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ABSTRACT
Graphic icons play an increasingly important role in inter-
face design due to the proliferation of digital devices in re-
cent years. Their ability to express information in a universal
fashion allows us to immediately interact with new applica-
tions, systems, and devices. Icons can, however, cause user
confusion and frustration if designed poorly. Several studies
have evaluated icons using behavioral-performance metrics
such as reaction time as well as self-report methods. How-
ever, determining the usability of icons based on behavioral
measures alone is not straightforward, because users’ inter-
pretations of the meaning of icons involve various cognitive
processes and perceptual mechanisms. Moreover, these per-
ceptual mechanisms are affected not only by the icons them-
selves, but by usage scenarios. Thus, we need a means of
sensitively and continuously measuring users’ different cog-
nitive processes when they are interacting with icons. In this
study, we propose an EEG-based approach to icon evaluation,
in which users’ EEG signals are measured in multiple usage
scenarios. Based on a combination of EEG and behavioral
results, we provide a novel interpretation of the participants’
perception during these tasks, and identify some important
implications for icon design.
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INTRODUCTION
Amid the rapid development and near ubiquity of digital
technologies including computers, mobile phones, intelligent
appliances, and wearable devices for a range of purposes,
graphic icons representing various application programs or
tools play an increasingly important role in interface design.
Applying icons to interfaces can improve scannability, save
space on small screens, and provide clear and tappable tar-
gets. Their ability to convey information in a fairly universal
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fashion allows users to immediately interact with new appli-
cations, systems and devices [35, 36].

The effectiveness of icons is determined by characteristics in-
cluding concreteness, visual complexity, familiarity, and us-
age context [16]. By the same token, inappropriate icon de-
sign can cause confusion and frustration among users. As
icons need to be perceived and recognized by humans, eval-
uation of an icon design should take into account its percep-
tual effects on humans’ cognitive processing. A solid founda-
tion in heuristic icon-design principles can not only save de-
signers considerable time in the evaluation process, but also
increase the likelihood that their products will be success-
ful [16]. Several studies have evaluated icons in terms of
behavioral-performance indicators such as reaction time, task
completion time, and self-report method [33, 22, 21]. Others
have investigated the effects of color, user age, context, and
culture, among other factors [42, 6]. However, a given icon’s
effectiveness at conveying information is one of its most cru-
cial characteristics, and several studies have treated it as a key
indication of good icon design [35, 42, 36]. One of the con-
ventional measurements of the degree of association between
an icon and the function it represents is semantic distance,
which is usually arrived at using self-report questionnaires
that ask respondents to rate their level of agreement with the
semantic closeness of the icon and its function [16]. Hence,
in this paper, we focus on semantic distance, a widely studied
characteristic that is considered crucial to icon evaluation.

It is difficult to determine the usability and semantic distance
of icons via behavioral measures alone, because users’ cog-
nitive states while interpreting the meaning of icons are very
complicated [14] and require a more refined and continuous
measurement than has hitherto been utilized in this context.
One possible method of analyzing users’ cognitive states is to
make use of physiological indicators [27], such as Functional
near-infrared spectroscopy (fNIRS) or Electroencephalogra-
phy (EEG) [30, 3, 38]. While fNIRS is an adequate tool for
monitoring cognitive states [1, 39, 17], however, it is not suit-
able for quick perceptual tasks [31]. In contrast, EEG directly
related to specific sensory-, motor-, or cognitive events pro-
vide high levels of temporal resolution for analyzing the vari-
ous stages of neural processing associated with human behav-
ior [19]. As such, EEG monitoring is potentially a powerful
tool for evaluating graphic icons.

In this paper, we propose the application of EEG-based tech-
nology to the evaluation of human perception of graphic



icons, with a particular focus on how users associate a graphic
icon with the function it represents. Namely, we investigated
the influence of icons with different levels of semantic dis-
tance. As material for our experiments, we first collected 70
icons with varying abilities to convey what functions they rep-
resented (as determined by human rating semantic distance
measured by questionnaire). We then used an EEG device to
investigate the perceptual effects of graphic icons, based on
our participants’ brain activity. Based on the results of these
experiments, we found that in different stages of information
processing, icons with different levels of semantic distance
had differential effects on users’ selective attention, work-
ing memory updating, and semantic incongruity. We also
conducted an experiment of evaluating icon selection from
a grid-based menu, as a demonstration of how the insights
obtained from our EEG-based approach could be applied to
more complex scenarios. At the end of this paper, we identify
some design implications based on our findings, along with
some potential applications of our evaluative approach.

This paper is intended to make three primary research contri-
butions: 1) to identify the perceptual effects of icons in human
information processing; 2) to provide a new, more compre-
hensive and refined method for evaluating graphic icons from
the perspective of semantic distance; and 3) to demonstrate
how findings derived from EEG-based approaches could en-
rich graphic-icon usability testing in a variety of scenarios.
We propose that our new approach has the potential to help
researchers develop more insightful forms of icon evaluation,
and hope that this paper’s novel contributions will have a sub-
stantial impact that bridges the fields of human computer in-
teraction (HCI) and neuroscience.

RELATED WORK

Iconography and Semantic Distance of Icons
Previous studies [22, 29, 12] focused on whether particu-
lar graphic icons can clearly convey information, and iden-
tified several types of characteristics affecting icon usabil-
ity, including visual characteristics such as visual complex-
ity, color, size, and concreteness [26] and how well an icon
depicts an object or process [35, 36]. Researchers have also
identified various user-related characteristics such as intelli-
gence, experience, age, culture, and past experience of using
icons [42, 21, 33] along with usage context (e.g., task and
software application interface) as factors that influence icon
usability [6]. Conventional icon-evaluation methods gener-
ally utilize self-report questionnaires and behavioral mea-
sures including reaction time and accuracy [25, 21, 6].

Semantic distance has been defined as the closeness of the re-
lationship between an icon and the function it represents [16,
21] and, like most other icon characteristics, has usually been
measured via self-report methods. By using semantically rel-
evant icons, users are better able to interpret the meaning of
data in visualization [36]. Similarly, icons with close seman-
tic distance aid users to recognize the functions they repre-
sent more quickly [35]. Moreover, semantic distance has been
found to have a greater effect on an icon’s usability than its
concreteness, especially among older adults [20].

However, McDougall et al. [25] have raised questions about
exactly what is being measured by subjective ratings of stim-
uli, and called for the adoption of more objective measure-
ment techniques - including methods based on semantic dis-
tance. Huang et al. [14] also indicated that interpreting icons’
meanings requires a large semantic network and more brain
power, and that understanding how people process visual in-
formation allows us to design better interactive systems and
enhance the usability of interfaces.

Cognitive Information Processing for Graphic Icon
How humans recognize and visually process objects or vi-
sual information has been studied for decades in the fields
of neuroscience and psychology. Previous studies have indi-
cated that visual information processing can be divided into
different stages, including the processing of an object’s ba-
sic features (e.g., color, form and depth) and interpretation of
the semantic attributes of an object from memory [41, 15].
There is no reason to doubt that interaction with icons in a
computer interface also involves complicated types of visual
information processing. Previous studies have also utilized
brain-sensing technology to investigate information process-
ing by people interacting with graphic icons. Yeh et al. [44]
studied the effect of color combinations and exposure time on
users’ accuracy in distinguishing icons, and confirmed their
results using EEG analysis on visual-cortex area.

From the opposite perspective, Huang et al. [14] investigated
the differences between human perception of icons, words
and pictures using functional magnetic resonance imaging
(fMRI). They found that participants’ cognitive processing of
icons was more similar to that of pictures than to that of logo-
graphical words such as Chinese characters; yet, the seman-
tic system in the brain was stimulated by the processing of
icons nearly as much as the processing of words. The same
study’s participants also needed more effort to interpret an
icon’s meaning when an icon was more abstract.

In addition to the broader issue of how humans process icons,
we were especially curious about how a person’s cognitive
processes would influence his/her interaction with icons, and
how findings based on human cognition could benefit the pro-
cesses of icon evaluation, design, and research.

EXPERIMENT DESIGN
Our goal is to develop an EEG-based approach for icon eval-
uation, with the wider aim of revealing important but hitherto
neglected implications for graphic-icon design. To achieve
this, we plan to investigate the following research questions.

RQ1. How do users perceive the semantic distance be-
tween icon and function? The basic intention behind the
creation of any icon is to convey and represent a function in
digital interfaces. Therefore, the key question for us is how
people perceive and know the connection between an icon
and a function. We also want to know why some icons can be
understood by users immediately whereas others are too am-
biguous to be identified consistently. We have elected to ex-
plore these issues from the perspective of semantic distance,
partly because semantic information processing has been ex-
tensively studied in the field of neuroscience [37, 10].
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RQ2. How does the semantic distance of an icon affect
users in different scenarios? In addition to exploring how
users perceive the connection between icon and function in a
simple context, we want to further analyze how icons’ seman-
tic distances influence users’ performance in using the icons
in more realistic contexts. Moreover, understanding these in-
fluences from a cognitive perspective could provide deeper
insights that would facilitate improvements to the design and
application of icons in a range of other usage contexts.

To answer these questions, we conducted two experiments
based on EEG measurement. We also conducted a demon-
stration experiment, in which we showed how our findings
could be used to analyze icon-selection behaviors in a more
realistic scenario. We considered both neuroscience and HCI
perspectives in our experimental design so that our findings
could be applied to more realistic scenarios as well as provide
deeper understanding of user behaviors, especially cognitive
processes that cannot be easily observed.

Material: Graphic Icons
Collection of Icons. Six of the most familiar functions used
in computers and digital interfaces are “Setting”, “Calendar”,
“Crop”, “Keyboard”, “Menu”, and “Print”, as confirmed by
the results of an online questionnaire we designed (for details,
see the next section). After selecting these six functions, we
chose 70 icons from the Internet, each of which corresponded
to one of these six types. Because previous research [22] had
shown that the color of an icon affected users’ perceptions of
it, we only selected icons in gray tones

Classifying the Semantic Distance of Icons. We designed
an online questionnaire, based on previous studies [26, 16],
to measure the semantic distance of the icons we collected.
We recruited 50 participants (25 female) aged between 18
and 40 to complete the questionnaire. They were asked to
rate the closeness of the relationship between each icon and
its function using a 5-point Likert scale (with 1=not closely
related, 5=very strongly related). Additionally, we asked the
respondents to rate their familiarity with each function us-
ing a 5-point Likert scale (with 1=very unfamiliar, 5=very
familiar). To group the icons according to their semantic-
distance scores, we performed analysis of variance (ANOVA)
on the questionnaire results and applied Tukey’s method for
multiple comparisons in post-hoc tests. This resulted in two
groups, each containing 20 icons, whose semantic-distance
scores were significantly different. The group with the higher
mean score (4.7) was deemed to have close semantic distance,
and the group with the lower mean score (2.6) to have far se-
mantic distance. We shall refer to icons with close semantic
distance close icons, and those with far semantic distance as

far icons, for the remainder of this paper. The graphic icons in
these two semantic-distance groups were used as the stimuli
in our experiments.

Participants and Procedure
A total of 19 participants (11 males) with a mean age of
21.1 years (ranging from 19 to 24), none of whom had re-
sponded to our questionnaire, took part in all three experi-
ments. All participants had normal or corrected-to-normal
vision and none of them had any history of brain disease. All
had experience of using graphic icons in smart phones, desk-
top computers, and laptops.

We first asked the experimental participants to complete
a second questionnaire covering their digital-device usage
habits and their levels of familiarity with each of the six func-
tion types. To confirm whether the 19 experimental partici-
pants rated the semantic distance of the icons similarly to the
50 online-questionnaire respondents, we also asked them to
complete the same online questionnaire. The correlation co-
efficient between these two groups of participants was 0.95,
which indicated that our prior classification of icons’ seman-
tic distance based on the online questionnaire closely agreed
with the classification provided by the experimental partici-
pants. After both sets of questionnaires were completed, we
explained the definitions and common usage contexts of each
function to the participants to ensure that they understood the
meaning of each function in the same way that we did. In ad-
dition, to build and strengthen the participants’ impressions
of the graphic icons of each function-type, we showed them
some sample icons using Google image search, and excluded
any that already existed in the collected icon set.

Wearing an EEG cap, each participant was seated in a com-
fortable chair located in a shielded room. We then introduced
the experimental procedure and tasks. At the beginning of
each experiment, we let the participants practice for up to 2
minutes and then explained the task of the current experiment
a second time. To avoid the ordering effect, we counterbal-
anced the order in which the experiments were conducted.
There was a three-minute break in the middle of each exper-
iment, but the participants could take a longer break if they
felt it necessary.

EEG recording and processing
The EEG data was measured and continuously recorded using
a NeuroScan system with 32 Ag-AgCl electrodes and a band-
pass filter of 0.01-100 Hz. An open-source Matlab toolbox,
EEGLAB, was used for processing EEG data and digitizing it
at a sample rate of 1000 Hz and bandpass filtered at 1-50 Hz
offline. We further applied Independent Component Analysis
(ICA) to remove ocular artifacts in the EEG data, and selected
appropriate components from the ICA results. This process-
ing helped us to reduce the noise from the participants’ eye-
and facial-muscle movement [24]. The ERP of a semantic-
distance level was computed by averaging all epochs of the
icons with the same semantic-distance level. The epochs used
for averaging were 1000 ms long, starting 100 ms before and
ending 900 ms after the stimulus onset. We used the 100 ms
pre-stimulus period as a baseline. We used Presentation soft-
ware developed by Neurobehavioral Systems, Inc, to imple-
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Figure 2. An example trial for the Exp1 task of the S1-S2 paradigm.
Once the participant saw the icon (S2), the participant was instructed to
press one of two buttons depending on whether it matched the function
name (S1) or not.

ment and control the presentation of the stimuli, which were
displayed on a 22-inch LCD monitor (1920×1080 pixels).

EXPERIMENT 1: FUNCTION-ICON MATCHING
The goal of this experiment was to explore users’ cognitive
states during their processing of graphic icons with differ-
ent semantic-distance levels. When interacting with icons on
an interface, people usually search for and then click a spe-
cific icon because they want to access the function that the
icon represents. When selecting icons, the users undergo a
continuous process of determining whether a particular icon
matches the function that they want to use. Hence, we applied
the S1-S2 matching paradigm, which has been used widely
in neuroscience experiment design [23, 40], to simulate the
above scenario: with the participants being asked to deter-
mine whether S2 matched S1 or not. Through Exp 1, we
hoped to discover how the participants perceived the asso-
ciation between an icon and the function it represented, es-
pecially among icons that have differing levels of semantic
distance from the function (RQ1).

Experiment 1 Task
We adopted a two-stimulus paradigm: S1 and S2. The stim-
uli consisted of 120 pairs, each made up of a function name
(S1) and an icon (S2). These visual stimuli were presented to
each participant in the center of a computer-controlled moni-
tor. Each pair was presented at fixation for 1 second, with the
inter-stimulus interval varying from 300 to 700 ms. The inter-
pair interval (i.e., between the disappearance of an S2 and the
onset of the following S1) ranged from 500 to 1000 ms (Fig-
ure 2). These variations in the inter-stimulus and inter-pair
intervals followed the standard design of S1-S2 paradigm ex-
periments [23, 8].

The stimulus pairs were divided into three conditions. Condi-
tions 1 and 2 were based on the semantic-distance level of the
icons, i.e., close and far, respectively. Condition 3 presented
graphic icons whose symbols were totally unrelated to their
function names (Figure 1), which we termed mismatch icons.
Conditions 1 and 2 each contained 20 icons, and each icon
was presented twice, so that there were a total of 40 stimu-
lus pairs in Condition 1 and another 40 in Condition 2. The
icons in Condition 3 were all drawn from Conditions 1 and 2;
therefore, a given icon would be seen a total of three times in
Exp 1. In all, 120 trials per participant were collected in Exp
1, and we divided these into two blocks of equal size. After
finishing the first block, participants had a three-minute break
and then started the next block. The stimulus pairs (S1 and
S2) were presented in a random sequence with an equal prob-
ability. Participants were instructed to judge as accurately
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Figure 3. (a) The average reaction time (sec) associated with each se-
mantic distance level computed from the hit trials of all participants. (b)
The average error rate (%) of each semantic distance level in Exp1. The
error bars represented the standard error.

as possible how well matched the two components of each
stimulus pair were, and to press the right “Ctrl” button on
the keyboard as fast as they could if they considered that the
icon matched the function name (i.e., that this icon can stand
for the function); otherwise, they were to press the left “Ctrl”
button. After explaining this, we allowed the participants to
practice executing the task until they felt they were ready.

Experiment 1 Data Analysis
We recorded each participant’s reaction time, i.e., the time
period from the stimulus onset to the pressing of either “Ctrl”
button. We also recorded the participants’ error rates, with
the error rate of each of the three conditions (close, far, mis-
match) being the percentage of errors in that condition. To
avoid bias, we excluded error trials when computing the re-
action time for a condition.

As shown in Figure 4, we identified the ERP components N1
in electrode FZ, and component N400 in electrode CPZ. Elec-
trode FZ has been reported as a typical location for observing
the components N1 [5, 13], and likewise CPZ for observing
N400 [43]. We measured the peak amplitude of N1 and N400
in time windows of 80-180 ms and 400-500 ms, respectively,
and again rejected error trials. For the statistical analysis of
component amplitude, reaction time and error rate, one-way
RM-ANOVAs were conducted and the Tukey’s method was
utilized for post-hoc tests.

Results of Experiment 1
Behavior Results. There was a main effect of semantic
distance on reaction time (F(2, 2020)=69, p<.0001). We
found close icons had shorter reaction time than far icons
and mismatch icons (F(1,2020)=137.48, p<.0001, Figure
3(a)). There was also a main effect of semantic distance
on error rate (F(2, 2020)=69, p<.0001). We found far icons
had larger error rate than close icons and mismatch icons
(F(1, 2020)=137.48, p<.0001, Figure 3(b)) These results re-
veal that close icons made participants respond faster and
more accurately. In contrast, far icons obtained highest er-
ror rate and slower reaction time.

EEG Results. Figure 4(a) showed the ERP curves elicited
by icons with different semantic distances on the FZ channel.
Each curve was obtained by averaging the ERPs of all the par-
ticipants’ trials. There was a main effect of different semantic
distance of icons on N1 amplitude (F(2, 36)=3.6 p=0.0364).
In particular, the ERP of the close icons has larger N1 ampli-
tude (F(1, 36)=6.8 p=0.0128) than that of the far icons (Fig-
ure 5(a)). The results indicate that for early sensory compo-
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nent (N1) [5], close icons attracted more attention from par-
ticipants.

Figure 4(b) showed the ERP curves of N400 component on
CPZ channel. There was a main effect of different seman-
tic distance of icons on N400 amplitude on the CPZ chan-
nel (F(2, 36)=38.47 p<.0001, Figure 5(b)). We found that
icons with all kinds of semantic distance had significant dif-
ference with each other (Close/Far: F(1, 36)=15.6, p=0.0003;
Far/Mismatch: F(1, 36)=23.1 p<0.0001; Close/Mismatch:
F(1, 36)=76.7 p<.0001) on CPZ channel. Prior studies show
that N400 is related to semantic processing and its ampli-
tude could be induced by greater semantic incongruence [43].
Noteworthily, in studies using N400 [18], its relative ampli-
tude compared to another experimental condition is consid-
ered more important than its absolute amplitude. Normally,
the condition with semantic congruence is treated as a base-
line. Hence, if the N400 amplitude of the semantic conflict
condition is negative-going compared to that of semantic con-
gruence condition, we can identify the elicitation of N400
[45, 5]. In this experiment, the close icons’ N400 amplitudes
were treated as a baseline when we compared the N400 neg-
ativity of icons with different semantic distances. Our results
here reveal that each semantic distance level could be distin-
guished by N400 amplitude.

Experiment 1 Findings and Discussion
Early sensory process distinguishes close and far icons:
the discussion of N1 and RT. We observed that close icons
had significantly larger N1 amplitude than far icons, but mis-
match icons did not exhibit significant differences from either
close or far icons (Figure 5(a)). This revealed that, when an
icon was initially displayed, the participants were first influ-
enced by its visual-information features. This is consistent
with previous findings [13] that the categorization of infor-
mation according to certain features of stimuli occurs before
its meaning is integrated. Our close icons received more at-
tention than the far icons, probably because the latter were vi-
sually simplistic regardless of what type of function they rep-
resented. Similarly, our mismatch icons did not show signifi-
cant differences to either close or far icons, probably because
(as previously explained) the mismatch group contained equal
proportions of close icons and far icons. We would suggest
that the visual features of the close icons could have helped
them attract more attention in the early sensory state, thereby
shortening the participants’ reaction times.

Cognitive process related to the icon identification task:
the discussion of N400 and error rate. Figure 4(b) shows
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Figure 5. Average amplitudes (μV) of (a) N1 (b) N400 associated with
different semantic distance levels in Exp1.

that N400 appeared after N1. Namely, it was after processing
the visual features of icons that the participants’ brains com-
menced the process of deciding whether the icons matched
their mental models. Previous research has indicated that
N400 could reflect the increased cognitive processing made
necessary by interference in semantic information and mean-
ing [11] and the occurrence of counterintuition or semantic
incongruity [9]. That is, if the N400 amplitude of an icon
is negative-going, it means that that icon induces greater se-
mantic incongruity. It is noteworthy that, although close and
mismatch icons could not be clearly distinguished by their
error rates (Figure 3(b), p = .074), close, far, and mismatch
icons exhibited a clear and statistically significant ranking or-
der when it came to their respective N400 amplitudes.

Based on this ranking of N400 amplitudes, we considered
that separating the icons into two opposite groups based on
N400 amplitude alone (i.e., a high-incongruity group and a
low-incongruity group) would facilitate the participants’ de-
termination of whether an icon was matched or not. Con-
versely, we supposed that if the N400 amplitude of a given
icon was located on or near the border between these two
opposite groups, it would be difficult for the participants to
make decisions and render them more prone to make erro-
neous responses. If so, this might explain why the far-icons
group was associated with the highest error rate.

In summary, the participants in Exp 1 processed icons in two
cognitive stages: at stage one, the early visual sensory pro-
cess (N1) influenced their reaction time; and at stage two,
semantic-information and meaning processing (N400) deter-
mined their assessment of the semantic distance of icons.
Additionally, although the participants’ behavioral data pro-
vided us with basic findings about the efficiency and accu-
racy of icons with different semantic distances under match
and mismatch conditions, the ERP results potentially revealed
the causes of the various behavioral results vis-á-vis different
cognitive states. Moreover, the present study’s findings re-
garding ERP could help us understand other characteristics
of icons, such as the intuitiveness with which they can be rec-
ognized and responded to.

EXPERIMENT 2: ICON SELECTION UNDER SLIDING
Exp 2 was designed to explore, in different usage scenarios,
how users processed icons with varying levels of semantic
distance. Selecting an icon from a series of icons - e.g., on
a sliding menu, or on a small screen that only allows one
icon to be displayed at a time - is a common scenario in real-
world digital interfaces. This scenario can be simulated by
assigning each participant a specific function, and then asking
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him/her to pick all the icons that matched this function from a
series displayed one by one on the screen. This scenario could
be investigated through an oddball paradigm, which has been
used by some studies in neuroscience [32], as well as in the
field of HCI for studying auditory icons [19], because partic-
ipants in oddball-paradigm studies experience each stimulus
sequentially and are instructed to select a target stimulus [32].
Through Exp 2, we answer RQ2 and then present some de-
sign implications based on the results.

Experiment 2 Task
Figure 6 illustrates our paradigm design. First, a fixation
frame was presented to focus participants’ vision on the cen-
ter of the screen. Next, a series of icons were presented. To
prevent the participants from generating expectations about
the next icon to appear, the interval between icons was ran-
domly varied in the range of 450 to 500 ms. We instructed
the participants to press the right “Ctrl” button as quickly as
possible once they were reasonably sure that the presented
icon stood for the function “Calendar”. That is, the icons that
represented “Calendar” were the target icons and the icons
representing all other functions were non-targets. We only
selected one type of function per participant, for two reasons,
(1) to control the length of the experiment and thereby avoid
participant fatigue, and (2) to maintain our experimental fo-
cus on the semantic distance of icons, as opposed to differ-
ences between the various functions they might represent.

Exp 2 was divided into two sessions, one with a fast and the
other with a slow presenting speed. Each icon was presented
for 250 ms in the fast session and for 500 ms in the slow ses-
sion. The stimuli-interval arrangements remained the same in
both sessions. In all, Exp 2 utilized 50 graphic icons: includ-
ing 10 target icons (five close icons and five far icons) that
represented the function “Calendar”, and 40 non-target icons
(20 close icons and 20 far icons).

Like Exp 1, Exp 2 was divided into two blocks separated by
a three-minute break. In this case, each block presented 250
icons that were selected randomly from among the target and
non-target icons. The percentage of target icons in all stimuli
was less than 20% as suggested in previous studies [19]. Exp
2 yielded 50 trials for each semantic-distance level.

Experiment 2 Data Analysis
We recorded the participants’ reaction time and hit rate to
analyze their behavioral performance. Reaction time was de-
fined as the period from when a target icon appeared on the
screen until the participant pressed the right “Ctrl” button to
select it. Hit rate was the percentage of target icons that were
correctly selected. When computing reaction time, we ex-
cluded icons that the participant did not respond to or selected
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incorrectly. In EEG analysis, we also rejected any target stim-
uli that the participant did not respond to, because in such
cases, we were not able to know whether the participant rec-
ognized the target icon or not.

In other oddball-paradigm studies [32, 8] that required par-
ticipants to respond to specific targets, N1, N2, and P3b were
observed in electrodes CPZ. We achieved similar results, as
shown in Figure 7(c). To analyze these components, we mea-
sured the peak amplitude of N1, N2, and P3b in the time win-
dows 80-180 ms, 250-350 ms, and 400-600 ms, respectively.
Two-way RM-ANOVAs (i.e., semantic distance level × pre-
senting speed) were conducted to determine how presenting
speed and semantic-distance level affected the amplitude of
these components as well as the participants’ reaction times
and hit rates. The Tukey’s method was again applied.

Results of Experiment 2
Behavior Results. There were main effects of presenting
speed and the semantic distances on the participants’ reac-
tion time (Speed: F(1, 2985)=14.53, p<.0001; Semantic Dis-
tance: F(1, 2982)=67.95, p<.0001). In addition, there was
a significant difference between the reaction time of the far
icons with slow presenting speed and far icons with fast pre-
senting speed (F(1, 2982)=9.87, p=.0017). Far icons had sig-
nificantly longer reaction time than close icons in both fast
and slow presenting speed (Fast: F(1, 2982)=72.89, p<.0001;
Slow: F(1, 2982)=20.1, p<.0001, Figure 7(a)). The results
reveal that the presenting speed did not influence the partici-
pants’ reaction time on recognizing target icons with close se-
mantic distance. However, the influence of presenting speed
could be seen on the far icons. Far icons required longer reac-
tion time under the slow presenting speed than under the fast
presenting speed.

Figure 7(b) showed that there was a main effect of the se-
mantic distance of the icons on the participants’ hit rate
(F(1, 54)=276.66, p<.0001). Under both fast and slow
speed of presenting icons, the hit rate of close icons was
significantly larger than that of far icons (F(1, 54)=276.66,
p<.0001). The result of hit rate indicates that when partici-
pants responded to target icons, far icons were more confus-
ing than close icons under both presenting speeds. This result
is consistent with the findings of Exp 1.

EEG Results. Figure 7(c) showed the ERP curves elicited
by each kind of icons with different semantic distances and
different presenting speed on the CPZ channel. Each curve
was obtained by averaging the ERPs of all the participants’
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trials. There were main effects of presenting speed and se-
mantic distance on both N1 amplitude (Speed: F(1, 54)=5.93,
p=0.0182; Semantic Distance: F(1, 54)=11.03, p=0.0016)
and N2 amplitude (Speed: F(1, 55)=16.17, p=0.0002; Se-
mantic Distance: F(1, 54)=16.93, p=0.0001).

N1 amplitude of icons with far semantic distance and fast
presenting speed was significantly smaller than the others
(F(1, 54)=21.03 p<.0001, Figure 8(a)). This shows that target
icons with far semantic distance received much less attention
from the participants when they were displayed in fast speed.
In contrast, despite different presenting speeds, target icons
with close semantic distance attracted similar attention from
participants in their initial sensory processing.

As to the N2 amplitude, there was a significant difference be-
tween close icons and fast presenting speed and the others
(F(1, 54)=25.3 p<.0001, Figure 8(b)). According to previ-
ous researches [8], N2 would be induced when participants
perceived the novelty (i.e., the target or deviant stimuli) ap-
pearing in the oddball paradigm. Therefore, the results re-
veal that during fast presenting speed, participants perceived
larger novelty from close icons than far icons.

There was also a main effect of semantic distance on P3b am-
plitude (F(1, 54)=52.43, p<.0001, Figure 8). P3b amplitude
of close icons was significantly larger than that with far se-
mantic distance no matter how fast the presenting speed was
(F(1, 54)=52.43, p<.0001, Figure 8(c)). P3b is a subcom-
ponent of P300, which is related to working memory updat-
ing and other subsequent memory processing after the target
icons shown [32]. The results of P3b show that target icons
with close semantic distance were easier to be discriminated
from non-target icons than target icons with far semantic dis-
tance in both fast and slow presenting speeds.

Experiment 2 Findings and Discussion
According to our N1 results, far icons were relatively easy
to be ignored at fast presenting speed. It is interesting that
the reaction times associated with far icons decreased under
the fast presenting speed (i.e., there was a significant differ-
ence between Far/Fast and Far/Slow icons on RT). However,
the Far/Fast icons had the lowest N1 amplitude in our ERP
results (Figure 8(a)), meaning that Far/Fast icons received the
least attention from our participants. A possible explanation
for this is that the change of speed induced stress in partic-
ipants and that this stress prompted them to respond faster.
A prior study has reported that, under an appropriate level
of stress, people’s reaction time decreased [34]. Potentially,
stress could also cause a person to ignore important infor-

mation (N1 decrease) and/or make more mistakes (lower hit
rate). Further investigation of these phenomena is needed.

The major factor affecting the participants’ selections in
this “sliding menu” context appears to have been the dif-
ference between target and non-target. In addition to the
semantic saliency of the target icon vis-á-vis its function, vi-
sual saliency between the target and non-target icons also as-
sists people in making their judgments. The novelty of tar-
get icon as compared to a non-target icon could be revealed
by the ERP component N2. Previous studies that used the
oddball paradigm indicated that N2 is sensitive to percep-
tual novelty of visual targets [8], and our results indicated
that Close/Fast icons induced the highest N2 amplitude. This
suggests that target icons with close semantic distance were
easier to recognize (as targets) because they had more visual
cues (novelty) related to their target functions than far icons
did. Moreover, this novelty effect became significant under
fast presenting-speed conditions.

The ERP component P3b refers to working-memory updat-
ing following early sensory processing when humans detect
a contextual change [32]. From Figure 8(c), we can con-
clude that close icons induced larger P3b amplitudes than far
icons did. This indicates that close icons more readily trig-
gered the cognitive functions associated with memory opera-
tions. When a target icon was shown, the participant would
first detect its novelty, and only after this would the change
from the previous (non-target) icon to the current (target) icon
be updated into the working memory, allowing further cogni-
tive processes and the completion of the task. Based on our
P3b results and those of previous studies [32], we would sug-
gest that target icons with close semantic distance are more
capable of causing participants to detect context change and
update their working memory. This would also benefit later
cognitive processes related to the task, such as increasing hit
rate. However, in contrast to our N1 and N2 results, P3b am-
plitudes were not affected by presenting-speed changes, nor
was there any main effect of presenting speed on P3b. This
suggested that the semantic distance of icons was the major
factor to the updating of working memory (P3b) in the “slid-
ing menu” scenario.

To sum up, the “sliding menu” icon-selection scenario indi-
cated that although semantic distance was still a major deter-
minant of how individuals perceived target icons, ERP results
showed that presenting speed also affected the participants in
both initial visual processing and the perception of novelty.
Therefore, when designing a series of icons for a sliding-
menu context, the salient novelty (visual saliency) and close
semantic distance (semantic saliency) of target icons are cru-
cially important, with the potential to allow users to pick their
target icons with no difficulty even at fast presentation speeds.
We would also suggest that novelty may depend on the com-
position of the entire icon series, rather than merely on the
visual features and semantic distances of its individual icons.

With regard to the influence of presenting speed, we found
that higher speed significantly decreased users’ reaction time
when dealing with far icons, but only slightly (and non-
significantly) reduced their reaction time with close icons.



Our hit-rate data did not show any effect of presentation-
speed change. However, from our N1 and N2 amplitude re-
sults, we were able to observe that changes of speed affected
both far and close icons in terms of their ability to attract at-
tention, as well as users’ ability to perceive visual targets.
This showed that ERP results can provide more and deeper
insights for icon evaluation than behavioral results can.

EXPERIMENT 3: ICON SELECTION FROM WITHIN A GRID
Brain-sensing techniques have been utilized as additional in-
formation channels to help adaptive systems know more pre-
cisely about user states [1, 46]. In a similar fashion, the ERP
findings from our experiments could provide icon designers
and researchers with deeper insights about how users perceive
icons, and especially those cognitive processes that are diffi-
cult to measure using behavioral and self-report techniques.
These insights could help them interpret the results of icon
evaluation more elaborately. Amid the continuing develop-
ment of smart phones and touch screens, grids are becoming
ever more popular for listing icons, and several prior studies
have investigated the usability of icons in grid formations [4,
6, 16]. We conducted an experiment to investigate how the
semantic distance between a target icon and its surrounding
icons influences users’ icon selection within a grid. To re-
duce and control the influences of Fitt’s Law and other com-
ponents related to visual search, we randomized the position
of target icon and composition of icon grids, and normalized
the size of icons. The results of this experiment demonstrate
how our ERP findings from Exp 1 and 2 could be applied to
achieve deeper inferences about this specific issue than could
be achieved by behavioral results alone.

Experiment 3 Task and Procedure
Our Exp 3 task was designed to simulate the real-world situa-
tion in which a person searches for an icon from among many
others displayed in a grid formation on a digital device. It was
divided into two sessions, with the first being for calibration.

In the calibration session, the participants received a hint mes-
sage, “Please click the red square.” At the same instant, a red
small button was displayed at the center of the screen. This
was to ensure that all participants fixed their gazes on, and
moved the mouse to, the center of the screen. Once a par-
ticipant clicked the red small button, a grid of squares was
displayed. The size of these squares was the same as that
of icons used in the experiment. To observe the effect of the
number of icons on the selection task, we included three types
of grid: 2×2, 3×3, and 4×4. In each of the calibration-phase
grids, there was only one red square, with all the others be-
ing white. The red square appeared in a randomized location
within each grid, and the participant was to click it as soon as
possible. In this way, we were able to estimate the baseline
movement time each individual participant needed to click
on different locations within each type of grid, in the absence
of any interference/delay that might be caused by having to
identify an icon.

In the second session of Exp 3, a function name and a small
red button were displayed in the center of the screen. After
the participant clicked the button, an icon grid was displayed
on the screen. Again, three types of grid - 2×2, 3×3, and 4×4

- were presented. In this case, each grid contained exactly one
icon matching the designated function name, which we will
refer to as a target icon, and three, eight, or 15 other icons
representing other functions, which are termed surrounding
icons.

We created a total of four grid conditions, based on the se-
mantic distance of the target icon × the semantic distance
of the surrounding icons: Far/Far, Close/Far, Far/Close, and
Close/Close. The location of the target icon within each grid
was randomized with equal probability. There were 12 itera-
tions per participant of the 2×2 grid, 12 of the 3×3 grid, and
24 of the 4×4 grid. A larger number of iterations of the 4×4
grid was presented because we wanted to be able to assess any
differences in user performance that might result from the tar-
get icon being placed in the inner square rather than the outer
square. Each participant was given a brief demonstration of
how to complete the task, using a 2×2 grid by way of exam-
ple, and if s/he did not have any questions, the experiment
commenced immediately.

Measurement and Data Analysis
We recorded each participant’s reaction time for each itera-
tion of the task, and computed his/her error rate for each con-
dition. To avoid bias related to icon position, our calibration
process measured the time it took each participant to move
the mouse from the center of the screen to each grid location,
as previously described. At each iteration of the experimental
task per se, we measured the participant’s reaction time from
when s/he clicked on the red dot until s/he clicked an icon in
the associated grid. Each participant’s reaction time was cal-
ibrated by subtracting his/her individual movement time as
determined by the calibration process. In this way, we ob-
tained reaction times that were not skewed by the positions
of the target icons within their grids. One-way RM-ANOVA
was applied to examine whether there were main effects of
grid size and/or condition, and Tukey’s method for multiple
comparisons was applied in post-hoc tests.

Results of Experiment 3
As shown in Figure 9, under each size, there was also a
main effect of the conditions which were combined by se-
mantic distance of target and surrounding icons on the par-
ticipants’ reaction time (2×2: F(3, 863.)=30.62 p<.0001;
3×3: F(3, 835.7)=34.41 p<.0001; 4×4: F(3, 1668)=30.97
p<.0001). The results reveal that grid size and condition in-
deed affected participants’ reaction time to find target icon.
We further analyzed the multiple comparison of conditions
under each grid size in the followings.

Under 2×2 and 3×3 size, the reaction time of condition
Far/Far and Far/Close as shown in Figure 9 were signifi-
cantly larger than that of condition Close/Far and Close/Close
(2×2: F(1, 863.2)=87.37 p<.0001; 3×3: F(1, 835.8)=106.53
p<.0001). As to the 4×4 size, it was mentionable
that the reaction time of condition Close/Close (Figure 9)
was significantly larger than that of condition Close/Far
(F(1, 1667)=27.7, p<.0001). The results reveal that in
smaller grid sizes (2×2 and 3×3), participants’ reaction time
was mainly determined by the semantic distance of the target
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icon, i.e., close target icons caused shorter reaction time de-
spite the semantic distance of their surrounding icons. How-
ever, in larger grid size, the semantic distance of the surround-
ing icons had additional influences to the reaction time.

As shown in Figure 10, there was a main effect of grid size
on the participants’ error rate (F(2, 207)=7.4, p=0.0007). Un-
der each size, there was a main effect of the conditions of
semantic distance of target and surrounding icons on the
participants’ error rate (2×2: F(3, 54)= 6.9, p=.0005, 3×3:
F(3, 54)= 3.69, p=.0171, 4×4: F(3, 54)=3.63, p=.0184). Un-
der 2×2 size, the error rate of condition Far/Far was sig-
nificantly larger than the others (F(1, 54)=20.33, p<.0001).
There was a significant difference between the error rate
of condition Far/Far and condition Close/Close under 3×3
grid size (F(1, 54)=10.75, p=.0018) and 4×4 grid size
(F(1, 54)=9.96, p=.0026). The results reveal that close icons
always benefited the accuracy and far icons tended to mislead
participants in selecting target icons whether no matter the
icons were placed as target icons or surrounding icons.

Experiment 3 Findings and Discussion
Close icons are good target icons, but could distract par-
ticipants when used as surrounding icons. Our reaction-
time results indicated that participants located close icons
faster than far icons, regardless of either grid size or the se-
mantic distance of the surrounding icons. However, in the
4×4 grid size, the Close/Close icons (i.e., target icons with
close semantic distance whose surrounding icons also had
close semantic distance) resulted in longer reaction times than
Close/Far icons. From the N1 result in Exp 1, we knew
that close icons attracted more attention from the partici-
pants. This may explain why close surrounding icons were
more likely than far surrounding icons to distract participants’
attention away from searching for the targets. Put another
way, surrounding icons characterized by far semantic distance
could receive less attention and therefore be skipped more
easily, such that participants did not expend as much effort in

processing the surrounding icons. In short, semantically close
target icons’ reaction-time advantages were highly dependent
on the semantic distance of the surrounding icons.

From the error-rate results, we observed that the presence of
far icons always increased the percentage of errors, regard-
less of whether they were used as target or surrounding icons.
From the ERP results in Exp 1 and 2, far icons were indefinite
in semantic incongruity (N400) and working-memory updat-
ing (P3b). These two features could have led the participants
to make mistakes when performing selection and matching
tasks. So, although the use of far icons as surrounding icons
would tend to decrease reaction time, it would also tend to in-
crease error rate, making it necessary to consider the trade-off
between these advantages and disadvantages when designing
grids.

The influence of surrounding icons increased with grid
sizes. As grid size increased, the effect of surrounding icons
on reaction time became more significant. Therefore, for
small icon grids, such as those on smart watches and other
wearable devices with limited screen space, the first-priority
issue we need to consider is the semantic distance of the tar-
get icons. A Close/Close icon layout might be ideal for small
grids, due to their shorter reaction times and lower error rates.
For large icon grids, such as those on desktop computers, we
need to carefully consider both the semantic distances of tar-
get icons and that of surrounding icons. Exp 3 suggests that a
Close/Far layout could be a good compromise for 4×4 grids
because it offers the shortest reaction time while not sacrific-
ing too much accuracy. However, we still have to chose the
most suitable layout setting based on the using context. For
some application related to safety, the accuracy is likely to be
the most important concern during evaluation.

EMPLOY EEG-BASED APPROACH TO ICON EVALUATION
Feasibility of EEG-based Evaluation. Taken as a whole, our
three experiments show the promise and viability of applying
EEG-based approaches to the investigation of graphic icons’
semantic distance. We found that the effects of semantic-
distance level could be observed from ERP data as well
as from traditional behavioral data. These observations of
the associations among ERP, behavioral, and human-rating
semantic-distance results suggest that there is a sound basis
for applying brain-sensing techniques to graphic-icon evalu-
ation. Moreover, in addition to providing objective and direct
measurements of users’ cognitive states, brain-sensing tech-
niques reveal how icons’ semantic distances and usage sce-
narios affect different stages of users’ information processing,
which could not be meaningfully observed in the absence of
brain-sensing measurements. One of the advantages of brain-
sensing approaches is that they measure participants’ cogni-
tive states simultaneously and passively while they are per-
forming tasks. This could help to eliminate biases related to
external influences and subjective feelings [7].

EEG-based evaluation complements behavioral measure-
ments and self-reports. ERP data could be complemen-
tary to both existing measures of performance and self-report
questionnaires. In Exp 1, we found that the participants’ reac-
tion times were related to the attention-attraction aspect of the



early sensory process, and that error rate could be interpreted
based on N400 amplitude. In combination with the findings
of prior studies of N2 and P3b, our results from Exp 2 - a
more realistic scenario of picking icons from a sliding menu
- suggest that individuals are influenced not only by the tar-
get icon itself, but by the composition of all icons in a series.
In our Exp 3, we further demonstrated that ERP measure-
ments, behavioral responses, and self-reports could be used
in combination to triangulate human graphic-icon perception
in icon-identification and -selection tasks.

Potential Applications in HCI. The ERPs used in this study
are interpreted from a relatively narrower view. As these
ERPs are also associated with other cognitive functions, they
could be used to explore additional cognitive processes. For
example, some studies have indicated that N1 amplitude is
also affected by different emotions [13]. This could be used
to investigate the users’ preference toward icons. Likewise,
it has been reported that N400 amplitude changes were not
only associated with the semantic incongruity caused by mis-
matched S1 and S2, but also with semantic conflicts due to
social context and even religious beliefs [10, 9]. We could
further exploit N400 to investigate other user-related char-
acteristic (e.g., culture, gender and age) in icon evaluation.
In addition, N2 and P3b are also associated with other cog-
nitive functions, such as “surprise”, “expectation matching”,
and “cognitive control” [8, 32]. We can further utilized these
ERPs to improve usability-testing approaches and gain more
useful and nuanced findings.

Context-aware and adaptive application are important, and
many exciting works have been proposed, e.g., adjusting
users’ task difficulty by monitoring their workload [1] or
other brain activities [38, 46]. Individuals’ usage habits
of icon placement [2] have also been used to calibrate dis-
play information and provide more precise assistance and ad-
justment. Our approach could benefit the development of
context-aware applications related to icons. For instance, if
we found that a user’s N2 amplitude peak is not induced when
s/he is trying to select a target icon in a sliding menu, we
could help the user find the target icons more easily by in-
creasing the novelty between icons.

Though the current icon-evaluation study focused on seman-
tic distance, other icon characteristics such as familiarity,
concreteness, and complexity remain worthy of exploration
[16]. Other important issues in interface-usability testing in-
clude memorability, learnability, and users’ preferences [20].
We believe that investigating these characteristics and issues
by applying EEG-based approaches could yield considerable
improvements to current methods of graphic-icon evaluation.

LIMITATION AND FUTURE WORK
This paper has several limitations that should be noted. First,
besides some inherent drawbacks of EEG measurement, e.g.,
low spatial resolution and extreme sensitivity to body move-
ment, the sets of function types and graphic icons collected in
this study were relatively limited. The related applications
of graphic icon include traffic signs, brand logo and vari-
ous iconic representation in daily life. For these applications,
many usability testing studies have also been conducted, in-

cluding traffic signs [28, 29], logos [23] and various iconic
representations [43] in daily life (e.g., label of male and fe-
male bathroom and iconic gestures).

Second, to reduce possible confounding factors, we elimi-
nated the influence of icons’ color by only selecting icons
with gray level color. However, the importance and benefit of
well-designed icon color have be mentioned in prior studies
[22, 44], and the graphic icons in daily life often utilize colors
to imply different meanings.

Third, we did not consider the combination of functions in
menu and this might cause the functions in menu to be in-
consistent with users existing experience. For example, be-
cause the target icons and surrounding icons were selected
randomly in our experiments, the functions like “calendar”
and “crop” could be shown in the same sliding or grid menu,
yet in the real world icon menu, these two functions are rarely
listed in the same menu and under the same usage context. As
for the presenting speed of sliding menu, users may not see a
sliding menu sliding in a constant speed but a dynamic one.

In the future, we would like to investigate these three issues
above and generalize our findings to other icons’ applications.
Despite the above limitations, however, we would suggest
that the current study provides novel observations and con-
tributions in the sphere of icon evaluation, as well as a pri-
mary demonstration of how an EEG-based approach can be
applied to that field. We hope that our findings will inspire
and encourage more researchers to utilize brain sensing as an
additional tool in usability testing.

CONCLUSION
The overarching goal of this study was to reveal important but
neglected implications for icon design from the perspective of
semantic distance. In Exp 1, we found that N1 amplitude in
the early sensory process showed a relationship with users’
reaction time, and that N400 amplitude during task-related
cognitive processing could be used to distinguish the seman-
tic distance of icons. In Exp 2, we explored how users pro-
cessed icons with different levels of semantic distance in slid-
ing scenarios. We found that semantically close icons could
trigger the cognitive functions related to memory operation
more readily. We also observed that changes of presentation
speed were reflected in the participants’ selective attention
and perception of visual novelty. In Exp 3, we investigated
how the semantic distance between target and surrounding
icons affect participants’ performance of selecting icons in
grids. We found that semantically close icons could better
attract participants’ attention than far icons when used as tar-
get icons, but distract participants when used as surrounding
icons, and the effect of surrounding icons increased with grid
sizes. Taken together, our methods and results offer icon de-
signers and researchers a new viewpoint for investigating the
impact of icons’ semantic distance and usage scenarios.
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16. Sarah J. Isherwood, Siné JP McDougall, and Martin B.
Curry. 2007. Icon identification in context: The
changing role of icon characteristics with user
experience. Human Factors: The Journal of the Human
Factors and Ergonomics Society 49, 3 (2007), 465–476.

17. Robert JK Jacob. 2015. Phylter: A System for
Modulating Notifications in Wearables Using
Physiological Sensing. In Foundations of Augmented
Cognition: 9th International Conference, AC 2015, Held
as Part of HCI International 2015, Los Angeles, CA,
USA, August 2-7, 2015, Proceedings, Vol. 9183.
Springer, 167.

18. Marta Kutas and Kara D Federmeier. 2011. Thirty years
and counting: Finding meaning in the N400 component
of the event related brain potential (ERP). Annual review
of psychology 62 (2011), 621.

19. Yi-Chieh Lee, Wen-Chieh Lin, Jung-Tai King, Li-Wei
Ko, Yu-Ting Huang, and Fu-Yin Cherng. 2014. An
EEG-based approach for evaluating audio notifications
under ambient sounds. In Proceedings of the SIGCHI
Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems.
ACM, 3817–3826.

20. Rock Leung. 2009. Improving the learnability of mobile
device applications for older adults. In CHI’09 Extended
Abstracts on Human Factors in Computing Systems.
ACM, 3125–3128.

21. Rock Leung, Joanna McGrenere, and Peter Graf. 2011.
Age-related differences in the initial usability of mobile
device icons. Behaviour & Information Technology 30, 5
(2011), 629–642.

22. Yan-Peng Lim and Peter Charles Woods. 2010.
Experimental Color in Computer Icons. In Visual
Information Communication. Springer, 149–158.

23. Qingguo Ma, Xiaoyi Wang, Shenyi Dai, and Liangchao
Shu. 2007. Event-related potential N270 correlates of
brand extension. Neuroreport 18, 10 (2007), 1031–1034.



24. Scott Makeig, Tzyy-Ping Jung, Dara G. Ghahremani,
and Terrence J. Sejnowski. 1996. Independent
component analysis of simulated ERP data. Institute for
Neural Computation, University of California: technical
report INC-9606 (1996).
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