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At a little under a minute into the presentation, an unexpected event occurred:

After 44–48 [seconds] of this action, either of two unexpected events occurred: in 
the Umbrella–Woman condition, a tall woman holding an open umbrella walked 
from off camera on one side of the action to the other, left to right. The actions of 
the players, and this unexpected event, were designed to mimic the stimuli used by 
Neisser and colleagues. In the Gorilla condition, a shorter woman wearing a gorilla 
costume that fully covered her body walked through the action in the same way. In 
either case, the unexpected event lasted 5 [seconds], and the players continued their 
actions during and after the event. (Simons & Chabris, 1999, p. 1066)

After viewing the entire videotape, students first wrote down their counts and then 
were asked to describe anything unusual they had seen on the video. Questions became 
increasingly specific, beginning with “While you were doing the counting, did you 
notice anything unusual on the video?” and ending with “Did you see a gorilla (or a 
woman carrying an umbrella) walk across the screen?”

Overall, 46% of participants failed to notice either the umbrella woman or the 
gorilla. Only 44% of participants ever reported seeing a gorilla, although this num-
ber was much greater for the participants watching the Black team, who presumably 
shared more visual features with the gorilla (dark color) than did the White team (see  
Table 4.1 for a full presentation of results). Simons and Chabris (1999) concluded that 
unexpected events can be overlooked. Presumably, we only perceive those events to 
which we attend, especially if the unexpected event is dissimilar to the focus of our 
attention and especially if our attention is tightly focused somewhere else.

The original phenomenon has been widely replicated with a variety of stimuli (e.g., 
Bressan & Pizzighello, 2008; Chabris & Simons, 2010; Chabris, Weinberger, Fontaine, & 
Simons, 2011; Graham & Burke, 2011; Hyman, Boss, Wise, McKenzie, & Caggiano, 
2010; Simons, 2010; Simons & Jensen, 2009). You might wonder whether this phe-
nomenon occurs only when watching movies or videos. Another study—this one by 
Simons and Levin (1998)—suggests that at least sometimes it happens to real people 

 Table 4.1: Percentage of subjects noticing the unexpected event in each condition. Each row 
corresponds to one of the four video display types. Columns are grouped by monitoring task and 
attended team (White or Black). In the Easy task, subjects counted the total number of passes 
made by the attended team. In the Hard task, subjects maintained separate simultaneous counts 
of the aerial and bounce passes made by the attended team.

Easy Task Hard Task

White Team Black Team White Team Black Team

Transparent
Umbrella woman
Gorilla

58
8

92
67

33
8

42
25

Opaque
Umbrella woman
Gorilla

100
42

58
83

83
50

58
58

Source: Simons, D. J., & Chabris, C. F. (1999). Gorillas in our midst: Sustained inattentional blindness for dynamic events. Perception, 28, Table 1, p. 1068.


