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SELECTIVE ATTENTION............................................................................

The term selective attention refers to the fact that we usually focus our attention on 
one task or a few tasks or events rather than on many. To say we mentally focus our 
resources implies that we shut out (or at least process less information from) other 
competing tasks. Do your intuitions agree? Try this experiment. Stop and reflect: Can 
you hear noises in your environment? Probably some or all of those noises were there 
just a few second ago when you read the preceding paragraph. But you weren’t paying 
attention to those noises—they weren’t “getting through.” Ditto for other stimuli—
can you feel your clothes, wristwatch, or jewelry against your skin when you direct 
your attention to them? Probably, although you weren’t aware of them a few seconds 
ago. Presumably we process information differently depending on whether or not we 
have been actively focusing on a stimulus.

How do cognitive psychologists study what information people process about things 
to which they are not paying attention? If you think about it, this is a tough challenge: 
How do you present people with information while making sure they do not pay atten-
tion to it? Simply instructing them to not pay attention is almost guaranteed to have 
the opposite effect. (Try this: For the next 25 seconds, pay no attention to the feelings 
in your fingers.)

It turns out that a solution is well known to cognitive psychologists. Depicted in 
Figure 4.1, it is known as the dichotic listening task. It works like this. A person listens 
to an audiotape over a set of headphones. On the tape are different messages recorded 

“Women in the 17th 
century faced many 
physical challenges”

“Logicians believe
that the system of

formal rules
governing . . .”

 Figure 4.1: Dichotic listening task. The listener hears two messages and is asked to repeat 
(“shadow”) one of them.


