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Treisman reported several experimental results that support feature integration the-
ory. In one experiment (Treisman & Gelade, 1980), researchers presented participants 
with a series of simple objects (such as letters) that differed in several features (such as 
color and shape). Participants were asked to search for a particular object—for exam-
ple, a pink letter or the letter T. If the item being searched for differed from the back-
ground items in the critical feature (such as a pink item among green and brown items 
or a T among Os), the target item seemed to pop out of the display and the number 
of background items did not affect participants’ reaction times. Treisman and Gelade 
interpreted this pattern of results as evidence that the detection of individual features 
is automatic—requiring little attention or concentration and occurring in parallel. As a 
result, detecting a circle or the color blue or any other single feature is relatively easy. 
You can check out this phenomenon for yourself with the stimuli shown in Figure 4.10.

In another condition, participants were asked to search for an object with a combina-
tion of features—such as a pink T—against a background of objects that had one or the 
other feature (in this example, both pink items that were not Ts and Ts that were not 
pink). In this condition, participants’ reaction times varied with the number of back-
ground items. Treisman and Gelade (1980) argued that searching for a conjunction, or 
combination, of features requires controlled nonautomatic processing.

Interestingly, in a later study, Treisman and Schmidt (1982) showed that when atten-
tion is diverted or “overloaded,” participants make integration errors, resulting in what 
Treisman called illusory conjunctions. Consider the example of glancing quickly and 
without much attention out the window at a red Honda Civic and a blue Cadillac. 
Later, when asked to report what you saw, you might say, “A blue Honda Civic.” Such 
combining of two stimuli is erroneous; the conjunction reported is illusory.

In the experimental demonstration of this phenomenon (Treisman & Schmidt, 1982), 
participants saw two black digits displayed on either side of a row of three larger  
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 Figure 4.10: Example of stimuli from a feature integration study. Notice how easy it is to 
spot the blue S in (A) relative to finding the green X in (B).


