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in real interactions (see Chabris et al., 
2011, for a second example). Simons 
and Levin (1997) described a scenario 
they studied as follows (see a depiction 
of the study in Figure 4.4):

Imagine that a person approaches 
you and asks for directions. Kindly, 
you oblige and begin describing 
the route. While you are talking, 
two people interrupt you rudely by 
carrying a door right between you 
and the person you were talking to. 
Surely you would notice if the per-
son you were talking to was then 
replaced by a completely different 
person. (p. 266)

But in fact only about 50% of their 
“participants” did notice that the person 
they had been talking to was replaced 
by a second person. (The replacement 
was achieved by having the second 
“interviewer” carry the back half of the 
door up to the first interviewer and the 
participant; the first “interviewer” then changed places with him in a scene reminiscent 
of a Candid Camera segment.) The change in person went undetected even though 
the two interviewers were of different heights and builds, had noticeably different 
voices, had different haircuts, and wore different clothing, as you can see in the last  
photograph!

Interestingly, student participants were more likely to notice the change than were 
older participants (the study was conducted on the Cornell University campus). But 
when the two interviewers donned construction worker clothing, fewer than half of 
the students noticed the change. Simons and Levin (1997) speculated that participants 
encoded the status (including age or profession) of the interviewers only for gist; in 
other words, once the students decided a person was a worker, they ignored details of 
what the person looked like. Conversely, students would pay more attention to the 
interviewers when they looked like other students.

Investigators have also looked to see whether they can predict who will and won’t be 
affected by inattentional blindness, with mixed results. Chabris and Simons (2010) 
argued that there is hardly any evidence that individual differences in attention or 
other abilities affect inattentional blindness. Simons and Jensen (2009) offered evi-
dence in support of this conclusion in an experimental task. Interestingly, however, 
Graham and Burke (2011) reported that older adults seem to be more subject to the 
phenomenon. Hannon and Richards (2010) reported that lower working memory 
capacity predicts susceptibility to inattentional blindness, a finding reminiscent of the 
Wood and Cowan (1995) study we reviewed earlier in the chapter. Seegmiller, Watson, 
and Strayer (2011) published similar findings and speculated that what helps individu-
als to notice the “gorilla in our midst” is attentional control, a part of working memory 
we will discuss in Chapter 5.

 Figure 4.4: Frames from a video of participants in the Simons and Levin (1998) 
study.
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