Part A

Memory is a cognitive process involving the encoding of information from the environment such as a visual or auditory stimuli. When the information is retrieved it is stored in memory reserves and can be recalled when needed. (Gross, 2020) This is vital for our everyday function and completion of tasks, be them automatically retrieved or if focus is required to do so. This paper will discuss the theories of flashbulb memory and reconstructive memory, including the impact of emotion in acquisition, retention and recall processes. 

The theory of flashbulb memory was established by Brown and Kulik in 1977 as the vivid memory of an emotionally prevalent and significant event which occurred suddenly and unexpectedly. (Brown and Kulik, 1977). Reconstructive memory is the idea that we build a construct from our perception and encoding of the environment using previous knowledge and understanding of the world and later recall that information. (Sternburg 2003). 
Brown and Kulik’s theory is supported by more recent neuroimaging. It suggests when we experience an emotional event, certain brain regions – the amygdala, prefrontal cortex and medial temporal lobe (the hippocampus), synthesise and this allows us to encode, retrieve and permanently store the experience in long term memory. This emotional element is said to enhance selective attention of humans by enabling us to process the vast details from our environment and focus on crucial information thus increasing the efficiency of our attentional and executive functions and improving learning and memory recall. (Chai M. Tyng et al. 2017). This suggests that the theory of flashbulb memory has some credibility and provides possible neuroscientific explanation of the distinctive properties of this type of memory in relation to emotion. It does not however, explain how we come to retain false or inaccurate memories and there is evidence that emotion can negatively impact the cognition process such as the Yerkes Dodson law. Established in 1908 Robert Yerkes and John Dodson performed an experiment and the results indicated that emotional provocation was beneficial to participants’ task performance (as they were more alert and focused) creating an optimal level of both. The study also suggested that if the state of emotion was non-existent or too high then it would impair performance ability as it would be anxiety inducing. Thomas Schilling also supported this theory by inducing a state of arousal using cortisol injections (a stress hormone) into participants when testing their memory recall and the results displayed the same results as the Yerkes and Dodson experiment. Shaw (2016). This proposes that flashbulb memory accuracy may depend on the level of emotional exposure rather than the emotional arousal alone. 
Reconstructive memory was proposed by Bartlett in 1932. He performed an experiment called “War of the Ghosts”. In this study participants read a North American folk story and when relaying the information did not include the original cultural aspects but replaced them with their own culturally consistent expectations. From this Bartlett concluded that memory is reconstructive and that we translate information using existing knowledge. T Alankrita (2021). Another experiment by Allport and Postman (1945) demonstrated the effect of schemas and bias when recalling from memory. A participant was given a description of a picture which they had to communicate to another participant and then another and so on, neither of these subjects ever saw the picture so were reliant on memory. The findings were that the description changed so that instead of the white man holding the razor (as in the original) it was the black man that was suggested to be holding the weapon. This highlights internal stereotyping which has altered the nature of the description and provides evidence for memory distortions in reconstructive memory. As the setting of this study was laboratory based and controlled it provides reliable data although there is lack of focus on what participants remembered correctly. Eyewitness testimony is provided from someone’s memory of an event of emotional and reconstructive content and is believed to be correct however, “there exist several studies that show no relationship at all between confidence and accuracy…”. (Loftus 1996, p.101)

Based on the reconstructive nature of memory and the emotional trigger of flashbulb memory needed for encoding information, eyewitness testimony needs to be considered as it consists of both elements. In summary, reflecting on the issues of these types of memory, using schemas and existing knowledge as substitutions and arousal either improving or impairing recall, it magnifies the delicacy and impressionability of memory, that it is prone to bias, distortion and cannot be concretely reliable despite confidence in accuracy.

Part B

Our daily environments are highly sensory stimulating, filled with many sights, sounds, smells, flavours and sensations. We have the process of attention to focus on the necessary stimuli of the vast supply of the environment. Our sensory processers detect these stimuli to enable us to perceive them mentally and respond accordingly. (Styles, 2004) The theories discussed will be selective attention, depth perception and weapons focus, and their explanations of how our attention may be focalised and diverted including the possible effects on the cognitive processes of perception and memory. 

We are all aware of our ability to focus our attention on things that capture our interest and even when we are concentrating on something our attention can be redirected elsewhere. Most people have experienced walking into a room to get a specific item, only to forget what it was they wanted in the first place. William James stated that attention “It is the taking possession by the mind, in clear and vivid form, of one out of what seem several simultaneously possible objects or trains of thought. Focalisation, concentration, consciousness, it implies withdrawal from some things in order to deal effectively with others” (James, 1890, p. 415). This demonstrates the way we decipher the mass of stimulus around us and pay attention to certain objects also known as selective attention. Through experiments using dichotic listening where a different auditory stimulus was played into each ear, Broadbent (1958) concluded that there are many elements to consider. The amount of information from a single stimulus, meaning that two auditory messages with less information have more chance of accurate recall than that of two informationally rich stimulus and using more than two stimulus is not seemingly beneficial. He also stated that there were central processing aspects at work and not just sensory based and to prevent the discarding of messages it is best to differentiate the characteristics of the voices or to use another sensory stimulus. Moreover, it is not the amount of stimulus at a given time but the context of information as our nervous system has a limited attentional capacity. Broadbent (1958).
The attenuation model of Treisman (1964) also tested multiple auditory stimulus and how we process them. She suggested that we analyse and interpret multiple auditory information, and even when we focus on only one stimulus – the attended message, we also receive unattended information from other sources which are both cognitively processed but at different intensities. The attended message at full capacity with the unattended message seeping through at a lower level. Treisman (1964) used controlled testing on human subjects, each receiving different auditory messages with varying qualities to the voices and monitored how the information would be interpreted. She concluded that we not only search for physical aspects of a voice but also grammar and meaning. Furthermore, that we can shift our attention to another unattenuated stimulus particularly when emotionally significant and this is due to a biological ability. An example of this is how our attention is diverted when we hear our name within a separate conversation Gross (2020). When we visually attend to vast detail how likely are we to perceive information inaccurately? 
This moves us onto the weapons focus Loftus (1979) which is the concept that when a weapon is present in the environment, we prioritise our attention on it and therefore miss other details which affects accuracy, perception and recall. Typically, this is something that occurs when someone is present during a crime scene and are later asked about the physical characteristics of a perpetrator and are unable to recall them. The acquisition stage requires us to selectively focus on specific details of our surroundings and the contrast between the amount of information in the environment and what we perceive greatly differentiates, Loftus (1979).
Our biology also plays a part in the way we perceive objects and our distance from them, this is called depth perception. We can make estimations of depth from our point in the environment to objects in the distance or nearby. This enables us to safely manoeuvre and gauge space between them and ourselves. Sternburg (2003). The biological ability to perceive depth comes from our full forward vision, like that of other predators. Each of our eyes provides a slightly different view and by seeing through both, these viewpoints overlap and provide a wider visual field. The most sensitive part of our retina, the fovea, automatically focuses on what we look at providing us with sharp vision. Styles (2004). Styles also highlighted the cognition involved in visual perception, that our eyes liken to that of a camera view, but our perception of the environment is far more complex than that of a static image. Our retina is stimulated by the details of the environment and forms an image from these detected features. As we have two eyes, we use binocular vision and have a vast visual supply from our surroundings, much more than could ever be caught on camera. We also use monocular vision which does not use both eyes but only one. We have two-dimensional eyesight from each retina as they are flat, but our brains can compile these images, information from our environment, visual cues or previous experiences and develop a three-dimensional percept of the world.
Our brains use stereopsis whereby two individual images are interpreted as one 3D image and cause muscular changes in our eyes when we focus intently. These changes are called accommodation, where the eyes alter in thickness dependant on how close or far away an object is and convergence when if in close range the eyes turn inwards to see the object more clearly, Gross (2020). We can test convergence by holding something up in front of us and slowly moving it in closer by feeling the motion of the eyes pulling inward. According to Shaw (2016), perception is impressionable and can be tainted by numerous visual or emotional aspects of our environment and therefore cannot be relied on as fully precise. We do not maintain perfect sensory and perceptual abilities which can impact our accuracy of recall.
Many people have experienced losing balance, mishearing something or walking past something several times without noticing it’s presence. A study to demonstrate just how things can go unnoticed is the Invisible Gorilla Test. Viewers were asked to concentrate on multiple players in white shirts passing a ball and count how many times they do so. Meanwhile a gorilla enters and switches places with a player in a black shirt all while participants eyes are fixated on the ball. The results of this study show that the gorilla goes undetected around 50% of the time which reinforces the idea that our perceptual skills are not flawless but also that we perceive things differently when we consider that a similar quantity of people did notice the gorilla in plain sight. When the test was repeated by Memmert (2006) an eye tracking device was used and the results showed that people that were not aware of the gorilla did look at it for longer than a second. This shows that attention must be paid to really ‘see’ something.

In summary it is evidential that when we discuss attention and perception, that we are talking about two separate things, although these two aspects seem to correspond with one another when we interpret stimulus from our surroundings. It seems for us to be aware of something we must pay attention to it and depending on what we pay attention to, affects our perceptual ability. Also, perception is not a conclusive construct, and it can be impacted by previous expectations. Seemingly, we all form our own interpretations of reality and our experiences.
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