Describe Change Blindness and discuss what this phenomenon tells us about human attentional abilities in real – world settings.
Change blindness is a phenomenon in which individuals are unable to process the change of an image and/or object, even if said item morphed considerably in front of their very eyes and were even forewarned (Simons & Levin, 1997). Change Blindness is a process which demands the use of one’s memory to compare the differences between two images whilst a visual disruption simulating a blink/eye movement plays out before the swap. From the ongoing research, to main approaches have arisen; the “Attentional approach” (Rensink et al, 1997)  and the “Peripheral approach” (Sharan & Rosenholtz, 2016). Even further, through highly ecologically valid studies, it can be suggested that Change Blindness has an influence in our day to day lives.
The first critical theory that should be discussed is Simons and Levin’s (1997) original theory and study. In which, the researchers found that only a limited amount of ocular information is completely stored whilst transitioning from one point of view to the next. Therefore, making it near impossible to notice changes immediately. This is fundamental, as it opened the possibility to further studying a new and intriguing paradigm. As a result, researchers were able to experiment through different methods, such as the “Mud splatter” and “Flicker” tests, in which, both involve disrupting the observer’s view of the image whilst it alters (O’Regan, Rensink, & Clark, (1999). The end result of this, is that a majority of onlookers fail to detect the change in an image. Linking to this is Levin’s (2002) theory of Change Blindness Blindness. In which participants were asked to estimate their beliefs in spotting alterations to film footage. Levin found that 46% and 78% of the two groups believed they would notice a change in movie sets when forewarned. However, when it came to testing these beliefs in a post – study, results showed 0% of participants noticed these changes when not warned. It is therefore reasonable to argue that without any knowledge provided, it is most likely that changes happening before our very eyes will often go unnoticed by most. However, Keane & Eysenck, (2020) stipulate that a critical factor of Change Blindness is that even when warned of a possible change, individuals will still fail to notice them, thus forewarning will have a limited effect on participants. Even further, it should be mentioned that Levin’s (2002) study was conducted within a laboratory, an environment often unfamiliar to normal people. This could be an issue, as it may cause the participants to behave differently/effect their performance, and thus cause us to question the ecological validity of the study. Another instrumental theory in regards to Change Blindness is the Attentional Approach. The approach has been cultivated by a collection of researchers including Rensink, (1997) and Jensen & Im, (2005). In this approach Change blindness is determined on fixation and theorises that attention is limited to one specific space at a time. Therefore, changes outside of this area often go amiss (Rensink, 1997). Moreover, Change Blindness relies on whether the observer perceives the objects within the image to be more important than where the change takes place, and so, change detection is significantly affected. This detection in change was found to be influenced depending on whether the object’s category was altered also. I.e., a glass bottle turns into a bowl is far more likely to be noticed than an apple turning into a pear (Keane & Eysenck, 2020). The Attentional approach exceptionally explains why change detection may vary, from individual fixation onto self – perceived noteworthy items to overt alterations to object categories. However, it is undeniable that it is still difficult to discern whether attentional fixation is fundamentally accurate as the Peripheral Approach suggests that the less you can see, the easier it becomes to detect a change. In this theory, it is assumed that a visual process takes place concurrently with all sight related processes (including peripheral vision), in which our peripherals are a reason as to why we are blind to change. (Keane & Eyesnck, 2020; Sharan et al., 2016). Peripheral vision is most effected by perceptual load/crowding, in which a space is cluttered with items and colours Thus, disturbing the identification of an entity is inhibited by the involuntary need to encode the surrounding items (Murphy & Murphy, 2018). Despite this it was found that peripheral vision was impressively fruitful at detecting change. Sharan & Rosenholtz, (2014) found that from their seven participants, only fifty – five percent could detect the hardest image alterations and seventy percent for the easiest. In comparison, a separate group were allowed to look freely and garnered a seventy – eight percent success rate. This is significant, as despite the difference in scores, the disparity between the two groups within the study is sparse. Moreover, the participants utilised within the study amassed to a total of thirteen, and thus the odd number of group members must be taken into account as well. Therefore, it is arguable that the belief that we process our surroundings as information appears to us throughout the entire range of our vision (both fovea and peripheral) is accurate. However, despite this the peripheral approach is limited due to its lack of emphasis on the role of attention in change blindness. Whilst there was a disparity in numbers, Sharan & Rosenholtz’s (2014) study did imply that focused attention was more successful and that the act of change detection still proved difficult. Therefore, the approach contains a gap in its fundamental theory and understanding. 
It is with this in mind that it becomes clear that Change Blindness and levels of Attention are linked. Simons and Ambinder (2005) suggest that Change Blindness is caused by a failure to encode and retain visual information to compare it. Moreover, the researchers suggest that saccades or rapid eye movements, such as blinks and glances also play a major part in absolving information processing. An example of this in our world are police identifying line – ups. In which, a selection of suspects are lined up, whilst a witness identifies the perpetrator. However, Davis, Forest, Treml, & Jansari (2018); Smart et al., (2014) found that 44.6% of participants were unable to notice a suspect change appearance after walking off the screen of a recording. Alarmingly, it would be these very participants who were most susceptible to change blindness that would go on to confidently identify the wrong suspect from a line up. It is therefore arguable that Change Blindness has an active role in our society as it can severely tamper with a witness’ credibility. In addition to this, it is also becoming quite clear, that a fixation on an object can also cause change blindness also (Caplovitz, Frendrich, & Hughes, 2008). As such it is possible to focus on an item, expecting it to change, and thus completely miss the true changes happening around you. A good example of this is Ball, Elizemann, & Busch’s (2014) review of vehicular ordeals. In which, they found that drivers who are slightly distracted, such as talking on the phone, or hyper – fixating directly ahead of them, were far less likely to process a pedestrian walking in front of them. Therefore, it is clear that Change Blindness significantly inhibits one’s attention and can result in serious consequences, such as damaging life and limb. Although it is possible to practice and refine this process and mitigate the overall impediment of Change Blindness. For example, in Davis, Forest, Treml, & Jansari (2018) study, they found that police officers in the metropolitan police in London, were far more effective at identifying individuals and less susceptible to Change Blindness whilst reviewing CCTV footage, compared to a control group of students. In this study, the researchers used two groups of fatigued individuals, one being police officers and the other being university students. They would both review footage of traffic stop, in which the driver’s face and shirt would change. The results suggested that the police officers were far more efficient at identifying the changes with 88% compare to the control group which had attained 73.8%. Therefore it can be implied that Change blindness is a process which can be mitigated through practice. However, whilst this study does provide us with a possible answer to mitigating the effects of change blindness, there are a couple of limitations which should be discussed. One downside to the study is the inequality in the participation group in both age, race, and gender. The police group were all Caucasian males in their mid – thirties, whilst the control group were a more predominantly younger female group from mixed backgrounds. It is thus, difficult to discern whether individual factors have an impact on the effects of Change Blindness, and so it would be suggested to conduct a further study involving participants of similar ages and gender to see if the results may differ.
In the past few decades it is clear that our understanding of Change Blindness has come far, from simple laboratory experiments to highly ecological real world events. We as a species have been able to identify the paradigm in our own world. However, despite this, it is fundamental that we discuss the origins of our understanding. Both Rensink (1997) and Simons & Levin (1997) were both instrumental in propelling Change Blindness into mainstream Psychology, and have sparked much debate since its identification. In that time, they would conduct a plethora of studies, involving saccades, flicker tests, distractions, and eye blinks in order to garner an understanding of what effected the detection of change within an image. In this time, they would conclude that the key to Change Blindness was the inability to fully encode visual information before comparing it to the second image. However, it should be mentioned that these studies all possess a fundamental flaw in their design. Whilst they may be able to meticulously control extraneous variables, their lab experiments lack ecological validity, as they take part in an environment which is unfamiliar to the participants. Not only that, but due to the formality that comes with these types of studies, it is possible that a number of these participants answers may have been affected, either through the psychological pressure of being in an atmosphere which is alien to them, or purposefully tampering their answers in order to align with what they perceived to be the researcher’s desired results. It, therefore significantly impairs the results of these studies, which should also be mentioned, happened over thirty years ago, and should therefore be debated whether Rensink (1997) and Simons & Levin’s (1997) studies remain socially relevant in today’s age. Although, with the use of more recent studies such as, Murphy & Murphy’s (2018) research into perceptual load, it can be suggested that these laboratory experiments may still hold up with today’s world, despite their antiquity. As even in today’s world, there are many people in high ecological environments who still succumb to change blindness and thus maintain their overall accuracy.
In sum, Change Blindness is a vastly popular phenomenon which has a significant influence on our day – to – day lives. Many a researcher have conducted experiments to develop our fundamental understanding of the change blindness paradigm, such as Simons & Levin (1997) and Rensink (1997) who are the most popular researchers within this specialised field. Even further, two major theories have surfaced due to the ongoing research; The Attentional approach and the Peripheral approach, both of which possess strengths and weaknesses. However, it is proven that laboratory experiments are not high in ecological validity, and thus more research within the social world has been necessary in order to properly test the phenomenon. Researchers such as Caird, Edwards, & Creaser, (2005) have both been a boon in identifying examples of Change Blindness in our everyday lives, using traffic incidents and police identification. It is therefore accurate to suggest that Change Blindness has a thorough grip on our lives, although can be mitigated through practice and a fixation onto objects that are perceived to be the most important to the researcher themself.
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