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Target stimuli in the periphery are harder to discriminate when flanked by similar items, an interference that is called crowding. For example, identifying a target letter is compromised when it is flanked by close-by letters, but not when the letters are outside a certain region around the target (the critical spacing). Here, we show that items far outside the critical spacing still modulate performance. Observers were presented with an array of three horizontally arranged letters with the target letter at the center. Stimuli were presented randomly to the left or right of fixation. On the contralateral side, a single letter was presented at the same distance to fixation as the target. The primary task was to indicate the presence of the target letter at the central position in the array. The secondary task was to indicate whether the single letter was the same as the central letter (to assure attention to both positions). Sensitivity in the primary task was higher when the single letter was the same as the target letter compared to when it was different. Hence, target repetitions far outside the critical spacing reduced crowding. We suggest that this result is due to grouping processes that precede crowding.
