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Essentially, this model predicts that we 
pay more attention to things we are 
interested in, are in the mood for, or 
have judged as important. For example,
opera lovers listen carefully during an 
operatic performance, concentrating on 
nuances of the performance. People less 
interested in opera may sometimes have 
a hard time even staying awake during 
a performance. In Kahneman’s (1973) 
view, attention is part of what the lay-
person would call “mental effort.” The 
more effort expended, the more atten-
tion we are using.

Kahneman’s view raises the question of 
what factors limit our ability to do sev-
eral things at once. We have already dis-
cussed arousal. A related consideration 
is alertness as a function of time of day,
forth.
such as when we are tired or drowsy,

Effort is only one factor that 
centration results in better performance 
processing, performance of which is constrained by the mental resources or capacity 
allocated to them (Norman & Bobrow, 1975). Taking a midterm is one such task. On 
some other tasks, one cannot do better no matter how hard one tries. An example is 
trying to detect a dim light in a bright room or a soft sound in a noisy room. Even if 
you concentrate as hard as you can on such a task, your vigilance might not help you to 
detect the stimulus. Performance on this task is said to be data limited, meaning that it 
depends entirely on the quality of the incoming data, not on mental effort or concen-
tration. Norman and Bobrow (1975) pointed out that both kinds of limitations affect 
our ability to perform any cognitive task.

SCHEMA THEORY

Ulric Neisser (1976) offered a completely different conceptualization of attention 
called schema theory. He argued that we don’t filter, attenuate, or forget unwanted 
material. Instead, we never acquire it in the first place. Neisser compared attention to 
apple picking. The material we attend to is like apples we pick off a tree—we grasp it. 
Unattended material is analogous to the apples we don’t pick. To assume the unpicked 
apples are “filtered out” of our grasp would be ridiculous; a better description is that 
they simply get left on the tree. Likewise, Neisser believed, with unattended informa-
tion: It is simply left out of our cognitive processing.

Neisser and Becklen (1975) performed a relevant study of visual attention. They cre-
ated a “selective looking” task by having participants watch one of two visually super-
imposed films. Figure 4.2 shows an example of what participants in this study saw. One 
film showed a “hand game,” two pairs of hands playing a familiar hand-slapping game 
many of us played as children. The second film showed three people passing and/or 
bouncing a basketball. Participants in the study were asked to “shadow” (attend to) one 

 Photo 4.2: Interested 
audience members typically 
pay much more attention 
during performances than do 
people less interested.
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