Change Blindness
Describe change blindness and discuss what this phenomenon tells us about human attentional capabilities in real-world settings.
Change Blindness is an occurrence where an individual or groups of people are unable to state or recall a visual change in a given scenario. This relatively common phenomenon can be seen in many different real world and artificially created circumstances such as when an individual is unable to state the changes in an image when that image has been shown to be flickering in and out of view. They visually become “blinded” to the change  and are unable to accurately state where the change took place in a still image. Change Blindness can have some very serious consequences in the real world as it can become crucial when the accuracy of an individual’s statement matters most for example, in the case of asking a witness to a crime key details if change blindness occurs then the statement of the witness may be false or inaccurate to what actually happened potentially incriminating an innocent person “84 people were wrongly convicted of crimes between 2007 and 2017” (BBC, 2019). Throughout this essay I will include key examples of how change blindness can occur in real world scenarios such as driving and eye witness testimonies. As well as discussing the strengths and weaknesses of certain theories explaining change blindness and how it works. I will also discuss what all these theories and real world examples tell us about our attentional capabilities as humans.  
Faulty eye witness testimonies has considerably affected whether or not an innocent person has been found guilty in criminal court cases for example, the “innocence project” has used DNA evidence to win the release and exoneration of 246 prisoners nationwide and have found that “Faulty eyewitness identification played a role in the wrongful convictions of approximately 75% of these individuals” (Nelson, et al., 2011). It is believed that the cause of fault eye witness testimonies is a result of change blindness as people view a scene incorrectly and therefore cannot remember the details correctly or recall the details of an incident incorrectly, potentially resulting in an innocent individual being arrested and even imprisoned. This shows to us that during high intensity situations involving potentially criminal actions witnesses struggle to comprehend or take in all details of the situation correctly leading to vital information being missing from a person’s recollection of the event. One of the first and earliest studies conducted on change blindness took place on a university campus where an individual was stopped on the street and a conversation was initiated then another confederate would pass through carrying a door and swap with the other confederate behind the door and then continued the conversation as if he hadn’t swapped with the other confederate it was discovered that even though the swapped confederate in the study wore different clothes and had noticeably a different height and voice half of the participants involved in the study failed to recognise this change. This study has some potential real world explanations to how change blindness can affect our everyday attentional abilities as from this study it can be inferred that most people when undergoing there everyday activities do not properly pay attention to key details of an individual. To link it back to eye witness testimonies it shows us that during such a simple and everyday interaction that the study tried to emulate key details of an individual were commonly not paid attention to then the same may commonly happen during a recounting of a crime scene or criminal interaction potentially explaining the attentional deficit that some eye witnesses have therefore leading to incorrect or “hazy” details being relayed to the authorities when questioned. In a study conducted by (Nelson, et al., 2011) they wanted to test whether or not change blindness can cause mistaken eye witness identification discovering that “58% of participants misidentified someone in the line-up” (Nelson, et al., 2011) they concluded that “change blindness can cause mistaken eyewitness identification which is the single greatest cause of wrongful convictions” this infers that our attentional abilities are crucial when it comes to remembering key details which is used to identify a perpetrator of a crime and deficient attention can and has caused the majority of wrongfully convicted individuals to suffer and go to prison. However, many psychologists who are using change blindness to explain poor attentional abilities during eye witness reports do not take into account other factors that can come into play and affect the attention of the individual. One such factor is due to the high intensity situations that many individuals have experienced or had to recount key details may be missing because the person may have experienced high adrenaline or had been forced to leave the scene early therefore details of the event may be hazy or incorrect. This explanation of why attention may suffer is not because of change blindness but because of other case by case factors. 
One major area in life that change blindness has consistently presented itself is in driving in particular involving crashes and accidents as many drivers have stated they failed to see a hazard on the road which has then resulted in a collision or crash. Change blindness has been shown to occur during driving as changes in “scenery” (Galpin, Underwood, & Crundall, 2009) such as in road conditions can cause an individuals attention to change and other factors such as the weather or a passenger in the car distracting them can take away from their attentional abilities decreasing reaction times and therefore increasing the likelihood of a crash or collision. When driving accidents occur it is usually because of the saccade focusing on something else which is why drivers are told to constantly look around them and at their mirrors to prevent this lapse of attention. In order to assess change blindness in relation to driving scenarios a study was conducted using the Flicker Paradigm using images taken from a driving scene. In the study there was fourteen drivers and fifteen non-drivers these participants were tested based off of changes in the images being horizontal and vertical. It was discovered that both the drivers and non-drivers suffered from change blindness in changes that were further away and they both produced similar results to each other as no noticeable difference in response time was shown. Both groups of participants had improved response times when presented with images of horizontal changes while also both groups displayed longer response times when shown with vertical and central differences in the image. This could reflect reality in that crashes which occur through rear ending another road user may be because the attentional awareness of the driver is not as strong in the central area of the road due to other stimuli taking up attention leading to drivers “looking but not seeing” at the road user in front causing a crash. This study could show that change blindness can have a crucial affect on the driving awareness of road users as many drivers fail to see common hazards in front of them due to a lapse in their attention. However one criticism of this study is that due to the artificiality of the Flicker Paradigm it doesn’t truly reflect a drivers true attentional awareness on the road as there ability to sense and observer potential hazards is limited due to them only viewing it on a screen in future more studies could use the medium of artificial reality using virtual reality headsets to emulate a more realistic experience of driving on a road and therefore a researcher would better be able to study the true response times and attentional differences between drivers and non-drivers “the lab environment in itself may induce a specific encoding strategy”  (Jonathan M. Fawcett, 2015).
 
Individuals with Autism have sometimes shown a heightened ability to perceive and recall visual details about an individual that non autistic people would usually ignore or pay no real attention to it. Therefore in real world scenarios it can be shown that individuals with autism may suffer less from the effects of change blindness and have a higher attentional ability in particular, when it comes down to minute details that most people wouldn’t perceive such as being able to recall the appearance of an individual in detail who they only briefly met in passing. This may be particularly challenging for most non autistic people to remember- “superior change detection may be predicted in autism” (Smith & Milne, 2009). In a study using the flicker Paradigm which is when a flashing image is shown to participants and a change occurs after one of the changes then the participants have to state where the change took place, it was discovered that autistic participants who were tested were slower to state when a change in the image took place than the non-autistic control group which may disprove the theory that Autistic people may have a higher attentional span when it comes to change blindness however, it was stated that in more ecological studies reflecting real world scenarios Autistic people were usually faster than non-autistic participants so it could be concluded that autistic people suffer more attentional issues because of change blindness during artificial recreations than in more naturally occurring events possibly due to the social difficulties that the Autistic Spectrum may cause an individual’s attention to fluctuate during lab studies. In order to test this theory in a more real world scenario (Smith & Milne, 2009) conducted a study where they showed a series of cinema clips with some continuity errors present where the participant then had to state where the continuity error was following watching the clips. As this study more reflects a task that is more natural than the flicker Paradigm (the task of watching a movie) it was believed that this study would reveal more if the attentional differences in autistic and non-autistic individuals were present when shown more real life reflections of change blindness. The study also split up the continuity areas into different categories whether the continuity areas were central or marginal and whether the changes involved objects (non-social) or focused on the actor (social). The results were shown that “participants with ASD were more likely to detect the error than the TD group” (Smith & Milne, 2009) (TD meaning participants who were part of the non-autistic group). These results show that in change blindness studies that reflect real world scenarios it is inferred that the attentional capabilities of autistic individuals are enhanced when shown small details in more true to life situations therefore, a criticism of the Flicker Paradigm is that sometimes the data gathered from it may not be entirely accurate as it does not reflect the real world examples that this study showed. 
To conclude, change blindness has and will continue to be used to assess humans attentional capability in real world scenarios. Through different studies reflecting both real life and artificial scenarios change blindness has shown how our attention works in different ways through how we miss and react to hazards when driving to how change blindness can affect eye witness testimonies and how it can have a severe impact on how justice is carried out where potentially innocent people may be imprisoned or arrested due to witnesses not paying attention correctly. Also ways in which change blindness has been assessed can be criticised such as the Flicker Paradigm as it has been shown to not truly reflect reality such as in the study involving autistic participants therefore other alternatives may need to be used in the future. 
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