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Describe change blindness and discuss what this phenomenon tells us about human attentional capabilities in real world settings.

Imagine you were watching your favourite movie scene and, it was played back but this time a cup had disappeared, would you notice it? You think you would notice the change, right? However, majority of people do not notice the visual perceptual change whether it be from their favourite movie scene or in some real-world settings. Change blindness (CB) is a failure to detect changes to an object or scene. These changes could look like an object has appeared, disappeared, or changed direction (Eysenck & Keane, 2020). Change blindness can occur when a visual transient produced by a larger visual transient such as a blink of your eye (O’Regan et al.,2000), screen flicker (Rensink, 1997) or saccadic eye movement (Grimes, 1996). The capacities of change blindness relative to visual perception, suggests limits on encoding, retaining, and comparing visual information from one image to the next, this can include a moving scene, such as a movie or walking down the street perhaps. Our awareness of our visual surroundings is far sparser than most people intuitively believe (Simons & Ambinder, 2005). This phenomenon dates back to the 1970’s, however original studies have been widely critiqued for inadequate correlation between a lab setting and real-world setting. This left many people question, does change blindness actually happen in a real-world setting? 

Studies were originally developed from analysis in other phenomena such as the eye movements (saccades) and working memory which helped construct the understanding of change blindness (Simon & Levin, 1997). Change blindness is often the brains capacity to remember complex images in a broad scope and with this the brain can’t possibly process every element of an experience and has to prioritise what it believes to be factual or important (Simons & Rensink, 2005). Many studies relating to CB and change detection have been conducted with a blank, often quick flash or screen between original and secondary alternated picture or scene, also known as flicker paradigm (Hollingworth et al., 2001). A prominent view in change blindness literature suggests that the use of a flicker or flash can support the occurrences of change blindness happening but isn’t totally relied on, more so it is down to the allocation of the visual attention to the changing region (Wolfe et al., 2006).  Rensink (2018) alternatively contributes that potentially through the use of a blank screen, a blink, or a flash, perhaps this is used as a mask which interrupts the process of the location we are focusing on, giving enough movement of the scene or image to take place creating an experience exact to change blindness.

Change blindness in real life settings can play a major role in our ability to function and give what we believe a correct perception of an event or movement in our daily lives. Alternatively change blindness may cause issues in real world situations, such as giving an eyewitness testimony, driving and conversations. Researchers had found that change blindness can affect many aspects of a witness’s testimony such as the recount of the incident or the identification of a perpetrator (Nelson et al., 2011). Cognitive psychologists have been conducting vigorous research into inaccurate eyewitness testimonies and have found a number of reasons why eyewitnesses identify innocent bystanders (Wells & Olson, 2003). Davies & Hine (2007) piloted a lab study on change blindness and eyewitness identification, the study consisted of showing participants a video of a burglary. Halfway through the physical burglary the actors had been replaced with a second different looking male actor, overall, sixty one percent of participants failed to notice the change. Illustrating when in a moving scene or still picture CB can cause misidentification when identifying a perpetrator, making it the reason most convictions are wrongfully made (Davis et al., 2008). Whilst this research looked at the effect of change blindness in a like for like setting, research failed to look at this in a live setting which could have had a genuine feelings and emotion with better sufficient results. This study was conducted in a lab environment which could have potentially impacted the results, students participating having a consciousness of the ‘known’ from the description before the students agreed to participate which could have made their alertness more prompt in the awareness something was to be noticed or a change may occur.

Simons & Levin (1998) conducted a study looking into change blindness in a real-world setting. The aim of the study was to see if change blindness existed in a real world setting and what correlations this had to a lab environment if any. The experiment consisted of asking fifth teen people on a college campus for directions, whilst the experimenter was having the conversation with the participant who had been giving the directions, it had been briefly interrupted by two individuals as part of the experiment by carrying a door between the experimenter and the participant acting as a real-life flicker paradigm. In this time of the door going between the participant and experimenter, one of the individuals carrying the door, swapped with the experimenter receiving the directions. The results concluded that a large part of the participants noticed that the people carrying the door, had been rude but had failed to notice there had been a change of experimenter. Interestingly Simons and Levin noted that there was a correlation of ages noticing the change of experimenter. Seven out of fifth teen participants taking part were between twenty and thirty years of age, who had all noticed that there was a change of experimenter compared to all who were thirty-five and above failing to notice the change (Simons & Levin, 1998). They assumed that this had potentially been due to the ages of the experimenter and individuals holding the door being similar ages to participants who correctly noticed a change. The tendencies to code a group, specifying information of people of out-groups can determine what represents a visual feature for a particular category or group of people (Levin, 1996). Simon and Levin categorised the younger student participants as the In-group, a group which shared same qualities and ages of those who were the experimenters. The older subjects considered the experimenters as the out-group. The older category of people in the experiment generally didn’t distinguish people based on features but more focusing on the group attributes. 

Testing this theory, the experimenters were asked to change their appearance so that they could be classified as members of an out-group by the younger subjects. The experimenters were asked to dress like construction workers which happened to be placed within fifty metres of a construction site. Unlike the first experiment, the participants were now all from the younger age group, the group which had always detected the change in experiment one. Out of the twelve participants who participated in the second experiment only four reported noticing a change of experimenters during the conversation. To conclude Simons and Levin’s found, whilst people may not notice changes to central objects even when its ongoing, natural, and live. Precise encoding of the features or properties of objects will distinguish the changes from one frame to the next, this will help support the chances of noticing the change such as identifying specifics. In this instance the facial features of the workmen. Banyard et al., (2019) stresses clearly people do not attend to everything we think we do, it should be remembered that this phenomenon which occurs shows us that our attention is doing everything it should be doing. Consequently, when change blindness becomes dangerous, is when we are faced with an activity which needs much of our attention, divided across multiple jobs at the same time such as flying an aero plane, driving whilst on our phone or talking to a friend. 

This section will address potential shortfalls of the Simon & Levin studies. Due to the realism and uncontrolled variables in this, such as the types of individuals taking part, attentional differences, and location this can make it difficult to generate results overall. However, it does advance the ecological validity from the natural environment and behaviours presented similar to a ‘real-world’ setting (Gross, 2020; Murphy & Murphy, 2018). The presupposition from this experiment is that the objects involved, have a heightened chance of view, similar action to that being the flicker paradigm (Simons, 2000). This experiment also suggests that a person’s attentional capabilities are all subject to some controllable factors such environment and surroundings and necessarily will not encounter and disclose change unless they attend to certain attributes within that environment which have been altered (Simons, 2000). Furthermore, having a small number of participants may have had an impact to the amount of evidence drawn from this experiment.

DiVita et al (2004) explores other examples of change blindness in real world settings, particularly working as an army air traffic controller. Many disasters and in some cases, fatalities could be the result of an air traffic controller who fails to detect when aircrafts are landing, departing, and moving around on the runway. Whilst you may have never experienced change blindness in those examples, would you believe change blindness happens in a social setting too? Change blindness can affect some of our everyday social interactions for example making minor slip-ups like asking the wrong waiter for the receipt or menu when you’re at a restaurant or not telling two identical twins apart (Groff & Chaparro, 2003). Cultural differences have a validity in change blindness. Based on their ability to find various kind of changes, it’s been said that westerners are less able to detect changes in physical elements of change whereas east Asians are more likely too. Indicating differences in the encoding of the forefront and background understandings within a scene (Masuda & Nisbett, 2006). Some researchers have queried theories around the element of consciousness when change blindness is present, does it make you less present in the room or less conscious of your surroundings if you cannot notice changes no matter the size (Mitroff et al., 2004). However, Dretske (2007) challenges that change blindness, can be conscious of elements constituting a visible difference without ever realising there is such a difference. One doesn't have to notice a difference in order to be conscious of the objects and properties making up that difference, the striking shortfall revealed by change blindness tell one absolutely nothing about what a person is conscious of. They reveal nothing about perceptual experience, more over tell us about someone’s attention to detail.

The question of, why does change blindness occur has been influenced by many theorists over the decades. Initially researched through saccades (eye movement) and memory, change blindness was a phenomenon which left many questioning ‘how did I miss that change?’ through various studies conducted across the years, change blindness still goes unsolved. Change blindness as we know it is a failure to detect changes to an object or scene. These changes could look like an object has appeared, disappeared, or changed direction. It has been said that change blindness has ‘occurred’ in some potentially worrying situations such as air traffic control, driving and eyewitness testimonies. The affect change blindness has on our everyday lives can be largely impactful, such as wrongfully identifying the perpetrators in a crime scene, the reality is, change blindness can occur an awful lot. Leaving many questions consciousness, original research, and the potential of is there more than meets the eye.
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