processes reflected
in a broadly distributed late positivity (LPC) around 550 ms.

4.1. Why not memory?

Early identification times cannot be due solely to avail-
ability of prior image information in working memory, as
this would apply only to the early latencies obtained in the
ascending sequence of items in Block 1 (∼300 ms) but not
for the single items in Block 3 (∼312–336 ms) where such
information is not in working memory. Likewise, no simple
episodic LTM account can explain why Block 2 is associ-
ated with a late identification pattern and Block 3 an early
identification pattern when items in both blocks were sub-
ject to episodic LTM influences by virtue of being repeated.
Also ruled out is the possibility that some form of repeti-
tion positivity [42] masked the frontal N350 identification
effect and spuriously delayed ERP identification latencies
in Blocks 2 and 3, as the repetition positivity was too small
and too late (post 400 ms) to do so. In sum, then, neither
working memory nor episodic LTM processes can account
for the early versus late identification times previously re-
ported and that we observed under similar conditions within
the same individuals in any straightforward fashion [37,55].

4.2. Visual stimulus characteristics

Our results indicate instead that visual stimulus charac-
teristics are critical for determining whether an early or late
identification pattern is observed. Within the same people,
we found that ERP identification effects occur earlier for re-
coverable objects (Levels 4–5 in Block 1; Level 5 in Block 3)
than for non-recoverable ones (Level 2 in Block 2). Indeed,
part recoverability can explain all extant findings: Identifica-
tion begins by∼300 ms for recoverable images, landscape
scenes [37] and fragmented pictures (Level 5) [62], but not
until 544 ms for non-recoverable images, fragmented pic-
tures (Level 2) [55].

Our findings are consistent with accounts of visual
processing when object parts are recoverable versus
non-recoverable (e.g. [4,9]). According to the “recognition-
by-components” theory, for example naming is mediated
by intermediate representations of 3D volumetric primitives
called geons [4,5]. Geons are derived from object parts that
are either easily discerned from the available contours or
readily recovered by analyzing non-accidental properties in
2D images (e.g. collinearity, symmetry, edge type). Identifi-
cation (object selection) occurs when the percept is matched
to a higher order object model that specifies the global
spatial configuration of these geons (or parts). However,
when only a few intermediate geon/part representations are
activated, as in the case of non-recoverable pictures, the
object model selection system may not receive sufficient
information to determine identity [4]. It, thus, seems rea-
sonable to suppose that visual object identification is early
when parts are visible and recoverable, and late when they

are not. While we think it is the case, we must note that we
cannot be entirely certain that the ERP effects reported here
are due solely to recoverability of parts as our fragmented
pictures were also disrupted in their more global structural
configuration. The effects of part recoverability and global
configuration could be teased apart by contrasting ERPs
to pictures wherein the object parts are visible and the
configurations are either scrambled or not [9].1

4.3. Identification componentry and functional significance

While identification success is generally associated with
more positivity, and identification failure with more neg-
ativity, two different ERP components—the frontal N350
and the LPC—seem to index early and late identification.
The LPC (∼550 ms) is associated with later identification
success for recoverable and non-recoverable pictures. In
contrast, identification success is first indexed earlier for
recoverable pictures by a frontal N350 that is smaller for
identified than unidentified objects.

The frontal N350 probably reflects the same processes as
the occipitotemporal “Ncl” (using a nose reference) that is
more negative to identified fragmented pictures [13]. While
the Ncl (∼232 ms)2 has been linked to completion processes
that compensate for partial visual information (i.e. percep-
tual closure), this seems dubious since complete pictures, for
which a closure function is not needed, also modulate the
frontal N350 [45,48]. Rather we propose that these compo-
nents reflect object selection processes.3 The timing of this
function fits well with known visual processing times: (a)
the earliest (125–175 ms) effects of perceptual categoriza-
tion occur∼100 ms after striate cortex activation (50–80 ms)
[10], and (b) this visual categorization (i.e. discriminating
faces from other objects) is easier and less specific than the
basic level naming that overtly reveals identification success
in the present study. Hence, identification may be expected
to entail∼100 ms of further processing, estimating identifi-
cation time at∼275 ms, within the 232–300 ms range based
on the Ncl/N350. The N350 is likely a subcomponent of
a frontal negativity peaking∼400 ms found previously for
non-objects [20,46] and related to a frontal N400 (N380,
“Ny”) evoked by pictures of real objects or nonsense figures
[39,48,56]. Being larger for more complex images [39,56],
the N400 was hypothesized to index access to long-term
memory [56]. More specifically, Pietrowsky et al. [37] pro-
posed that the reduction of the frontal negativity with suc-
cessful identification reflects pruning of the set of possible
object representations to the one matching the percept.

1 Such scrambled images may also be identified without prior exposure,
unlike Level 2 fragments herein.

2 N350/Ncl latencies may generally overestimate identification time be-
cause analyses that are the same for identified and unidentified objects
(e.g. initial failed matching attempts) and subcortical processing cannot
be detected.

3 Object selection may follow or parallel image transformation [8,58] or
perceptual grouping processes [23,45,63].
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We concur and propose further that the frontal N350 re-
flects the activity of a neural system with a pivotal role in
identification: searching for a stored structural description
that matches the perceived image; it is, thus, a neurophysio-
logical marker for object model selection. Accordingly, the
N350 will be small when: (a) a match or small set of matches
is found as for identified, recoverable pictures (Level 5), or
(b) too little information is accessible at this point in pro-
cessing for any object model to match the percept, as for
non-recoverable pictures (Level 2) around 300 ms, regard-
less of eventual identification success. In contrast, the N350
is large whenever the visible and recoverable object parts are
compatible with such a wide array of possible configurations
that they impel an extensive (but ultimately unsuccessful)
search through the model selection system. On this view,
the large frontal N350 evoked to non-objects likewise re-
flects extensive but unsuccessful covert model searching and
matching operations. Because non-objects cannot be con-
sciously identified and disengagement of parieto-occipital
cortex from object selection purportedly occurs at∼400 ms
(in alpha rhythm) outside of visual awareness [60], we con-
sider the N350 to reflect covert object matching operations.
In sum, the frontal N350 identification effect indicates that
within 300 ms after seeing a well-specified image, an ob-
ject model begins to be selected for further evaluation and
response preparation.

LPC modulation has been linked to categorization and
stimulus evaluation processes [29]. When object identifica-
tion succeeds, a large LPC is elicited for both recoverable
and non-recoverable images. We propose that this reflects
secondary processes, such as (a) various inferential proce-
dures purported to focus attention on and/or search for and
parse parts from the contours of impoverished images [9],
and (b) the activation of semantic knowledge and name(s)
for all images [12]. Stuss et al. [55], likewise, suggested the
LPC marks the conclusion of the perceptual evaluation of
stimuli. Altogether, these data lead us to propose a dual time
course model of visual object identification: recoverable im-
ages recruit object model selection operations early in the
time course of processing, whereas non-recoverable images
recruit model selection and other identification-related pro-
cesses only later.

4.4. Neuroanatomical considerations

This dual time course view of object identification re-
ceives some support from the shapes of the scalp distribu-
tions (assessing overlap of neural generators) of the various
identification effects. Neural generators during the N350 are
partly distinct from those during the LPC for both recover-
able and non-recoverable images, and, during the N350 in-
terval, recoverable fragments engage neural generators that
are partly distinct from those for non-recoverable ones. Thus
(i) recoverable pictures recruit an object model selection sys-
tem early on and different identification-related brain sys-
tems later, and (ii) the model selection system is recruited

between 300 and 400 ms by recoverable images but not (or
less so) by non-recoverable ones. Also, the neural systems
supporting identification effects during N350 for recover-
able images seem to be equivalent to those during the LPC
for non-recoverable ones, congruent with our idea that the
model selection system is engaged within 300 ms by re-
coverable images but only after 550 ms by non-recoverable
ones. Finally, the brain systems underlying LPC identifica-
tion effects were indistinguishable between recoverable and
non-recoverable fragments; these results4 suggest that late
in processing, after 550 ms, both primary object model se-
lection operations and secondary identification-related pro-
cesses are recruited to some extent by both recoverable and
non-recoverable images.

We speculate that the neuroanatomical locus of the
neural processes indexed by the N350 identification ef-
fect is in occipitotemporal and mid-fusiform regions
[13] implicated in shape representation and identifi-
cation functions that may be consciously assessable
[12,16–18,22,24,25,28,32,38,44,49,57], as the related Ncl
has been localized to these areas. Many brain regions seem
to contribute to LPC effects [19], such as temporal re-
gions linked to object knowledge and naming processes
[12]. Also, lateral prefrontal and posterior parietal areas
have been implicated in feedback operations that search,
parse, and select additional features/parts to enable the
computation of identity from impoverished images, prob-
ably by interacting with ventral object areas [24]. While
our study was not designed to address awareness, the LPC
may index a frontoparietal network implicated in selection
of perceptual events leading to visual awareness of object
identity [26,27]. Conscious identification likely entails later
re-activation of the model selection system via widespread
brain areas; after all, visual awareness of identity is thought
to involve areas supporting object perception [2,14,27].

4.5. More functional significance

Our account is consistent with neuropsychological
data. Impaired identification of ambiguously-specified pic-
tures has been found without impaired identification of
well-specified ones [40]. Studies with amnesic patients
suggest distinct processes mediate priming for fragmented
versus complete pictures [61]. Finally, in our view, priming
effects are smaller for less than more fragmented pictures
because only the latter recruit additional processes, such as
those parsing parts from non-recoverable images [51].

5. Conclusions

By the time the ERPs differ between identified and
unidentified objects, visual image processing must have

4 Null shape effects can result spuriously from too few recording sites
and/or the widespread LPC scalp distribution.
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advanced enough to determine identity successfully and
support naming. For recoverable pictures, this time is
∼300 ms and is reflected in the modulation of the frontal
N350 as the neural system uses bottom–up processing of
the perceived image to select a matching object model.
When the system fails to recover any structural description,
the N350 is large; when a match is achieved, both the N350
(leading to its reduction) and the subsequent LPC are more
positive. For non-recoverable pictures, this time is later,
and early object selection processes, indexed by the frontal
N350, are bypassed as they do not receive sufficient input
to initiate a search at this time, calling instead on top–down
procedures, such as those proposed to parse and search for
parts in degraded visual images. Identification, thus, is de-
layed by these additional processes, as reflected in the LPC
(∼544 ms).
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