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Gestalt: an undeniable part of human voice perception
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The discriminating power of voice quality vs. voice quality in FSC
Voice quality is described by Abercrombie (1967:91) as “those characteristics which are 
present more or less all the time that a person is talking: It is a quasi-permanent quality 
running through all the sound that issues from his mouth.” In a broad sense, voice quality is 
the total product of laryngeal phonation and supralaryngeal filtering, radiated from the mouth 
and nose and resonating through the soft tissue, bony structures and cavities in chest, neck 
and head. Given that humans can identify individuals by their voice alone, the discriminating 
power of whatever it is that we perceive as ‘voice’ must be quite good. The value of voice 
quality for FSR is generally recognised (Hollien 1990, Baldwin and French 1990). 

 From this viewpoint, it is remarkable that the description of voice quality generally 
receives little attention in expert reports on forensic speaker comparisons (FSC). In this paper, 
we will first present the role of voice quality in the reports collected by Cambier-Langeveld 
(2007). We compare this with the review by Nolan (2005) of approximately 30 cases in the 
British Isles. Nolan found that comments by forensic phoneticians on voice quality tend to be 
limited to observations like ‘there were similarities in voice quality’. The expert reports 
contained only occasional evidence of componential analysis of voice quality. 
 

The challenge and a solution
In our presentation, we will argue that a featural protocol for assessing voice quality, such as 
the Laver Vocal Profile Analysis scheme (Laver 1980), cannot capture the uniqueness of a 
voice, simply because the voice is typically processed by human listeners holistically, i.e. as 
Gestalt (Kreiman and Sidtis 2011). 

We view Gestalt processing as an inherent part of auditory perception that cannot be 
‘switched off’ at will; it is a real and important phenomenon in speaker recognition. We argue 
that a report based only on componential analysis does not really do justice to the perceptual 
mechanisms that are at work.

Central to this paper is the challenge to give Gestalt perception a place in FSC. To 
meet this challenge, we re-address the so-called ‘blind grouping’ method. This method has 
been presented to IAFPA earlier as a means to fight confirmation bias (Cambier-Langeveld 
and van der Torre 2004, Schreuder 2011). This method might also be an answer to the call for 
testing the expert’s performance under conditions reflecting those of the case under 
investigation (Morrison, in press). 

Blind grouping does not require verbal-analytic terminology, but requires the expert to 
compare anonymised fragments and arrange them into groups based on same-speaker and 
different-speaker judgements. It allows the forensic expert to use any strategy to reach a 
result, including pattern recognition and feature analysis. This method is proposed as a 
supplement to other methods. The presentation will include a demonstration.



2

References
Abercrombie, D. (1967). Elements of General Phonetics. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 

Press.
Baldwin, J. and P. French (1990). Forensic Phonetics. London and New York: Pinter.
Cambier-Langeveld, T. (2007). Current methods in forensic speaker identification: Results of a 

collaborative exercise. The International Journal of Speech, Language and the Law 14(2), 
223-243.

Cambier-Langeveld, T. and E.J. van der Torre (2004). Fighting the Confirmation Bias: Blind 
Grouping. Presentation at IAFPA 13th Annual Conference. Helsinki, Finland, 28-31 July.

Hollien, H. (1990). The Acoustics of Crime. The New Science of Forensic Phonetics. New York 
and London: Plenum Press.

Kreiman, J. and D. Sidtis (2011). Foundations of Voice Studies. An interdisciplinary approach to 
voice production and perception. Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell.

Laver, J. (1980). The Phonetic Description of Voice Quality. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.

Morrison, G.S. (in press). Distinguishing between forensic science and forensic pseudoscience: 
Testing of validity and reliability, and approaches to forensic voice comparison. Science and 
Justice, http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.scijus.2013.07.004

Nolan, F. (2005). Forensic speaker identification and the phonetic description of voice quality. 
In: W.J. Hardcastle and J. Mackenzie Beck (eds), A Figure of Speech: A Festschrift for John 
Laver. Mahwah, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 385-411.

Schreuder, M. (2011). Expectancy bias and forensic speaker identification. Presentation at 
IAFPA 20th Annual Conference. Vienna, Austria, 24-28 July.


