VisCog Productions, Inc.
www.viscog.com | dvd@viscog.com

VisCog Productions, Inc.
www.viscog.com | dvd@viscog.com

First released in 2003, Surprising
Studies of Visual Awareness (Vol 1)
includes videos and demos that
can be used to induce failures of
awareness in an audience. It has
been used by presenters
throughout the world, in a wide
range of training, teaching, and
presentation contexts. To
accommodate decreasing use of
DVD drives in computers, in 2016
we replaced the physical version
of our DVDs with downloadable
versions.
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Important restrictions
see www.viscog.com/policies.html for details
•

You may burn the digital contents to one DVD disc or flash
drive for your own use in presentations.

•

The DVD contents may not be provided to other users—
they are licensed to the individual who purchased them. If you
are interested in a site license for your organization, please
email us: dvd@viscog.com.

•

The DVD contents may be used only for in-person
presentations. The DVD contents may not be broadcast,
posted online, or distributed. They may not be be re-posted,
uploaded to any server, or streamed online. If your
presentation is recorded for distribution, the recording may
not include the contents of this DVD.

•

The DVD and its contents may not be re-sold. VisCog
Productions is the exclusive distributor for these DVDs, and
they may not be sold or incorporated into other products by
anyone else.

•

The DVD and its contents are copyrighted. The license for
the DVD permits use of the DVD for in-person presentations,
but all other rights are reserved.
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Using the DVD
When you download the DVD, in addition to a copy of this file,
you will see a folder named Surprising_Studies_Vol1. That
folder includes two additional folders: AUDIO_TS and
VIDEO_TS. Those are the standard contents of a playable
DVD, but you don’t access them like other computer file
contents.
To play your DVD, open your DVD playing application. Then,
under the menus, choose the option to open DVD media.
Navigate to the Surprising_Studies_Vol1 folder and select it.
Your DVD playing application will then play it like a regular
DVD. If you don’t have a DVD playing application, we strongly
recommend the free, open-source program VLC media
player. It works on all platforms. You can download it at http://
www.videolan.org/vlc/index.html
To create a physical DVD disk, you will need a DVD burner.
Most computer DVD drives can burn a DVD. Insert a blank
DVD-R disk into your computer’s DVD drive. Then, copy
VIDEO_TS and AUDIO_TS onto it. Once you have burned the
DVD, it will play in any DVD player. You can also put the
contents on a flash drive.
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Contents and Instructions
This DVD includes four different categories of demonstrations,
with 5 videos in each category:
•
•
•
•

Flicker Task
Gradual Task
Selective Attention Task
Movie Task

Each type of demonstration can be used to induce failures of
awareness. The following pages describe and explain each
demonstration. Similar explanations and instructions are
available on the DVD menus themselves. You can use the
“Presenter Menu” to show the demonstrations in your
presentations.
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Flicker Task
Creator: Daniel Simons (based on videos created by Ronald Rensink)
Citation: Rensink, R. A, O'Regan, J. K., & Clark, J. J. (1997). To see or not to see: The
need for attention to perceive changes in scenes. Psychological Science, 8, 368-373.

Tell your audience to try to find the changing
object in the flickering image and to silently raise
their hand when they spot it. Some viewers
won’t spot the changes. Show it again to give
them another chance before you click “Reveal
Change” to show what was changing. Draw
attention to how obvious the change becomes
without the short blank. You can show all of the
flicker examples to the same audience—the
effect works even when people know there will
be changes, and it is most effective to show
several examples so that all of your audience
members will experience the effect.

People fail to notice large changes to their visual world when the
change occurs during a brief interruption or distraction, a
phenomenon known as change blindness. Some changes take
many seconds to detect, and some will go undetected altogether.
Without the blank screen, the change produces a signal that the
visual system detects. Once people find a change, it appears
obvious, and people are surprised they missed it for so long. The
flicker task illustrates the impossibility of attending to all aspects of
a scene at once. We cannot perceive and remember all of the
details, even when we try.
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Gradual Task
Creators: Daniel Simons, Steve Franconeri, and Rebecca Reimer
Citation: Simons, D. J., Franconeri, S. L., & Reimer, R. L. (2000). Change blindness in
the absence of visual disruption. Perception, 29, 1143-1154.
Tell your audience to look for the only thing
changing in what appears to be a photograph
and to silently raise their hand if they detect the
change. Few people will find it. Repeat the
demo to let your audience try again. Click
“Reveal Change” to show what was changing
and then show the gradual change. After
revealing the change, show them the gradual
change again to illustrate that they can see the
change happening once they know where to
focus their attention. The change is actually
visibly occurring, but it does not draw attention.
You can show multiple gradual change
examples to the same audience.

In this example of change blindness, there is no visual disruption.
Unless observers happen to focus attention on the change and
keep it there, they won’t notice the change. The task is perhaps the
clearest demonstration that changes do not automatically attract
attention—people only become aware of the change if they
deliberately focus attention on it. After spotting the change, it
becomes obvious, and people are surprised that they could miss
it. This and other examples of change blindness show that we
cannot attend to all aspects of a scene at once, so our awareness
of the details of our visual world is necessarily limited.
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Selective Attention Task
Creators: Daniel Simons & Christopher Chabris (1-4); Steve Most (5)
Citations: Simons, D. J., & Chabris, C. F. (1999). Gorillas in our midst: Sustained inattentional blindness for
dynamic events. Perception, 28, 1059-1074. Most, S. B., Simons, D. J., Scholl, B. J., Jimenez, R., Clifford, E., &
Chabris, C. F. (2000). How not to be seen: The contribution of similarity and selective ignoring to sustained
inattentional blindness. Psychological Science, 12, 9-17.

For Basketball 1-4, tell your audience to silently
count the total number of times the players
wearing white complete a pass, ignoring passes
by the players wearing black. For Shapes, tell
them to count how many times the white shapes
bounce off the sides of the display. Emphasize
the the task is hard but doable. Ask how many
passes (bounces) they counted. Then ask
whether they noticed anything other than the
players (shapes). Show it again with no
counting, and most will see the “unexpected”
event. These examples work only when the
event is unexpected, so just use one of them in
a presentation.

People often miss unexpected objects or events when focusing
attention on something else (inattentional blindness). Approximately
50% miss the gorilla (Basketball 1) and 30% miss the “umbrella
woman” (Basketball 2) and the distinctive red cross (Shapes).
Basketball 3 and 4 replicate videos by Ulric Neisser in which all the
players are partially transparent and occupy the same spatial
locations on screen. Noticing rates are lower even though the
unexpected object literally passes through the areas where observers
are focusing their attention. Even distinctive unexpected events do
not automatically draw attention. Yet, most people are convinced
they’d notice a gorilla. Divided attention (talking on a cell phone while
driving) can amplify this effect.
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Movie Task
Creators: Daniel Simons & Daniel Levin (1,2,5). Daniel Simons, Steve Mitroff, and Susan Fieselman (2,3)
Citations: Levin, D. T., & Simons, D. J. (1997). Failure to detect changes to attended objects in motion
pictures. Psychonomic Bulletin and Review, 4, 501-506. Simons, D. J. (1996). In sight, out of mind: When
object representations fail. Psychological Science, 7, 301-305.

Demos 1-4 introduce changes across each cut.
Show Surprise Party 1, and ask if anyone
noticed any changes. People may spot one or
two of the nine changes. Show it again and
highlight the changes. At the Zoo or Parade/
Circus work too, but are better for small groups
due to poor sound quality in the original films. In
Phone Call, the only actor is replaced by a
different person. If the change is unexpected,
almost nobody will see it. If your audience
knows to look for changes, some might notice
the clothing change, but most still won’t realize
it’s a different actor. Show it again and point out
that it is a different person.

People commonly miss changes in movies, even to the central actor
or object, provided that the changes do not affect the meaning of the
scene. Most errors do not disrupt the ability to follow the story and
they do not draw attention even though many people are convinced
they will. Changes for each video are listed below.
Surprise Party 1: the scarf disappears and reappears, the plates change from red to white to red, the items on
one plate move to the other plate, the fork moves from one place setting to the other, the cups swap places,
and the actors’ arms repeatedly change positions instantaneously. People rarely spot more than 1 or 2
changes, even when looking for change.
Surprise Party 2: the soda bottle at the beginning of the scene is replaced by a box.
At the Zoo: the cola can changes brands, the rolling shelf behind the table disappears, the left actor’s hands
leave the table instantaneously, a candy tin appears, the scarf disappears, the CD player is replaced by keys,
the pile of books shrinks.
Parade/Circus: the magazine becomes a book, a chair appears, the calculator disappears, the left actor’s hair
moves in front of her right shoulder, and the laptop case closes partly.
Phone Call: The only actor changes to a different person wearing different clothes (70% of people miss it).

