
Phi Phenomenon & Gestalt Psychology 

GESTALT PSYCHOLOGY 
Founded by Max Wertheimer, Kurt Koffka, & Wolfgang Köhler (1912) 

"The whole is different from the sum of its parts" 

Core Principle: Emergent Properties 
Perceptions arise from relationships between elements, not just the 

elements themselves. The whole creates new properties that don't exist in parts. 

CHALLENGED: Structuralism 
• Believed perception = sum of elementary sensations 

• Complex experiences built from simple parts 
• Analyze by breaking down into components 

Problem: Cannot explain phi phenomenon! 

PHI PHENOMENON 
Key Demonstration 

1 2

Two stationary lights 
flash in succession 

↓
Perception: Motion! 

Physical reality: 
Light A → Off → Light B 

(No motion exists) 

Perceptual experience: 
Smooth continuous motion 

Other Gestalt Principles 
• Proximity: Near elements group together 

• Similarity: Similar elements group together 
• Continuity: Prefer continuous forms 

• Closure: Complete incomplete figures 
• Figure-Ground: Distinguish object/background 

Phi phenomenon demonstrates 
continuity principle Revolutionary Impact 

✓ Proved perception is active construction, not passive recording 
✓ Demonstrated emergent properties in perception 
✓ Founded new approach to studying perception 
✓ Influenced cognitive psychology, design, and film 

Brain fills gaps to create meaningful wholes 

Modern Applications of Phi Phenomenon 
 Movies & Film 

24 fps creates motion 
 Animation & Games 

Frame-by-frame illusion 
 LED Displays 

Sequential lighting 
 User Interfaces 

Animated elements 
 Advertising 

Attention-grabbing 
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