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of the films and to press a key whenever a target event (such as a hand slap in the first 
film or a pass in the second film) occurred.

Neisser and Becklen (1975) found, first, that participants could follow the correct film 
rather easily, even when the target event occurred at a rate of 40 per minute in the 
attended film. Participants ignored occurrences of the target event in the unattended film.

Participants also failed to notice unexpected events in the unattended film. For exam-
ple, participants monitoring the ballgame failed to notice that in the hand game film 
one of the players stopped hand slapping and began to throw a ball to the other player. 
Neisser (1976) believed that skilled perceiving rather than filtered attention explains 
this pattern of performance. Neisser and Becklen (1975) argued that

once picked up, the continuous and coherent motions of the ballgame (or of the 
hand game) guide further pickup; what is seen guides further seeing. It is implau-
sible to suppose that special “filters” or “gates,” designed on the spot for this novel 
situation, block the irrelevant material from penetrating deeply into the “processing 
system.” The ordinary perceptual skills of following visually given events “are simply 
applied to the attended episode and not to the other.” (pp. 491–492)

INATTENTIONAL BLINDNESS

A recent area of research in attention concerns a phenomenon known as inattentional 
blindness (Bressan & Pizzighello, 2008; Rensink, 2002; Simons & Ambinder, 2005; 
Simons, Nevarez, & Boot, 2005). This is the phenomenon of not perceiving a stimu-
lus or change in a stimulus that might be literally right in front of you unless you are 
paying attention to it.

Mack (2003) gave the following everyday example of inattentional blindness:

Imagine an experienced pilot attempting to land an airplane on a busy runway. He 
pays close attention to his display console, carefully watching the airspeed indicator 
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 Figure 4.2: Outline tracings of typical video images used in the Neisser and Becklen (1975) study. (A) shows the hand game 
alone, (B) shows the ballgame alone, and (C) shows the hand game and ballgame superimposed.
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