 Cognition and Emotion. 
Change Blindness. What is this phenomenon?


So, what is change blindness? And how does this world-wide phenomenon affect our daily lives? Research into this topic area of cognitive psychology has been undergoing intensive research and developing further and further for the last 5 years and has contributed a large amount of understanding of cognition relating to attention and perception (Simons & Rensink, 2005) . In this academic essay, we will discuss the different views and opinions many researchers may have, and the evidence to come from it… What studies took place to get to the opinion we have around this topic today and how these experiments differ from each other. What do people think this phenomenon is? We will discuss the true definition. When does this phenomenon affect us the most? How do we use it in our daily lives or does it go unnoticed? 


Change Blindness is a known world phenomenon based on visual perception. The first known researcher was George McConkie in the 1970s.  Experiments based on this topic have scientifically demonstrated the understanding of people's different attention spans, their visual perception of the world and vSTM which is known as visual short-term memory (Taya and Mogi, 2006). One key term from the book of Cognitive Psychology: A Students Handbook by Michael W. Eysenck and Mark T. Keane, described change blindness as: failure to detect changes in the visual environment. Simons and Levin (1977) in the journal article of Change Blindness, agreed that an object change during a saccade of rapid eye movement while at a specific position on the retina will go unnoticed by many individuals. There are suggestions that we don’t necessarily take in every single little detail from the world around us, and this is part of what we will be discussing in this essay.


Most theoretical assumptions of change blindness are concerned with the dynamic processes of visual perception with stimuli (Simons and Levin, 1977). It is believed that even when a scene or photograph  has been shot and the new existing changes of stimuli appear more than once, we still fail to detect it(Simons and Levin, 1977). For example, unintended changes in films – in one cut of the scene someone may be wearing a blue sock that may later change in another part of the scene to a red sock. Or another example could be, a jacket hung up on the back of a door that is later hung somewhere else and is more easily accessible? 

Simon’s and Levin in 1977 first experimented on change blindness by asking random individuals directions on a college campus. They set up a distraction during the test between the experimenter and tested pedestrian by carrying a door between the two individuals. While the door passed between the pedestrian and the experimenter horizontally, the experimenter was switched with another experimenter continuing the same scene after the horizontal door had passed between the two tested individuals (the experimenter and pedestrian). They did this experiment in Cornell University of on a result of 15 people in a ranging age of 20 to 65. The experimenter simply had a paper map to hand asking randomised individuals directions to a nearby building, chatting for roughly 10-15 seconds with two other ‘people’ rudely carrying a door between the experimenter and randomized pedestrian. While the door passed the original experimenter who was talking to the pedestrian, he switched positions by taking the back of the door while one of the ‘people’ who were walking past carrying the same part of the door switched to where the original experimenter stood,  and from the pedestrians perspective this switch happened within 1 second. The whole set up only took approximately 5 minutes. It was questioned, if while this 1 second switch happened the pedestrian noticed the different clothes, changed tone of voice and height difference and if it were noticed between the new experimenter from the original experimenter. When the door had passed, the replaced experimenter carried on the conversation about directions to a near building. So specifically, the experimenter in this study is the change of stimuli. The result of their experiment about attention had appeared to only result in just under half of the asking group of 15 people even reporting any change within the set up scene. People who did notice the change in setup didn’t even question it. Simons and Levin we’re intrigued to find the individuals who did notice the change were all aged between 20-30 years old. And older tested pedestrians were all approximately above 35. They thought the younger generation noticed more easily because both the experimenters were roughly the similar age of the younger generation. Simons and Levin did a second experiment except for the difference in this one was the ex-perimeters were dressed as constructionists but still had the same principle behind the scene.


Daniel J. Simons and Daniel J. Levin did later research into their past interest, change blindness in 1998. An example testing of change blindness was tested by putting a testing image through a strip of what seems to be the same one image in multiples of paper the same with a flicker paradigm going through of that one image flickering through maybe once every 2 seconds. And found that the majority of people failed to notice any changes when it switched during a saccade.


Another journal paper, by Simons and Rensink (2005), suggested that visual perception, attention and the working memory are all entwined and linked in one way or another (Simons & Rensink, 2005). But according to research in the same paper, this was supposedly not followed up. 


One example of an experiment used to test the phenomenon is the ‘flicker’ paradigm. The ‘flicker’ paradigm, essentially, like previously mentioned, is where two scenes alternate relatively quickly between each other. When put to the test, individuals find it relatively hard to notice a change in any if the scenes, examples used could be something such as a person in a scene switching between the way they are facing. Simons and Rensink (2005), found that there were a large number of people who struggled to even notice a change, even if the change was presented gradually. And so they came to the conclusion that to perceive something, attention is also required. It has been noticed, that during a scene if something ‘pretty’ grabs your attention, for example, a pretty vase, the change will be noticed much quicker. (Simons and Rensink, 2005). However, studies found a gap between noticing stimuli in real world settings and laboratory settings that involve interaction and perception.. To support this, change simultagnosia – a visual perception disorder meaning the inability to notice more than one object at any given time. Many things influence our cognitive processing, our senses, environment and the people around us.


What can change blindness tell us about our attention capabilities in the real world? Many people in the real world when asked for witness testimony, evidently cannot always recall a sequence of events, or step by step what really happened. What about when an incident involving the police requires you to identify someone? Nelson, K. J., Laney, C., Fowler, N. B., Knowles, E. D., Davis, D., & Loftus, E. F. (2011) looked into the matters of wrongful convictions due to false eyewitness testimony relating to change blindness  and found that the bigger the crime the fewer identification errors were made, and the smaller the crime the higher the amount of identification errors were made. To test change blindness in eyewitness testimony they presented one scene where a convict stole a higher amount of money and another scene where a lower amount were stole, altogether testing around 7 people.

So what can change blindness tell us? As previously discussed change blindness plays an everyday role in very different things such as eyewitness testimonies. Often, bringing people in for witness testimony promotes false memory for ‘wanting’ to identify someone, many memories are or one to distortion. And other every day activities such as driving - how quickly are we to notice a changing light? What about someone coming from a bush about to cross the road? How quickly would we notice? What it can tell us, is that there are many different factors that go into the phenomenon cognitively. Our memory, perception and attention all entwine and play a different role. How can you perceive something,  if your not paying attention and don’t see it. Research suggests that many lack the attentional capabilities we all think we are particularly good at. To detect change, we in particular need focused attention, representation and a central point of interest. If there isn’t a central point of interest, many people  wouldn’t notice the change or give it a second thought. 

A few criticisms I have come to see during research of lab based studies, is the lack of real world representation. This is because lab based studies are mostly held in a much more controlled areas with harsh lab lighting, this in itself may throw the individual off, maybe making the individual more anxious. Therefore, limiting the way someone may think or act in a lab-based setting compared to the real world. To delve further into research spoken about in this essay, another limitation of Simons and Levins experiment is the fact of it being a subjective measure of change. Another limitation could be the varied age range in testing groups, because of the varied age range testing seems to be unfair due to the fact that older generations may be less likely to spot the change and less likely to focus on features possibly because of memory or perception.

To conclude, a lot of research could be beneficiary if such experiments on change blindness were set out more naturally, in a natural setting. Therefore, maybe people would react or think without feeling some sort of pressure and researchers would get a truer result.
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