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Changes in perceptual category affects serial dependence in judgements of
attractiveness
Pik Ki Ho and Fiona N. Newell

School of Psychology and Institute of Neuroscience, Trinity College Dublin, Dublin, Ireland

ABSTRACT
Serial dependence refers to the assimilative pull on a judgement response to a current stimulus
from that given to the preceding stimulus and has been demonstrated in low- and higher-level
perceptual judgements. We tested whether serial dependence in attractiveness judgements is
limited by perceptual categorization by measuring serial dependence in within-category
attractiveness judgements of faces (male and female; Experiment 1), scenes (indoor and
outdoor; Experiment 2), and cross-category attractiveness judgements (faces and scenes;
Experiment 3). Serial dependence was evident for within-category judgements, which weakened
with the increasing number of intervening trials. Interestingly, this effect on attractiveness
ratings was stronger for consecutive trials of same-sex than different-sex faces but was
equivalent for consecutive trials of same- or different-scene types. Furthermore, serial
dependency was affected by perceptual categorization as the effect weakened when a change
in category occurred across stimuli presented in consecutive trials. A serial contrast effect was
also evident whereby a stimulus was rated as less attractive when preceded by an attractive
stimulus from a different category. Collectively, these findings suggest that the temporal
integration of aesthetic appraisal depends on the category context, with each category
requiring distinct evaluation processes, and provide insight into the perceptual nature of
attractiveness judgements.
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One of the major challenges presented to our visual
system is to maintain a stable and unified percept
of the environment despite the constant fluctuations
in visual inputs caused by changes in lighting, eye and
head movements, occlusions, and visual noise. An
efficient way to counteract these disruptions is to
assume continuity in the visual environment not
only spatially (Field, 1987; Srinivasan et al., 1982),
but also temporally, by incorporating information
from recent perceptual history in the computation
of a current percept. The behavioural manifestation
of such temporal computation is serial dependence,
which has been well documented across a wide
range of tasks from judgements of orientation (Cic-
chini et al., 2017; Fischer & Whitney, 2014; Fritsche
et al., 2017; John-Saaltink et al., 2016), motion direc-
tion (Alais et al., 2017), spatial position (Manassi
et al., 2018) and numerosity (Cicchini et al., 2014). Fur-
thermore, serial dependency has been demonstrated
with complex stimuli that involve global, holistic pro-
cessing such as object identity (Liberman et al., 2016),

scene perception (Manassi et al., 2017), visual variance
(Suárez-Pinilla et al., 2018) and face perception (Liber-
man et al., 2014).

A number of other phenomena have also been
observed in perceptual experiments whereby the
current response is affected by the processing of
the preceding stimulus, such as repetition priming,
adaptation, as well as later effects that result in a
response bias. Although these phenomena might be
associated with serial dependence a number of
studies have been conducted that suggest these to
be distinct effects and have disentangled serial
dependence from these other perceptual phenom-
ena. For instance, adaptation due to repetitive stimu-
lation is typically known to bias a percept away from
the adapted stimulus, resulting in the well-documen-
ted negative after-effect (Campbell & Maffei, 1971;
Gibson & Radner, 1937; Knapen et al., 2009). Several
studies have provided evidence that adaptation
effects can occur in conjunction with serial depen-
dence although the latter has the opposite, positive
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effect on perception (Alais et al., 2017; Cicchini et al.,
2017; Fischer & Whitney, 2014; Suárez-Pinilla et al.,
2018). Serial dependence also differs from adaptation
and negative aftereffects in other ways apart from the
direction of influence. For example, unlike adaptation,
the strength of serial dependence can be modulated
by attention and successive stimuli do not have to be
presented at the same retinal location or spatial scale
for serial dependence to occur, suggesting that serial
dependence is not due to retinotopic adaptation
(Fischer & Whitney, 2014; Liberman et al., 2014).
Indeed, broad spatial tuning in serial dependence
has been reported such that the strength of serial
dependence was similar when the current and the
preceding stimuli were presented at different, but
nearby spatial locations, although the effect
decreased as spatial distance increased (Fischer &
Whitney, 2014; Fritsche et al., 2017). Repetition
priming, on the other hand, is generally reflected in
speeded response times or improved discriminability
of a target stimulus, provided the target shares similar
features to a previously presented item (prime) result-
ing in increased sensitivity to those shared features
(Kristjánsson & Campana, 2010; Tulving & Schacter,
1990; Vorberg et al., 2003). In contrast, serial depen-
dence seems to be more associated with an altered
percept.

The locus of information processing at which serial
dependence operates, particularly whether or not
serial dependence acts directly on perception or at
later cognitive stages, remains the focus of ongoing
debate (Bliss et al., 2017; Cicchini et al., 2017; Cicchini
& Kristjánsson, 2015; Fritsche et al., 2017). On the one
hand, some researchers have argued that serial
dependence occurs early and is a perceptual
phenomenon. For example, in their seminal study
on orientation perception, Fischer and Whitney
(2014) proposed the concept of a “continuity field”
as a mechanism through which the visual system uti-
lizes information from both the recent past and the
present to construct a stable percept. They demon-
strated that the perceived orientation of the current
stimulus was systematically attracted towards
recently viewed orientations (Fischer & Whitney,
2014), contrary to a negative aftereffect commonly
found in orientation discrimination tasks. Further-
more, this serial dependence effect occurred even in
the absence of a motor response or recall of the pre-
ceding stimulus, suggesting that serial dependence

cannot be explained by a response bias (see also
Pegors, Mattar, et al., 2015; Xia et al., 2016) nor
retained representations of previous stimuli, but an
alteration in the perception of the current stimulus
(Fischer & Whitney, 2014). On the other hand, it has
been argued that serial dependence is post-percep-
tual and associated with decisional process and
working memory (Bliss et al., 2017; Fritsche et al.,
2017). Fritsche et al. (2017) reported that a positive
serial dependence arose as a result of a shift in
working memory towards the preceding stimulus.
Both hypotheses have been supported by evidence
from subsequent studies on perceptual processing
(Cicchini et al., 2017, 2018; Fornaciai & Park, 2018;
Van Bergen & Jehee, 2019) and mnemonics (Bliss
et al., 2017; Czoschke et al., 2019). Others have
argued that serial dependence may be a multi-level
phenomenon which operates across the perceptual,
attentional and memory domains and serves a gener-
ally adaptive purpose to promote the stability of per-
ceptual information from one moment to the next
(Kiyonaga et al., 2017).

Apart from simple stimuli such as line orientation,
serial dependence has also been reported in tasks
which involve complex stimuli and judgements. In
particular, serial dependence has been reported in
face perception, for both the changeable properties
of a face, such as eye gaze (Alais et al., 2018) and
facial expression (Liberman et al., 2018), as well as
the perception of invariant features of a face for the
purpose of recognition (Liberman et al., 2014), and
the sex of the face (Taubert, Alais, et al., 2016).
Several studies have also examined serial dependence
in the context of facial attractiveness (Kondo et al.,
2012, 2013; Kramer et al., 2013; Taubert & Alais,
2016; Taubert, Van der Burg, et al., 2016; Van der
Burg et al., 2019; Xia et al., 2016). These reports
have typically found that judgments of any of these
facial attributes are biased towards those of the pre-
vious face presented in recent perceptual history.
Moreover, there is evidence to suggest that some
properties of faces can have an inter-dependent
effect on the magnitude of serial dependence, such
that responses to facial expression can be modulated
by facial similarity across successive trials (Liberman
et al., 2018). Furthermore, serial dependence in judge-
ments of facial attractiveness appears to be depen-
dent on the perceptual similarity of the presented
faces in the current and the preceding trials.
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Differences in viewpoint (Taubert & Alais, 2016), race
(Kramer et al., 2013) or sex (Kondo et al., 2013;
Kramer et al., 2013; Van der Burg et al., 2019) across
the successive images of faces can disrupt the
effect. Of interest here is the finding that differences
in the sex or race of a face disrupts serial dependence
as this implies that the perceptual categorization of
face can limit sequential assimilation.

A wealth of evidence suggests that visual infor-
mation is organized into perceptual categories
within visual regions of the brain (e.g., Grill-Spector
& Weiner, 2014), with evidence for distinct categories
of objects, faces and scenes. There is also some evi-
dence for further distinctions within these categories.
For example, the categorization of the sex of a face
activates distinct regions of the face network in the
brain (Kaul et al., 2011). Furthermore, categorization
of face sex has been found to occur as early as 45–
85 ms upon stimulus onset reflecting an early mech-
anism of coarse visual categorization (Mouchetant-
Rostaing et al., 2000). Together these studies
suggest that the early and distinct categorization of
the stimulus may have a consequent effect on serial
dependence. Indeed, judgements of facial attractive-
ness, although underpinned by activation in a
network of brain regions relating to face perception
(Chatterjee et al., 2009) as well as reward (Winston
et al., 2007), appear to occur late (Carbon et al.,
2018; Werheid et al., 2007) suggesting that serial
dependency of attractiveness judgements may be
affected by the perceptual categorization of the face
stimuli.

However, reports of sequential effects on judge-
ments of facial attractiveness have not been consist-
ent, with some evidence for a contrast effect (Cogan
et al., 2013; Kenrick & Gutierres, 1980; Wedell et al.,
1987). However, these inconsistencies may be attribu-
ted to methodological differences, such as the inter-
trial latencies used (Kondo et al., 2012, 2013; Kramer
et al., 2013; Taubert & Alais, 2016; Van der Burg
et al., 2019; Xia et al., 2016). For example, Pegors,
Mattar, et al. (2015) used a relatively long stimulus
presentation (1s to 4s) compared to other studies
on serial dependence (300 ms in Taubert, Alais, et
al., 2016; Taubert & Alais, 2016, p. 1s in Xia et al.,
2016; Van der Burg et al., 2019) which might explain
the contradictory results as longer exposure may be
more likely to elicit a negative perceptual aftereffect.
A recent study by Van der Burg et al. (2019) reported

that the strength of serial dependence in facial attrac-
tiveness judgements depended on three factors: (1)
the attractiveness and the sex of the preceding face;
(2) the duration of stimulus presentation; and (3) the
nature of the task itself. Moreover, the assimilation
of attractiveness does not occur if the attractiveness
of the preceding face was not explicitly evaluated
(e.g., Pegors, Mattar, et al., 2015; Van der Burg et al.,
2019).

Building on previous work described above, the
goal of the current study was two-fold. Firstly, while
serial dependence in facial attractiveness has now
been reported in a number of studies, it remains
unclear whether such assimilative effects generalize
to aesthetic evaluations in other categorical
domains, such as scenes. Secondly, if serial depen-
dence can be found in aesthetic evaluations in
general, the question arises as to whether it is sensi-
tive to changes in category memberships from trial
to trial. The use of faces and scenes to address
these questions is supported by neuroimaging
studies which suggest that aesthetic judgements of
scenes elicit activations in brain regions overlapping
with those elicited by facial attractiveness (Pegors,
Kable, et al., 2015). Furthermore, although serial
dependence has been demonstrated with face
images, recent evidence for serial dependence in aes-
thetic judgements of artwork (Kim et al., 2019)
suggest that judgements of scenes may also be
influenced by their serial position in a task.
However, if sequential items in a task vary substan-
tially in visual similarity, such as exemplars from
different categories, but the evaluation processes
and criteria are similar, it is unclear if serial depen-
dency would still occur, although the results of pre-
vious studies suggest this might be the case. The
following three experiments were conducted to
investigate serial dependence in attractiveness
ratings of faces and scenes, and to measure the
effect of domain and category memberships on the
strength of serial assimilation.

Experiment 1

Even though serial dependence in facial attractive-
ness is now a well-documented phenomenon
(Kondo et al., 2012, 2013; Kramer et al., 2013;
Taubert & Alais, 2016; Van der Burg et al., 2019; Xia
et al., 2016), it was important to first establish the
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effect using our experimental setup with a rapid pres-
entation paradigm similar to that described in
Taubert and Alais (2016) and to investigate the role
of sex category of the faces on effects of serial depen-
dency. To that end, the current experiment consisted
of two parts. In the first, male and female faces
were tested for serial dependence separately for
each sex category such that within each block, all
the trials presented male or female faces only. In the
second part, both male and female faces were
mixed within each block. Previous studies have
reported that a serial dependence effect on facial
attractiveness decreased when consecutive stimuli
differed in category memberships such as race and
sex (Kondo et al., 2013; Kramer et al., 2013). Therefore,
it was expected that the attractiveness rating in a
given trial would be biased towards that in the
previous trial to a greater extend when the faces
presented in the two trials were of the same sex,
compared to when they were different. Conversely,
an assimilative bias of equal magnitude would be
present regardless of the sex difference between
faces in consecutive trials if it was merely due to a
response bias.

Method

Participants

Twenty-six volunteers1 (18 females; mean age = 20.96
years, SD = 5.75) from the student population at
Trinity College Dublin, Ireland participated in both
Experiments 1 and 2 of this study. All participants
were naïve to the purpose of the experiments and
were compensated with research credits for their par-
ticipation. The study (and all experiments reported
here) received ethical approval from the School of
Psychology Research Ethics Committee at Trinity
College Dublin. In accordance with this approval, all
participants gave informed, written consent prior to
conducting the experiment.

Stimuli and apparatus

The face stimuli used in Experiment 1 consisted of 60
photographic images of Caucasian faces (30 female,
30 male) which was a subset of faces obtained from
the Chicago Face Database (Ma et al., 2015). Faces
were selected based on the normative data provided

by the Chicago database such that they were neither
exceptionally unattractive nor attractive. This process
allowed us to avoid the influence of female faces
which tend to receive higher attractiveness ratings
than male faces in experimental settings (Kondo
et al., 2013; Kramer et al., 2013). Based on the norma-
tive data, the mean attractiveness ratings (in 7-point
Likert scale) associated with the selected female and
male faces were 3.47 (SD = 0.214) and 3.42 (SD =
0.229), respectively.

For the purpose of this study, all face images were
presented with a neutral expressions and direct gaze.
These images were further edited to remove hair and
ear information by superimposing an oval mask onto
the original image. All images were resized to 780
(width) x 1062 (height) pixels.

To minimize the potential influence of local adap-
tion, face images were not presented from the same
spatial location in consecutive trials. As such, within
any one trial, a face image randomly appeared at
one of the eight screen locations such that the
centre of the image aligned with either the vertical,
horizontal, or diagonal meridian. Furthermore, each
image was presented 5° degrees in visual angle
from the centre of the screen.

The experiment was programmed using PsychoPy2
(Peirce et al., 2019) and run using an Alienware
AURORA R4 desktop computer. The stimuli were pre-
sented on a 60 cm × 34 cm LCD monitor with the res-
olution of 2560 × 1440 pixels at 75 Hz. With the
participant seated at an approximate viewing dis-
tance of 57 cm from the computer monitor, each
face image subtended to approximately 17° by 23°
in degrees of visual angle in the horizonal and vertical
dimensions respectively.

Design

Participants in this experiment also took part in Exper-
iment 2, which took place at least 7 days apart. The
order of experiments was counterbalanced across
participants. All trials in each Experiment were separ-
ated into separate sessions, with each representing a
within-category set of stimuli or across-category set of
stimuli, and the order of the sessions was counterba-
lanced across participants. In the current experiment,
each of the sets of faces were shown in blocks of the
same-sex or mixed-sex of trials.
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A within-subject, fully-factorial design was adopted
with serial dependence and sex of the face (female,
male) as independent variables and attractiveness
ratings as the dependent variable.

For the within-category session of trials, each par-
ticipant completed 240 trials, divided into 8 blocks
of 30 trials. The order of the trials within each block
was randomized across participants. All face stimuli
presented within one block were of the same sex.
Therefore, 4 blocks consisted of female faces only
and the other 4 consisted of male faces only. The
order of these blocks was counterbalanced across
participants ensuring that half of the participants
started the experiment with a block of trials of
female faces whilst the others started with a block
of trials of male faces. In all subsequent blocks, the
sex of the face shown was alternated. Each of the
60 face identities (30 female and 30 male) was rated
4 times by each participant. No single face identity
was presented more than once within the same block.

For the mixed-category session of trials, the total
number of trials was also 240 and the trials were also
divided into8blocksof 30 trials, facespseudo-randomly
selected for each block from the 60 face identities.
Again, each of the 60 face identities was rated 4 times
by each participant across all blocks in this session.
Within each mixed-category block, half (i.e., 15) of the
trials presented female faces and half presented male
faces. The order of the trials was randomized such
that the face presented in any given trial could be of
the sameordifferent sex from that presented in thepre-
ceding trial. No single face identity was presentedmore
than once within the same block.

Procedure

The experiment took place in a darkened testing
room in the Institute of Neuroscience, Trinity
College Dublin. After giving informed written
consent, participants were seated at a table, in front
of a computer monitor and given verbal instructions
for the experiment. A single practice trial was per-
formed to allow the participants to become familiar
with the trial structure. A trial began with the presen-
tation of a white fixation cross in the centre of a grey
background for a duration of 500 ms, upon which the
participants were asked to fixate. Then, a face stimu-
lus appeared for 300 ms. Immediately after the stimu-
lus presentation, a sliding scale, which ranged from 0

to 100 (0 = very unattractive; 100 = very attractive),
appeared at the centre of the screen and participants
were asked to rate the face they just saw based on its
perceived attractiveness. To provide their rating fol-
lowing the presentation of each face image, a
sliding scale appeared at the bottom of the screen
and participants used the computer mouse to
control the location of the indicator along the scale.
The indicator appeared at a different random starting
point on the scale for each trial in order to minimize
motor response bias. Participants were advised to
respond as quickly as possible and to utilize the
whole scale. A trial was completed when the partici-
pant confirmed the rating by clicking the box labelled
“Confirm rating,” which appeared when the indicator
on the sliding scale had been moved. There was no
time limit provided for a response.

Results

In the data analysis of this experiment (and those of
subsequent experiments), degrees of freedom were
corrected using the Green-Geisser method whenever
the assumption of sphericity was violated. Effect sizes
were reported in terms of partial eta squared (h2

p) for
the main effects of each independent variable and
their interaction(s) and Cohen’s d for mean differ-
ences, respectively. In order to quantify serial depen-
dence, the calculation method used in Taubert and
Alais (2016) was adopted in all experiments.

The data of from each session of the experiment
(i.e., within-category or mixed-category sessions)
were analysed separately.

Within-category faces session

Main analysis
Data from the blocks of male and female face images
were processed separately. First of all, for each partici-
pant, the median attractiveness ratings for each of the
male and female face blocks were calculated. Then,
the participant’s average attractiveness rating for
each of the individual 60 faces presented across the
session was derived. Based on these calculations,
the participant’s rating response to a given trial [t]
was binned into one of the two conditions depending
on average ratings to the face presented in the pre-
vious trial [t–1]: for each participant the average
rating given to the face presented in [t–1] was
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either higher or lower than the median rating of all
faces presented within a block of trials (i.e., the corre-
sponding block of male or female faces within which
the given trial was presented). The difference
between the average ratings of the two trial con-
ditions (i.e., [t–1] >median and [t–1] <median) was
the serial dependence, [t–1] effect.

The mean attractiveness ratings to a given trial for
each category of the face images (male or female) and
[t–1] attractiveness conditions, are shown in Figure 1.
A 2 × 2-repeated measure ANOVA was conducted
with the category of the face (male or female) and
the [t–1] attractiveness conditions (>or <median) con-
dition as the within-subject factors. The results of this
analysis revealed a main effect of attractiveness con-
dition (F (1, 25) = 14.59, p = 0.001, h2

p = 0.369): partici-
pants rated faces presented in a given trial as more
attractive when they were preceded by a face which
had a higher-than-median ([t–1] >median) rather
than lower-than-median ([t–1] <median) attractive-
ness rating. The main effect of the category of the
face did not reach statistical significance (F (1, 25) =
3.82, p = 0.062, h2

p = 0.133), therefore the perceived
attractiveness of the female and male faces in this
experiment were similar (this was not surprising
given that the selected face stimuli were matched
according to the attractiveness ratings available on

the Chicago face database). There was no interaction
between face category and condition (F (1, 25) =
0.134, p = 0.717, h2

p = 0.005).
To determine whether the serial dependence effect

sustained beyond a single trial interval, such effects at
greater inter-trial positions of [t–2] and [t–3] were cal-
culated using the same method described above (i.e.,
whether the average attractiveness of the face pre-
sented two trials or three trials back from the face in
the current trial [t] was greater than or less than the
participant’s median rating for that block of faces).
Separate 2 × 2 repeated measure ANOVAs were con-
ducted (as described above) for each trial position.
For both analyses, neither of the [t–2] nor [t–3] main
effects of attractiveness condition were significant
([t–2]: F (1, 25) = 0.109, p = 0.744, h2

p = 0.004; [t–3]:
F (1, 25) = 1.271, p = 0.27, h2

p = 0.048). The category
of the face had no effect on attractiveness ratings
([t–2] analysis: F (1, 25) = 3.24, p = 0.084, h2

p = 0.115;
[t–3] analysis: F (1, 25) = 3.217, p = 0.085, h2

p = 0.114).
Neither of the [t–2] nor [t–3] serial position interacted
with the category of the face (F (1, 25) = 0.008, p =
0.929, h2

p < 0.0001; and F (1, 25) = 0.474, p = 0.497,
h2
p = 0.019, respectively).

Further analysis on the effect of the distance
between [t] and [t–1] on serial dependence
One of the characteristics of the serial dependence
effects reported in previous studies was that its mag-
nitude is systematically modulated by the distance
between the current and the previous stimuli (Cic-
chini et al., 2018; Fischer & Whitney, 2014; Kim et al.,
2019; Liberman et al., 2014). In order to ascertain
whether the serial dependence effects found in the
current experiment were consistent with previous
findings, the data were further analysed using linear
mixed effects modelling (LMM). The advantages of
LMM is that it can simultaneously account for
random variability at both the participant and stimu-
lus levels, and that Type 1 error can be reduced as it is
not necessary to obtain group averages (Baayen et al.,
2008; Judd et al., 2012). The LMMs were fitted by
maximum likelihood estimation in R using the lmer
programme in the lm4 library (Bates et al., 2015)
and subsequently tested for statistical significance
using the lmerTest library (Kuznetsova et al., 2016).
The p values were estimated for the t-tests based on
the Satterthwaite’s method to approximate degrees
of freedom. Models were constructed with the

Figure 1. Plot showing the mean attractiveness ratings in Exper-
iment 1 for the within-category faces. The ratings are shown as a
function of both the category of the face images as male or
female and the attractiveness condition (i.e., whether the
ratings to the face shown in the previous trial were less than
or greater than the median). Error bars represent ± 1 standard
error of the mean. (*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01).
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random effects structure being maximal (see Barr et
al., 2013). Therefore, the random intercepts and
slopes for the fixed effects within participants were
all included in the models unless non-convergence
was encountered. Model selection was based on the
Akaike Information Criterion (AIC).

To conduct this analysis, each participant’s mean
attractiveness rating for each face image was calcu-
lated by averaging the four ratings given in separate
blocks. The bias in the rating of a given trial was the
dependent variable and was defined as the difference
between the rating provided to the current trial and
the mean attractiveness rating for all instances of
the face shown. Hence, a bias with a positive value
indicated that the face at a given trial was rated as
more attractive than average and a bias with a nega-
tive value meant the face was rated as less attractive
than average. The difference between successive
responses (i.e., ratings in [t] and [t–1]) and the mean
attractiveness of the preceding face were included
as fixed effects. Adding the sex of the face and its
interaction terms with the mean attractiveness and
rating difference significantly improved model fit
(χ2(4) = 21.5, p = 0.000247) and so the sex of the face
was included in the analysis. The interaction term
between the rating distance and mean attractiveness
of the preceding face did not improve model fit
(χ2(1) = 1.39, p = 0.237) and so was not included in
the final model. The result of the LMM (intercept:
β =−10.5, SE = 9.16, AIC = 43864) revealed a signifi-
cant main effect of the mean attractiveness of the
face presented in the preceding trial (β = 0.262, SE =
0.0139, t (5101) = 18.9, p < 0.0001, C.I. = [0.234, 0.29]),
suggesting that a face image was rated as more
attractive than average when preceded by a more
attractive face. The main effect of the difference
between successive responses was also significant
(β =−0.256, SE = 0.00928, t (6028) =−27.6, p <
0.0001, C.I. = [−0.274, −0.238]). The bias in attractive-
ness rating was greater when the distance between
successive responses was closer. The main effect of
the sex of the face did not reach statistical significance
(β =−0.447, SE = 9.18, t (6010) = 0.049, p = 0.961,
C.I. = [−17.5, 18.4]), nor did it significantly interact
with any other fixed effects (Rating distance:
β = 0.0115, SE = 0.013, t (6023) = 0.888, p = 0.374, C.I.
= [−0.0139, 0.037]; Mean attractiveness of preceding
face: β = 0.0218, SE = 0.0186, t (5982) = 1.17, p =
0.243, C.I. = [−0.0148, 0.0583]).

Mixed-category faces session

Main analysis
Prior to the main analysis, the average attractiveness
ratings for each face identity given by all participants
were calculated and the average attractiveness
ratings of male and female faces was compared
using a paired samples t-test. There was no difference
in attractiveness ratings given across male and female
faces (male: M = 47.4, SD = 9.03; female: M = 49.8, SD
= 8.17; t (25) = 3.43, p = 0.12, Cohen’s d = 0.279),
which was not surprising given our face selection pro-
cedure. For the purpose of calculating the attractive-
ness conditions for each participant, only one median
rating across all faces (instead of one for female and
one for male faces) was calculated. Importantly,
whether the sex of the face differed or not (same or
different) between the current [t] and previous trial
(and up to three preceding trials) was included in sub-
sequent analyses, rather than sex of the face per se
(i.e., female, male) as in the previous session.

The data were then processed in the same manner
as for the within-category faces session in which a
rating to a given face was binned into the two [t–1]
attractiveness conditions (i.e., [t–1] >median, [t–1] <
median). In order to find out whether the [t–1] serial
dependence effect depended on if the faces pre-
sented in the previous trial and the current trial
were of the same sex, the response ratings were
further binned accordingly. The average number of
trials in the same sex of face condition was 114 and
in the different sex of face condition was 121. The
mean attractiveness ratings to each of the face cat-
egory change (same, different) and attractiveness
conditions of [t–1] are shown in Figure 2. A 2 × 2-
repeated measure ANOVA was conducted which
revealed a main effect of attractiveness condition[F
(1, 25) = 23.05, p < 0.0001, h2

p = 0.48]: faces were
rated as more attractive when the average rating to
the preceding face was greater than rather than
lower than the participant’s overall median attractive-
ness rating. The main effect of face category change
(same or different sex) between consecutive trials
on attractiveness did not reach statistical significance
(F (1, 25) = 3.33, p = 0.08, h2

p = 0.118). However, there
was a significant interaction between attractiveness
condition and face category change (F (1, 25) = 9.67,
p = 0.005, h2

p = 0.279) as shown in Figure 2. Post-hoc
pairwise comparisons (with Bonferroni correction)
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revealed a significant serial dependence effect only
when consecutive faces were of the same sex of
face category (mean difference = 5.25, p < 0.0001,
Cohen’s d = 0.646) but not when they were of
different categories of sex of face (mean difference
= 0.702, p = 0.533, Cohen’s d = 0.0838).

A similar analysis was repeated for the [t–2] con-
dition which was not significant (F (1, 25) = 1.735, p =
0.2, h2

p = 0.065). Face category change (same or
different) again had no effect on attractiveness
ratings (F (1, 25) = 0.505, p = 0.484, h2

p = 0.02).
However, a significant interaction between these
factors was found (F (1, 25) = 10.69, p = 0.003, h2

p =
0.3). Post-hoc pairwise comparisons (with Bonferroni
correction) indicated the [t–2] effect was significant
only for trials in which the sex of the face was the
same across the [t] and [t–2] trials (mean difference =
2.72, p = 0.03) but not when it differed (mean differ-
ence =−1.49, p = 0.064). Interestingly, the magnitude
of the [t–2] effect when the faces were of the same
sex was not affected by the sex of the face shown in
the intermediatory trial [t–1]; whether it was of the
sameordifferent sex resulted in a non-significant differ-
ence across the two trial sequences (mean difference =
0.356, t (25) = 0.337, p = 0.739, Cohen’s d = 0.0672).

The ratings to the face presented 3 trials [t–3]
before a given face were also analysed using a 2 × 2

ANOVA but both the effect of attractiveness condition
(F (1, 25) = 0.037, p = 0.848, h2

p = 0.001) and face cat-
egory change (F (1, 25) = 0.002, p = 0.967, h2

p <
0.0001) failed to reach statistical significance.
However, there was an interaction between [t–3]
attractiveness condition and face category change (F
(1, 25) = 8.564, p = 0.007, h2

p = 0.255). Post-hoc pair-
wise comparisons (with Bonferroni correction)
showed that the [t–3] serial dependence effect was
significant when the sex of the face presented in the
current trial was the same as that presented in the
[t–3] trial (mean difference = 1.899, p = 0.012). Conver-
sely, when the sex of the faces differed between the
current and [t–3] trials, the serial dependence effect
was also significant but in the opposite direction
(mean difference =−2.06, p = 0.028), hence a contrast,
rather than assimilative effect was observed. The
results of two paired-samples t-test showed that
whether sex of the face in the intermediate trials
was the same or different to the comparison trials
[t–3 or t] had no effect on serial dependence (mean
difference = 1.32, t (25) = 1.14, p = 0.264, Cohen’s d =
0.291) or contrast effects (mean difference = 2.18, t
(25) = 1.14, p = 0.084, Cohen’s d = 0.39) respectively.

Furthermore, using paired-samples t-tests, we
compared the magnitude of the serial dependence
effect depending on the position of the comparison
trial [t–1], [t–2] and [t–3] to trials in which a face
were from the same sex category (e.g., the face pre-
sented in [t] was sex-matched with that presented
in [t–1] for the [t–1] effect, etc.), as well as to those
in which a face were from the different sex category.
For the same sex of face trials, the [t–1] effect was sig-
nificantly larger than either the [t–2] (mean difference
= 2.53, t (25) = 3.28, p = 0.003, Cohen’s d = 0.619) or [t–
3] effects (mean difference = 3.35, t (25) = 4.60, p <
0.0001, Cohen’s d = 0.888). The magnitudes of the
[t–2] and [t–3] effects did not differ significantly
(mean difference = 0.825, t (25) = 0.913, p = 0.37,
Cohen’s d = 0.211). For the different sex of face
trials, the [t–1] effect was significantly larger than
either the [t–2] (mean difference = 2.19, t (25) = 2.34,
p = 0.027, Cohen’s d = 0.449) or [t–3] effects, which
was a contrast effect (mean difference = 2.77, t (25)
= 2.98, p = 0.006, Cohen’s d = 0.54). The magnitudes
of the [t–2] and [t–3] effects did not differ significantly
from each other (mean difference = 0.578, t (25) =
0.89, p = 0.382, Cohen’s d = 0.137). These inter-trial
differences are shown in Figure 3.

Figure 2. Plot showing the mean attractiveness ratings in Exper-
iment 1 to the mixed-category session. Average ratings are
shown as a function of whether the sex the faces differed
across trials (current [t] and previous [t–1]) and the attractive-
ness condition (mean ratings to face in [t–1] were either >or
<median rating), indicating serial dependence. Error bars rep-
resent ± 1 standard error of the mean. (***p < 0.001).
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Further analysis on the effect of the distance
between [t] and [t–1] on serial dependence
A similar LMM procedure to that described in the
within-category faces analysis was used to analyse
serial dependence as a function of the difference in
rating responses between successive trials and the
mean attractiveness of the face in the preceding
trial, with face category change between successive
trials as an additional categorical fixed effect. The
best model (intercept: β = 0.046, SE = 0.103, AIC =
39918) revealed significant main effects of both the
difference in rating responses between successive
faces (β =−0.512, SE = 0.011, t (6136) =−46.7, p <
0.0001, C.I. = [−0.534, −0.491]) and the mean attrac-
tiveness of the preceding face (β = 0.534, SE =
0.0113, t (6136) = 47.1, p < 0.0001, C.I. = [0.512,
0.557]). Faces were rated as more attractive when pre-
ceded by an attractive face and the magnitude of the
bias was greatest when the difference in the rating
response between the current and the preceding
trial was small. The main effect of change in face
sex category between successive trials was not signifi-
cant (β = 0.194, SE = 0.16, t (6136) = 1.21, p = 0.225,
C.I. = [−0.119, 0.507]). However, the change in face
sex category significantly interacted with both the
difference in rating responses (β =−0.512, SE =
0.011, t (6136) =−46.7, p < 0.0001, C.I. = [−0.534,
−0.491]) and the mean attractiveness of the preced-
ing face (β = 0.534, SE = 0.0113, t (6136) = 47.1, p <

0.0001, C.I. = [0.512, 0.557]). Post-hoc analyses were
conducted using the “emtrends” function in the
emmeans library to compare the effects of difference
in rating response between successive trials and the
mean attractiveness of the preceding face when the
faces were of the same sex than when it differed.
The results revealed that those effects were signifi-
cantly stronger in trials when the face sex category
was the same as in the preceding trial (Distance in
successive ratings: Contrast estimate =−0.0343, SE =
0.0157, z =−2.188, p = 0.0287; mean attractiveness
of preceding face: Contrast estimate = 0.0432, SE =
0.0161, z = 2.68, p = 0.0074).

Discussion

The findings from Experiment 1 show that the per-
ceived attractiveness of a face was biased towards
the attractiveness of the face viewed in the previous
trial and are consistent with those of previous
studies (Kondo et al., 2012, 2013; Kramer et al., 2013;
Taubert & Alais, 2016; Xia et al., 2016). This serial
dependency effect was found for female and male
faces when the category of the sex of the face did
not change across trials, even when all trials in a
block presented faces from within the same category
or mixed. However, in contrast to the [t–1] effect, a
larger inter-trial distance between the previous (i.e.,
[t–2] or [t–3]) and current [t] trial did not affect attrac-
tiveness ratings in the within-category session of
testing, suggesting that the influence on attractive-
ness ratings by previous trials was transient and by
immediately preceding trial only. This finding is some-
what in contrast with previous studies on serial
dependence which found that the response given
to a stimulus in the current trial was affect by
stimuli presented a number of trials back, even up
to 12 s prior to the present stimulus (Liberman
et al., 2018; Suárez-Pinilla et al., 2018; Taubert &
Alais, 2016; Taubert & Alais, 2016). The average reac-
tion time of the participants in the current experiment
was 2.47 s (SD = 1.18 s), which was well within the
time range whereby a [t–2] serial dependence was
possible. It is not clear why our results suggest a
limited effect of serial dependency on attractiveness
judgements of faces.

The result from the mixed category of faces, that
serial dependence was found only in trials where
the current face stimulus and the preceding face

Figure 3. Plot showing the magnitude of the serial dependence
effect for each of the inter-trial positions [t–n] of faces presented
in Experiment 1 from the same-sex of face and different-sex of
face trials.
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stimulus belonged to the same category of the sex of
the face, replicates previous findings: Kondo et al.
(2013) and Kramer et al. (2013) showed that the
serial dependence effect was weakened if the faces
presented in consecutive trials differed in sex. Inter-
estingly, in this session only, significant [t–2] and [t–
3] serial dependence effects were also found,
although again only in trials where the sex of faces
in [t] was the same as that in [t–2] and [t–3]
respectively.

The results of the additional analyses conducted
using LMM were consistent with the results of the
main analyses for both the within and mixed category
conditions: the bias in the attractiveness rating com-
pared to the mean attractiveness of a given face
depended on the attractiveness of the preceding
face, especially when the successive faces were from
the same sex category, with more attractive rating
provided to face images which followed an attractive
face. Furthermore, the magnitude of this bias was
greater when the difference in rating responses
between the current and preceding trials was small.
This is consistent with findings in previous studies
on serial dependence (Cicchini et al., 2018; Fischer &
Whitney, 2014; Kim et al., 2019; Liberman et al., 2014).

It is not clear why the serial dependence effect was
more robust to trial position when the sex of the face
was unchanged from one trial to the next only when
all faces were presented in a block of mixed-category
trials but not when presented in a block of within-cat-
egory trials. We did observe, however, that partici-
pants’ average reaction times were shorter to trials
in the mixed category session (M = 1.97, SD = 0.59)
than trials in the within-category session.2 This
shorter time frame in the mixed-category session
may have facilitated serial dependence beyond [t–1]
in the mixed-category session. However, the serial
effect was not consistent over larger inter-trial dis-
tances, as a [t–3] contrast effect was found when
the sex of the face differed from that in the current
trial. This weakening of serial dependence and the
emergence of contrast effects from faces presented
further back in trial history is consistent with previous
reports. For example, Suárez-Pinilla et al. (2018) found
that both serial dependence and serial contrast could
occur within different time frames, with dependence
driven by more recent exposure whereas a contrast
effect appears to reduce over longer intervals. The
results of the paired-samples t-tests showed that in

the mixed-category session for both the same-sex
and different-sex face trials, the magnitudes of the
serial effects differed depending on inter-trial dis-
tance. The positive serial effects found in the trials
presenting faces from the same sex decreased with
inter-trial distance. Even though for the trials, there
was nearly no serial effect at [t–1] and the contrast
effect at [t–2] was non-significant, it also appeared
that the magnitude of the contrast effect increased
with inter-trial distance. These findings suggest the
existence of two opposing mechanisms of serial bias
depending on the category membership of stimuli
in successive trials. It is also likely that these effects
operate at different timescales.

Experiment 2

The aim of the current Experiment was twofold. The
first objective was to test whether serial dependence
extends to aesthetic judgements of a category of
stimuli beyond faces, such as those of scenes. Faces
represent a category of stimuli with which we are
expert at perceiving (Young & Bruce 2011) and are
generally considered as a perceptual category with
unique underlying neural architectures (Haxby et al.,
1996; Haxby et al., 2000; Kanwisher, 2000). Moreover,
faces are high in inter-stimulus similarity (e.g., the
configuration of eyes, nose, and mouth, the general
appearance of human skin, etc.), rendering the recog-
nition of individuals as an expert perceptual skill
(Pegors, Kable, et al., 2004). Finally, aesthetic evalu-
ations of faces are often underpinned by social motiv-
ations such as finding a mate (Fink & Penton-Voak,
2002). Accordingly, it may be possible that serial
dependence in aesthetic judgements manifests in a
domain-specific manner, as a consequence of the
neural and cognitive profile of each category.
Scenes have been identified as a distinct perceptual
category, with unique neural substrates (Epstein,
2005) and cognitive abilities (Epstein et al., 2005;
Henderson & Hollingworth, 1999). Consequently, we
decided to use images of scenes, specifically architec-
tural spaces (buildings), as stimuli to test for the gen-
eralization of serial dependence. Although images of
architectural spaces share some global properties
(e.g., building shape, presence of windows and
doors and their configuration) the inter-stimulus simi-
larity might be considered as less regular than that of
faces, at least when considering local features (e.g.,
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presence of different objects and materials). If the
serial dependence effects observed in Experiment 1
were determined mainly by inter-stimulus similarity
at a perceptual level then, a weaker, if not absent,
serial dependence might be predicted in the aesthetic
ratings of scenes of built environments. On the other
hand, if serial dependence also operated beyond the
perceptual level, serial dependence may also manifest
in the aesthetic evaluation of different scenes.

The second aim of this experiment was to investi-
gate whether serial dependence in aesthetic judge-
ments of scenes was sensitive to the change of
scene category. To that end we included two sub-cat-
egories of architectural spaces, indoor and outdoor.
The findings from Experiment 1 demonstrated that
a change in the sex of faces between consecutive
trials substantially weakened serial dependence.
Based on this result, it was predicted that a change
in scene sub-category from indoor to outdoor might
also disrupt serial dependence.

Method

Participants

The same participants who took part in Experiments 1
also completed this experiment.

Stimulus and apparatus

The stimuli consisted of 60 colour images of scenes of
built environments. Thirty of these were images of
interior spaces (e.g., bedroom, living room, kitchen)
and were obtained, with permission, from the stimu-
lus set used in the Vartanian et al. (2013) study and
randomly chosen from their sub-categories of curvi-
linear or rectilinear indoor scenes (i.e., 15 images
from each category). The other 30 images were
scenes of building exteriors obtained from the Inter-
net. Similar criteria were used in the selection of
outdoor scene images to those of the indoor scene
images such that the images did not include people
or other irrelevant objects such as vehicles. All
images of outdoor scenes were cropped so that the
building of interest occupied between 60% and 70%
of the total image area.3 All the set of 60 scene
stimuli were scaled and resized to the range of
between 550 × 800 pixels and 650 × 800 pixels. The

apparatus used in the current experiment was identi-
cal to that used in previous experiments.

We calculated some image statistics properties of
the stimuli used in the current study including self-
similarity, complexity and anisotropy of luminance
gradients using the Pyramid of Histograms of Orien-
tation Gradients (PHOG) method (Bosch et al., 2007;
Braun et al., 2013; Dalal & Triggs, 2005; Redies et al.,
2012). These image properties have been found to
be associated with aesthetic judgements of a variety
of images including architecture, faces and artwork
(Braun et al., 2013; Menzel et al., 2015; Redies et al.,
2012). We found that there were categorical differ-
ences between the images of indoor and outdoor
scenes in all three image properties (self-similarity:
mean difference = 0.111, SE = 0.208, t (56.3) = 5.33,
p < 0.0001, Cohen’s d = 1.38; complexity: mean differ-
ence = 4.16, SE = 0.896, t (52.6) = 4.65, p < 0.0001,
Cohen’s d = 1.20; anisotropy: mean difference =
0.000905, SE = 0.0003958, t (57.7) = 2.29, p = 0.026,
Cohen’s d = 0.596).

Design and procedure

Similar to Experiment 1, a within-subject, fully factor-
ial design was conducted with attractiveness con-
dition ([t–1] <or >median) and scene type (indoor,
outdoor) as independent variables and the attractive-
ness ratings as the dependent variable. The exper-
iment, consisted of two session: a within-category
session in which one scene type was presented in
each block of trials, and a mixed-category session in
which a mix of scene types was presented within a
block of trials. The order of the two sessions was coun-
terbalanced across participants.

In the within-category session, each participant
completed 8 blocks of 30 trials, and block order was
counterbalanced across participants. Within each
block, the images presented across trials were of the
same scene type (indoor or outdoor) and the order
of the trials was randomized across participants.
Across all trials in this session, each of the 60
images was rated 4 times.

For the mixed-category session, each participant
completed 8 blocks of 30 trials, with block order coun-
terbalanced and trial order randomized within each
block. Images of both indoor and outdoor scenes
were presented within each block, with equal
number of trials in each category.
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The experimental procedure was the same as
described in Experiment 1 with the exception that
the scene images in the current study were presented
in the centre of the screen rather than appearing at
different locations since location adaptation that
face stimuli could cause was not an issue for the
more heterogeneous scene images (Rieke & Rudd,
2009). In this experiment, participants were instructed
to rate each image on the attractiveness of the scene.

Results

Within-category scene session

Main analysis
As in Experiment 1, each participant’s median rating
was first calculated for each of the scene types. The
average rating of the stimulus in the preceding trial
(i.e., [t–1]) was then compared with the corresponding
median value for that category in each block and [t–1]
ratings were categorized as either above or below the
median. The mean attractiveness ratings to the scene
shown in a given trial [t] in a within-category session
are shown in Figure 4. A 2 × 2 repeated measures
ANOVA was performed with attractiveness condition
([t–1] <median, [t–1] >median) and scene type
(indoor, outdoor) as within-subject factors. The
results revealed a significant main effect of attractive-
ness condition (F (1, 25) = 14.9, p = 0.001, h2

p = 0.373).
Scene type had no effect on attractiveness ratings (F
(1, 25) = 0.013, p = 0.91, h2

p = 0.013) and there was no
evidence for an interaction between factors (F (1,
25) = 1.02, p = 0.322, h2

p = 0.039).
To test whether the attractiveness ratings were

affected by larger inter-trial distance, the same analy-
sis described above was repeated to test for the [t–2]
and [t–3] effects respectively. The results showed an
absence of the [t–2] effect (F (1, 25) = 0.505, p =
0.484, h2

p = 0.02). However, a significant [t–3] contrast
effect was found (F (1, 25) = 8.41, p = 0.008, h2

p =
0.252), such that participants gave a lower rating to
the scene presented in a given trial [t] when the
average attractiveness of the scene in the [t–3] trial
was higher than the median rating ([t–3] >median).
Scene type had no effect on attractiveness ratings
for either the [t–2] (F (1, 25) = 0.124, p = 0.728, h2

p =
0.005) or [t–3] trial positions (F (1, 25) = 0.167, p =
0.686, h2

p = 0.007). Moreover, scene type did it interact
with attractiveness condition for the [t–2] (F (1, 25) =

0.956, p = 0.338, h2
p = 0.037) or the [t–3] trial positions

(F (1, 25) = 4.17, p = 0.052, h2
p = 0.143).

Further analysis on the effect of the distance
between [t] and [t–1] on serial dependence
The data were further analysed using LMM as
described in Experiment 1 such that serial depen-
dence was quantified as a bias from mean attractive-
ness as a function of the difference in the rating
responses between successive trials and the mean
attractiveness across all versions of the preceding
stimulus. Scene type was included as a categorical
fixed effect since it significantly improved model fit
(χ2(3) = 36.04, p < 0.0001). The resultant model (inter-
cept: β =−9.63, SE = 0.638, AIC = 42385) revealed sig-
nificant main effects of both the difference in
ratings between successive trials (β =−0.1, SE =
0.00658, t (6013) =−15.2, p < 0.0001, C.I. = [−0.113,
−0.087]) and the mean attractiveness of preceding
scene (β = 0.161, SE = 0.00922, t (5655) = 17.4, p <
0.0001, C.I. = [0.142, 0.179]). A scene was rated as
more attractive than average when preceded by a
scene with higher mean attractiveness. The magni-
tude of this bias was modulated by the difference in
ratings between the current and the preceding
trials. The main effect of scene type did not reach stat-
istical significance (β = 0.035, SE = 0.178, t (5929) =

Figure 4. Plot showing the mean attractiveness ratings in the
within-category session of Experiment 2. Ratings are plotted
as a function of attractiveness condition of the [t–1] trial, indicat-
ing serial dependence, and scene category. Error bars represent
± 1 standard error of the mean. (*p < 0.05; ***p < 0.001).
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0.197, p = 0.844, C.I. = [−0.314, 0.384]). No other inter-
actions were significant.

Mixed-category scene session

Main analysis
A preliminary analysis was first conducted to investi-
gate the effect of scene type on attractiveness
ratings. The results of a paired-sample t-test
suggested no difference in ratings between outdoor
(M = 59.3, SD = 11.2) and indoor (M = 59.3, SD = 9.29)
scenes (t (25) = 0.572, p = 0.573, Cohen’s d = 0.0999).
Therefore, scene type was not included as a separate
factor in the following analyses, although a change in
scene type between consecutive trials (i.e., same,
different category) was included. Accordingly, a
single median rating (instead of one for each scene
type) was calculated across ratings to all 60 images
for each participant for the purpose of calculating
the serial dependence effects.

In order to investigate whether serial dependence
in aesthetic judgements of built environments is
affected by a change in scene type, the ratings in
each [t–1] conditions (i.e., [t–1] <median and [t–1]
>median) were binned into two further groups in
which the scene of the current trial [t] was from the
same or different scene category as the preceding
trial [t–1]. The average number of trials in same-cat-
egory scene condition was 114 and that in the
different-category scene condition was 121. A 2 × 2
repeated measures ANOVA was then performed
with the attractiveness condition ([t–1]
>or <median) and change in scene type (same or
different) as within-subject factors (see Figure 5). A
main effect of attractiveness condition was revealed
(F (1, 25) = 29.2, p < 0.0001, h2

p = 0.538). An outdoor
or indoor scene was rated as more attractive when
it was presented after a scene in [t–1] that was rated
as higher than the median score. The change in
scene type had no effect on the ratings (F (1, 25) =
0.017, p = 0.896, h2

p = 0.001) nor did scene type inter-
act with attractiveness condition (F (1, 25) = 0.122,
p = 0.73, h2

p = 0.005). In other words, the magnitude
of the [t–1] effect was not affected by a change in
scene type in the mixed category session.

We also tested whether the attractiveness ratings
were affected by a larger inter-trial distance. These
further analyses were conducted using the same
method described previously, namely a 2 × 2 repeated

measures ANOVA, which revealed a significant effect of
attractiveness condition for the [t–2] (F (1, 25) = 5.18, p
= 0.032, h2

p = 0.172) but not the [t–3] trial position (F (1,
25) = 0.051, p = 0.823, h2

p = 0.002). There was no evi-
dence for an effect of a change in scene type
between the [t] and the [t–2] trials, (F (1, 25) = 0.053,
p = 0.82, h2

p = 0.002), nor the [t–3] trials (F (1, 25) =
0.004, p = 0.952, h2

p < 0.0001). There was also no evi-
dence for an interaction between attractiveness con-
dition and scene type change for the [t–2] (F (1, 25)
= 0.468, p = 0.5, h2

p = 0.018) nor [t–3] (F (1, 25) = 2.43,
p = 0.132, h2

p = 0.089) trial positions.
Finally, using paired-samples t-tests we compared

the average magnitudes of the [t–1] and [t–2]
effects, which were 3.04 (SD = 5.29) and 1.64 (SD =
6.48) respectively (see Figure 6). The results indicated
that this difference was not statistically significant
(t (51) = 1.18, p = 0.244, Cohen’s d = 0.237).

Further analysis on the effect of the distance
between [t] and [t–1] on serial dependence
LMM analysis was conducted as described previously
with the bias from mean attractiveness of a given
scene as dependent variable, the difference in
ratings between successive trials and the mean attrac-
tiveness of preceding trial as continuous fixed effects.

Figure 5. Plot showing the mean attractiveness ratings to
scenes presented in the mixed-category block of Experiment
2. The mean ratings are plotted as a function of attractiveness
condition for the [t–1] position, indicating serial dependence,
and scene category difference between the current [t] and [t–
1] trial. Error bars represent ± 1 standard error of the mean.
(*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01).
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The change in scene type between successive trials
(same, different) was included as an additional categ-
orical fixed effect. The resultant model (intercept: β =
−0.15, SE = 0.769, AIC = 43792) revealed significant
main effects of both the difference in ratings
between successive trials (β =−0.235, SE = 0.00839, t
(6133) =−28.0, p < 0.0001, C.I. = [−0.251, −0.218]) and
the mean attractiveness of the scene in the preceding
trial (β = 0.308, SE = 0.00128, t (5895) = 24.0, p < 0.0001,
C.I. = [0.282, 0.333]). A scene was rated as more attrac-
tive than average when preceded by a scene with
higher mean attractiveness. The magnitude of this
bias was modulated by the difference in ratings
between the current and the preceding trials. The
main effect of the change in scene type between suc-
cessive trials did not reach statistical significance (β =
1.03, SE = 0.820, t (6111) = 1.26, p = 0.208, C.I. =
[−0.573, 2.64]). There was no interaction between the
change in scene type and the difference in ratings
between successive trials (β =−0.0196, SE = 0.0119, t
(6112) =−1.65, p = 0.0981, C.I. = [−0.0429, 0.00364]),
nor between the change in scene type and the mean
attractiveness rating to the scene presented in the pre-
ceding trial (β =−0.0205, SE = 0.0163, t (6111) =−1.26,
p = 0.209, C.I. = [−0.0523, 0.0114]).

Discussion

Consistent with the results of the previous exper-
iment using faces, a [t–1] serial dependence effect
was found in aesthetic judgments of both indoor

and outdoor scenes of buildings. This serial depen-
dence extended beyond [t–1] as a significant [t–2]
effect was also found. Moreover, and contrary to the
prediction based on results of Experiment 1, we
found no evidence for an effect of scene category:
the magnitude of serial dependence was unaffected
by whether the scene was shown within the same cat-
egory of scenes or in a mixed block of scenes. That is,
the attractiveness rating provided to a given trial was
affected by the aesthetic judgement given to the pre-
vious trial, whether the consecutive scenes belonged
to the same or different categories (i.e., indoor or
outdoor). The results of the linear mixed models
confirmed those found in the main analyses using a
repeated measures ANOVA.

The finding of a robust effect of serial dependence
for the stimuli used in the current study is somewhat
surprising given that the scene images were irregular
in terms of their visual properties. For instance, the
outdoor images depicted buildings of different
window sizes, heights and colours whereas the
indoor scene images included a variety of architec-
tural spaces of different functions (e.g., kitchen,
living room). As mentioned in the method section,
the indoor and outdoor scenes differed significantly
in three image statistics properties (i.e., self-similarity,
complexity and anisotropy). If the serial effects can be
attributed to low-level image-based assimilation, such
differences in image properties between indoor and
outdoor scenes should attenuate this bias. Therefore,
it is unlikely that the serial dependence observed in
this experiment was merely due to low-level percep-
tual similarities with the preceding scene. This
finding thus supports other evidence that serial
dependence operates beyond the processing of
simple features (Alais et al., 2017; Fischer & Whitney,
2014; Manassi et al., 2018), more likely at higher
levels of perception relating to recognition (Liberman
et al., 2018; Manassi et al., 2017).

One possible explanation for the absence of scene
category effect on serial dependence in this experiment
could be that, although indoor and outdoor scenes
possess different visual and perceptual properties
(Oliva & Schyns, 2000; Torralba&Oliva, 2003), themech-
anisms underlying the aesthetic evaluation of scenes
might not require access to these sub-categories. For
example, it is possible that the serial dependence in aes-
thetic evaluations of scenes found here reflects an
assimilation of aesthetic judgements formed at a level

Figure 6. Plot showing the magnitude of the serial dependence
effect across each of the trial positions [t–1; t–2 and t–3] of
scenes presented in the mixed-category session of Experiment
2. Note that the [t−3] effect was not significant in this
experiment.
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of scene “gist perception” and before further semantic
analysis of scene category (Mullin et al., 2017).

Experiment 3

In Experiment 1, serial dependence in facial attractive-
ness ratings were sensitive to changes in category
membership (i.e., the sex of the face) across trials,
suggesting that serial dependence operates beyond
the lowest-level processing of facial features in face
perception (Bruce & Young, 1986; Haxby et al.,
2002). On the other hand, serial dependence in attrac-
tiveness ratings of scenes occurred regardless of
changes in scene category (indoor or outdoor)
between trials (Experiment 2), which suggests an
early assimilation of aesthetic responses prior to
semantic categorization of scenes. The aim of Exper-
iment 3 was to reconcile these findings and to further
extend the investigation into the perceptual limits of
the serial dependency effect within and across cat-
egories. To that end, participants were required to
provide ratings of their aesthetic judgements to a mix
of faces and scenes. Since the cross-category effect of
interest here was between faces and scenes (not
between subcategories of face and scene type), only
female faces and indoor sceneswere used. A prediction
based on the results of Experiment 1 was that serial
dependence would occur only if the stimuli in the
current and preceding trials belonged to the same per-
ceptual category. Conversely, an early assimilation of
aesthetic responseswould result in a serial dependence
effect regardless of stimulus category.

Method

Participants

Fifteen participants4 (11 females; mean age = 28.3
years, SD = 7.47) from the student and staff popu-
lation at Trinity College Dublin participated in the
current experiment. All were naïve to the purpose of
the study and none took part in the previous exper-
iments. They all gave informed, written consent
prior to conducting the experiment.

Stimulus and apparatus

The stimuli set of this experiment consisted of the 30
images of female faces used in Experiment 1, and 30

images of indoor scenes used in Experiment 2. The
apparatus used in this experiment was the same as
that described in the previous experiments.

Design and procedure

The design of the current experiment was similar to
that in previous Experiments with some exceptions.
This experiment consisted of 4 blocks of 60 trials
each, and block order was counterbalanced across
participants. Each block presented a mix of face and
scene images across trials. Trials were presented in a
randomized order across participants. The procedure
and trial structure were the same as described in pre-
vious experiments except here all images were pre-
sented in the centre of the screen. In each trial, the
participants were instructed to rate their perceived
attractiveness of the viewed face or scene.

Results

Prior to the main analysis, the average attractiveness
ratings to the faces and scene images were calculated
for each participant. The results of a paired-sample t-
test showed that there was no significant difference in
ratings provided across the face (M = 50.5, SD = 10.4)
and scene (M = 52.4, SD = 11.0) (t (14) = 0.392, p =
0.701, Cohen’s d = 0.179) categories. Therefore, for
the purpose of further analyses, only the change in
stimulus category (same, different) but not the stimulus
category per se (face, scene) was included as a factor. A
single median rating was calculated for all 60 images
(scenes and faces) for each participant for the
purpose of calculating the serial dependence effects.

The [t–1] effect

Similar to the data processing described in Exper-
iments 1 and 2, the ratings to a given trial [t], were
binned according to whether the average rating of
the stimulus in the preceding trial [t–1] was smaller
or larger than the median rating overall. Participants
ratings’ were also assigned according to whether
the stimulus category in [t] was the same or
different to that in [t–1]. The average number of
trials in same category condition was 66 and that in
the different category condition was 70. The data
were then analysed using a 2 × 2 repeated measures
ANOVA with the [t–1] attractiveness condition ([t–
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1] <median, [t–1] >median) and the change in stimu-
lus category (same, different) as within-subject
factors.

The mean ratings to each of the category changes
as a function of the attractiveness condition is shown
in Figure 7. The results revealed a significant main
effect of category change (F (1, 14) = 9.05, p = 0.009,
h2
p = 0.393): participants ratings of a stimulus (regard-

less of whether it was a face or a scene) was affected
only if the stimulus presented in the preceding trial
was of the same category. The main effect of attrac-
tiveness condition was not significant (F (1, 14) =
2.02, p = 0.177, h2

p = 0.126). However, a significant
interaction between attractiveness condition and cat-
egory change was found (F (1, 14) = 18.6, p = 0.001, h2

p

= 0.571), as shown in Figure 7. Post-hoc pairwise com-
parisons (with Bonferroni correction) indicated a
difference in attractiveness condition, with higher
attractiveness ratings to trial [t] when [t–1] >median
and lower when [t–1] <median ratings, but only
when these trials presented stimuli from the same
category (mean difference = 10.7, p < 0.0001).
However, a serial contrast effect was found when
the consecutive trials displayed stimuli from
different categories (mean difference =−7.93, p =
0.005). In other words, attractiveness ratings to trial
[t] were lower if preceded by a trial [t–1] in which a

different category stimulus with ratings above the
median, and vice versa.

Further analyses of larger inter-trial distances using
the same method described in previous experiments
showed no evidence for an effect of attractiveness
condition for [t–2] (F(1, 14) = 1.22, p = 0.289, h2

p =
0.08) or [t–3] (F(1, 14) = 1.46, p = 0.247, h2

p = 0.094)
positions nor for an effect of change in stimulus cat-
egory ([t–2]: F(1, 14) = 1.54, p = 0.235, h2

p = 0.099; [t–
3]: F(1, 14) = 0.392, p = 0.542, h2

p = 0.027) beyond [t–
1]. However, there was a significant interaction
between the [t–2] attractiveness condition and cat-
egory change (F (1, 14) = 10.7, p = 0.006, h2

p = 0.432).
Post-hoc pairwise comparisons (with Bonferroni cor-
rection) showed that [t–2] attractiveness condition
(>or <median) significantly affected the ratings to
the current trial [t] when stimuli were from the
same category (mean difference = 7.68, p = 0.01), but
not from a different category (mean difference =
−2.81, p = 0.344). The interaction between the [t–3]
attractiveness condition and category change was
not significant (F (1, 14) = 0.648, p = 0.434, h2

p = 0.044).
Figure 8 illustrates the effect of the attractiveness

condition (<or >median) for each of the trial positions
[t–1], [t–2] and [t–3] preceding the current trial [t]. The
average magnitude of the [t–1] effect of attractive-
ness condition was significantly higher than that in
[t–2] (mean difference = 4.14, t (14) = 2.73, p = 0.016;
Cohen’s d = 0.438).

Figure 7. Plot showing the mean attractiveness ratings to the
mixed category stimuli (faces and scenes) presented in Exper-
iment 3. The mean ratings are plotted as a function of attractive-
ness condition and scene category difference between the
current [t] and [t–1] trial. Error bars represent ± 1 standard
error of the mean. (**p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001)

Figure 8. Plot showing the magnitudes of the serial depen-
dence effect across each of the [t–n] trial positions in Experiment
3. Note that there was no evidence for serial dependency to [t–
3] trial position.

572 P. K. HO AND F. N. NEWELL



Further analysis on the effect of the distance
between [t] and [t–1] on serial dependence
The data was further analysed with LMM analysis as
described in Experiments 1 and 2 with the bias from
mean attractiveness of a given face or scene as
dependent variable, the difference in ratings
between successive trials and the mean attractiveness
of preceding face or scene as continuous fixed effects.
The change in stimulus category between successive
trials (same, different) was included as an additional
categorical fixed effect. The resultant model (inter-
cept: β =−4.99, SE = 0.740, AIC = 25247) showed sig-
nificant main effects of both the difference in
ratings between successive trials (β =−1.71, SE =
0.00799, t (3482) =−21.4, p < 0.0001, C.I. = [−0.187,
−0.155]) and the mean attractiveness of preceding
scene (β = 0.0881, SE = 0.0138, t (3220) = 6.41, p <
0.0001, C.I. = [0.0605, 0.116]). Unlike in the main analy-
sis using repeated measures ANOVA, these results of
LMM suggested an overall significant effect of serial
dependence as a stimulus was rated as more attrac-
tive than average when preceded by one which
received a higher mean attractiveness rating. The
magnitude of this bias was modulated by the differ-
ence in ratings between the current and the preced-
ing trials. The closer the distance in ratings between
successive trials, the larger the bias in the attractive-
ness rating from the mean. However, the main
effect of the change in stimulus category between
successive trials was significant (β =−7.87, SE =
0.967, t (3537) =−8.13, p < 0.0001, C.I. = [−9.76,
−5.97]). Post hoc pairwise comparison with Bonfer-
roni correction was conducted, and the results
showed a significant difference in the magnitude of
the bias between the two category conditions (least-
squares mean difference =−0.95; SE = 0.287, z =
−3.31, p = 0.0009). For trials in which the stimuli
were of the same category as shown in the preceding
trial (i.e., both faces or both scenes), the current rating
was higher than average (a positive bias) when the
preceding stimulus was relatively attractive (least-
square mean = 0.47, SE = 0.271); whilst for trials in
which there was a change in stimulus category, a rela-
tively attractive stimulus led to a negative bias in the
current trial (least-square mean =−0.48, SE = 0.268).

There was a significant interaction between the
change in stimulus category and the difference in
ratings between successive trials (β = 0.139, SE =
0.0129, t (3536) = 10.7, p < 0.0001, C.I. = [0.113,

0.164]). The effect of difference in rating responses
between successive trials was stronger for trials in
which the stimuli were of the same category as that
in the preceding trial, compared to the mixed-cat-
egory trials (Estimate difference = 0.139, SE = 0.0129,
z = 10.7, p < 0.0001).

The interaction between the change in stimulus
category and the mean attractiveness in preceding
trial was also significant (β = 0.173, SE = 0.0181, t
(3538) = 9.56, p < 0.0001, C.I. = [0.138, 0.164]). The
effect of the mean attractiveness of the preceding
stimulus was stronger for the within-category trials
compared to that in the mixed-category trials (Esti-
mate difference = 0.173, SE = 0.0181, z = 9.56, p <
0.0001).

Discussion

In contrast to the results of the previous experiments,
an overall serial dependence effect in attractiveness
ratings was not found in this experiment when the
data were analysed using repeated measures
ANOVA. The results of the LMM provided slightly
different findings and suggested an effect of the
mean attractiveness of the stimulus presented in the
preceding trial and the rating difference between
stimuli presented in successive trials on the magni-
tude of rating bias from the mean. One possibility
for this discrepancy across analyses is that the LMM
offers a higher statistical power compared to an
ANOVA (Baayen et al., 2008). Nevertheless, results
from both analyses showed that the serial effects
were highly dependent on whether the stimulus cat-
egory remained the same or differed between the
current and the preceding trials. When successive
stimuli belonged to the same category (i.e., both
faces or both scenes), there was a significant serial
dependence effect, which was evident even for
trials two positions back from the current trial (i.e.,
[t–2]). This finding is consistent with the results of
Experiment 1 but not Experiment 2 (in which a cat-
egory change did not affect serial dependence). The
results of this experiment support the idea that
serial dependence is likely due to an assimilation of
aesthetic responses formed after the perceptual cat-
egorization of visual stimuli.

The results from both the ANOVA and LMM also
suggest that a change in stimulus category is associ-
ated with a contrast effect. That is, a scene was
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rated as less attractive than it would otherwise be
when preceded by a face that was rated as more
attractive than the median rating and likewise for
faces preceded by a scene rated as attractive. Conver-
sely, a scene or face received a higher attractiveness
rating when preceded by a relatively unattractive
stimulus from the different category. Unlike the posi-
tive serial effects observed in the within-category
trials, the magnitude of the bias was less affected by
the mean attractiveness of the preceding stimulus
and the difference in ratings between successive
trials. Moreover, this contrast effect was not observed
beyond [t–1]. Interestingly, the average attractiveness
ratings provided to face or scene stimuli were lower
when preceded by an image from a different than
same category. This finding suggests a decrease in
overall aesthetic appeal may occur when there is a
disruption of perceptual fluency5 (Reber et al., 2004).

General discussion

The current study aimed to build on previous work of
serial dependence in facial attractiveness (Kondo
et al., 2012, 2013; Kramer et al., 2013; Taubert &
Alais, 2016; Van der Burg et al., 2019; Xia et al.,
2016) and extend the investigation to examine serial
dependence in other categories, particularly scenes
of outdoor and indoor architectural spaces, and to
elucidate the locus of processing of serial depen-
dence occurring before or after perceptual
categorization.

The first main finding was that serial dependence
was generally robust during aesthetic evaluations of
items from a similar category shown in succession.
In Experiments 1 and 2, the [t–1] effect was found
to be significant and positive in that, for both faces
and scenes, attractiveness ratings provided to the
present trial were pulled towards the attractiveness
of the stimulus presented in the previous trial. This
effect generalized from recently viewed stimuli up
to stimuli which were viewed two trials ago and
even, in some cases (Experiments 1), 3 trials back. In
all three experiments, the magnitude of the attrac-
tiveness rating bias from the mean attractiveness
was dependent upon not only the attractiveness of
preceding stimulus, but also the difference in
ratings between the current and the preceding
trials. These characteristics of serial effects have
been well-documented in previous studies of serial

dependence in a wide range of perceptual and aes-
thetic judgements (Alais et al., 2017; Cicchini et al.,
2018; Fischer & Whitney, 2014; Kim et al., 2019; Liber-
man et al., 2014; Suárez-Pinilla et al., 2018; Taubert &
Alais, 2016).

However, not all previous studies on serial depen-
dence have reported such a persistent perceptual
assimilation across multiple trials (Kondo et al., 2012,
2013; Van der Burg et al., 2019; Xia et al., 2016). For
instance, Xia et al. (2016) found that attractiveness
ratings to a face was affected by the attractiveness
of the face presented in the immediately preceding
trial only. On the other hand, serial dependence was
found to sustain over multiple trials in studies
where the duration of stimulus exposure is short
(Taubert & Alais, 2016). Multiple studies have reported
a time frame between 5 and 12 s in which recently
viewed stimuli could have an effect on the judgement
of the current stimulus (Liberman et al., 2014; Suárez-
Pinilla et al., 2018; Xia et al., 2016). The stimulus dur-
ation of 300 ms used in the present experiments
was comparable to that used in previous studies
reporting longer inter-trial effects. Moreover,
although the effect of stimulus duration on serial
dependence is outside the scope of the current
study, we observed an association between response
time (i.e., the time taken to trigger the start of a new
trial) and the strength of serial dependence over mul-
tiple trials. When effects of [t–2] and [t–3] were found,
these were usually in the experiments with shorter
average block completion times. An alternative expla-
nation, which cannot be ruled out in the present
design, is that the results suggest an effect of serial
dependence on reaction time, consistent with the
notion that serial dependence serves as an optimiz-
ation strategy to speed up responses by integrating
incoming signals with accumulated evidence in
recent perceptual history (Cicchini et al., 2018).

The second main finding was that the strength of
serial dependence was modulated by the category
context in which the stimulus was displayed: a
greater effect of serial dependence was found when
stimuli presented in a block were from the same cat-
egory. For example, in Experiment 1, attractiveness
ratings to a given face were affected by the attractive-
ness of the face viewed in the preceding trial but only
when the sex of the face was consistent between con-
secutive trials. When the sex of the face differed
across successive trials the effect of serial dependence
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was removed. One reason why consecutive faces from
different face sex categories reduce the effect of serial
dependence may be because of larger differences in
facial features between male and female faces than
between consecutive faces of the same sex category.
This explanation, however, does not account for the
results of Experiments 2, in which the images of
scenes from the same category (indoors or outdoors)
arguably varied more in terms of their inter-item
visual similarity and yet a compelling effect of serial
dependence was found for both scene types. A
more likely explanation is that the evaluation of the
attractiveness of faces is a process that occurs after
the sex of the face has been categorized. Indeed, it
is known that sexual dimorphism enhances perceived
attractiveness (Perrett et al., 1998). It follows that
there may be a prototypical reference for facial attrac-
tiveness for each sex, which is then compared to a
face but only after assigning the face to its corre-
sponding sex category. Although these attractiveness
prototypes may be similar (see e.g., Casey & Newell,
2007) they are nevertheless sex-specific. Furthermore,
a recent event related potential (ERP) study by Carbon
et al. (2018) support the conclusion from the results of
Experiment 1 that the onset of the perception of the
sex of a face preceded that of facial attractiveness. In
other words, the attractiveness rating provided to the
previous face of the opposite sex might not be inte-
grated into the judgement of the present face
because a distinct evaluation process occurs.

In contrast to the result found with images of faces,
a change in scene category between indoor and
outdoor architectural spaces did not have an effect
on the magnitude of serial dependence (Experiment
2). The difference between faces and scenes may be
accounted for by processing differences in the
manner in which these stimuli are perceived. For
example, a number of studies have provided evidence
to suggest that scenes are rapidly processed and that
complex visual information can be extracted from
brief exposures to images of scenes (Fei-Fei et al.,
2007; Harel et al., 2016; Oppermann et al., 2012;
Thorpe et al., 1996). This is commonly referred to as
the perception of “scene gist,” in which the global
spatial information necessary for scene categorization
is rapidly extracted, often in less than 150 ms after
stimulus onset (Harel et al., 2016; Thorpe et al.,
1996). It may be the case therefore that the stimulus
exposure duration of 300 ms used in the current

study was sufficient for the scene categorization to
occur. Moreover, evidence that serial dependence
occurs in attractiveness ratings of scenes from
different categories implies that aesthetic evaluation
precedes, or occurs independently of, scene categor-
ization. The results of Mullin et al. (2017), that aes-
thetic evaluations highly correlate across prolonged
viewing and when elicited by the scene “gist”
(within 50 ms of stimulus onset), support this con-
clusion. Furthermore, Mullin et al. (2017) reported
similar aesthetic evaluations of outdoor urban
(which resembled the outdoor images of the current
study) and indoor scenes. Therefore, even though
the indoor and outdoor scenes used in the current
study differed significantly in low-level image stat-
istics, it is likely that the process of aesthetic evalu-
ation of these two categories of scenes is similar,
and the aesthetic judgements are readily assimilated
across successive trials regardless of category mem-
bership into indoor or outdoor scenes.

Every precaution was taken to minimize effects
from simple motor response during the experiment.
For example, the rating indicator appeared at a
different point on the rating scale across trials so
that participant had to actively move the indicator
by some distance according to their aesthetic judge-
ment at a given trial rather than “pressing the same
button.” It is important to note that the serial effects
found in the current study often sustained over an
inter-trial distance of two to three trials. It has been
argued that a [t−2] or [t−3] effect caused by a cogni-
tive response bias is unlikely because it would suggest
that a participant was tracking the attractiveness of a
stimulus two or three trials back (Taubert & Alais,
2016). However, since we did not change the nature
of the task during the experiment, the caveat
remains that we cannot completely rule out that the
rating responses were susceptible to some form of
response bias in the current study.

Our results also suggested that a serial contrast
effect, in which the attractiveness ratings of a
current stimulus were biased away from the attrac-
tiveness of preceding trials, was found under two cir-
cumstances in the current experiments. Serial
contrast appeared to have a delayed onset such
that the rating of a current face (Experiment 1,
mixed category session) or scene (Experiment 2,
within-category session) stimulus was under the
influence of the evaluation of the stimulus presented

VISUAL COGNITION 575



three trials back (i.e., [t–3]), and this effect appeared to
be independent of the category membership of the
immediately preceding stimulus (i.e., [t–1]). A more
prominent and immediate serial contrast effect was
observed in Experiment 3. The aesthetic rating of a
current stimulus (female face or an indoor scene) was
biased away from the attractiveness judgement of
the preceding stimulus [t–1] when that stimulus was
from a different category. It is unclear whether these
two seemingly distinct types of serial contrast effects
have arisen through similar mechanisms. A bias away
or towards the attractiveness of recently viewed
stimuli might have depended on the relative strengths
of the positive or contrast serial dependence effects
which jointly influence judgement in any given trial
(Alais et al., 2017; Cogan et al., 2013; Parker et al.,
2008; Pegors, Mattar, et al., 2015; Suárez-Pinilla et al.,
2018), although both may be affected by factors such
as category membership. It is also possible that there
is more than onemechanism underlying these contrast
effects. For example, the results of Suárez-Pinilla et al.
(2018) suggested both a fast-acting serial bias
towards the most recent perceptual history, which
lasted over two trials, and a simultaneous, persistent
repulsive (contrast) bias which emerged only when
the serial attractive bias diminished (Suárez-Pinilla
et al., 2018).The results of the mixed-category session
in Experiment 1 showed a pattern along a timescale
similar to this, whereby the positive serial effects in
the same-sex trials diminished with increasing inter-
trial distance and the serial contrast in different-sex
of face trials increased with inter-trial distance.
However, the serial contrast reported by Suárez-
Pinilla et al. (2018) was a negative aftereffect that
occurred at a sensory level with simple low-level
visual stimuli. The contrast effect observed in Exper-
iment 3 was a result of a failed assimilation of aesthetic
judgements due to a change in stimulus category,
each associated with different evaluation criteria, unli-
kely to be a sensory negative aftereffect. Furthermore,
this contrast effect contradicted the findings of a study
by Pegors, Mattar, et al. (2015), who reported that the
positive, assimilative component found in their inter-
leaving hair colour and attractiveness judgement
tasks was biased towards the previous numeric rating
response and that the perception of aesthetic appeal
or perceived hair colour of a given face was biased
away from the corresponding attribute of the preced-
ing face. Critically, a change of stimulus category

coupled with a change of task (i.e., attractiveness jud-
gement of a face preceded by a trial in which the temp-
erature of a depicted scene was evaluated), according
to their results, eliminated any serial effect altogether
(Pegors, Mattar, et al., 2015). While they concluded
that the attractiveness of the preceding scene (which
was implicit, as participants were not required to
judge, nor were they aware of, the aesthetic appeal
of the scene) had no effect on the attractiveness judge-
ment of the face presented in the current trial, the
absence of any serial effect might have reflected the
independent evaluation of each face as a result of
task switching. On the other hand, contrast effects
have been reported in high-level perceptual judge-
ments in which the preceding trial acts as a reference
point for the current judgement (Khaw & Freedberg,
2018; Schifferstein & Frijters, 1992; Stewart et al.,
2002). This is indeed the interpretation provided by
those studies which found a serial contrast effect in
judgements of facial attractiveness (Cogan et al.,
2013; Kenrick & Gutierres, 1980; Khaw & Freedberg,
2018; Wedell et al., 1987). Intriguingly, these studies
included successive stimuli which were of different cat-
egories (e.g., dance pose images and fractal patterns in
Khaw & Freedberg, 2018) or the stimulus presentation
time was longer than those which reported positive
serial dependence as discussed previously. Therefore,
it is possible that the two opposing serial effects,
serial dependence and serial contrast, which jointly
affect aesthetic judgements at a given trial, are also
operating at a different level of processing, with the
latter acting on the higher level than the former.
Taken together with the results of the present exper-
iments, the context of the stimulus set shown
(whether all faces or scenes from the same category,
or mixed category) clearly influences the processes of
serial dependence.

In summary, the results of the current study
support evidence that aesthetic judgements are
biased towards, and in some cases, biased away
from the attractiveness of recently viewed stimuli,
depending on whether the successive stimuli
belong to the same category domain. Moreover, our
findings of the limits of serial dependence within
and across categories shed light on the level of per-
ceptual processing required for aesthetic evaluations
to be elicited. In the case of faces, gender categoriz-
ation occurred before attractiveness judgement
during which serial assimilation occurs; while for
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scenes, this assimilation of aesthetic judgements
occurs before or even independent of scene categor-
ization. However, the findings of the current study did
not directly inform on the issue whether serial depen-
dence in aesthetic judgments was fundamentally a
perceptual phenomenon, in which the resultant per-
ception of the current stimulus is altered by the
specific visual properties of the preceding stimuli, or
a post-perceptual bias in which the representation
of the current stimulus is shifted as a result of
recent representations. Nonetheless, the results
provide some insight into the information processing
associated with aesthetic evaluations and suggest
that a considerable amount of perceptual processing
occurs prior to these judgements.

Notes

1. A priori power analysis indicated a minimum of 24 par-
ticipants would be required to obtain 80% power for
detecting a medium effect size (ηp

2 ≈ 0.3) based on the
conventional .05 criterion of statistical significance.

2. Results of paired-samples t-test on the average reaction
times observed between the within-category and
mixed-category sessions: t (25) = 0.499, p = 0.021,
Cohen’s d = 0.536.

3. This area percentage was calculated using an online area
calculator SketchAndCalcTM.

4. A priori power analysis indicated a minimum of 15 par-
ticipants would be required to obtain 80% power for
detecting a medium effect size comparable to those
observed in Experiments 1 & 2 based on the conven-
tional .05 criterion of statistical significance.

5. Indeed, although response times were not used as a
measure for serial dependency, we observed an increase
in reaction time to trials in which the category changed
rather than stayed the same (Mean difference = 215 ms,
t(14) = 4.04, p = 0.001, Cohen’s d = 0.232).
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