
Making sense of the world

What am I 
seeing?

Is that 
something I’ve 
seen before?

Bottom-up 
processing: 

taking sensory 
information and 
then assembling 
and integrating it

Top-down 
processing: 

using models, 
ideas, and 

expectations  to 
interpret sensory 

information  
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Our sensory and perceptual processes work 
together to help us sort out complex images.

Making Sense of Complexity

“The Forest Has Eyes,” Bev Doolittle
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So, where is the border 
between our conscious and 
our unconscious, and what 

stimuli can cross that 
threshold?
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Selective Attention

Perceptions about objects change from moment 
to moment. 

Necker Cube

One can know that several interpretations of 
sensory data are possible, but one can only 
consciously experience one at any given moment.



Cocktail-party effect
• Describes the ability to focus one's listening 

attention on a single talker among a mixture of 
conversations and background noises, ignoring 
other conversations.

• Form of selective attention.



In your notebook:  How does the cocktail party 
effect relate to your daily experiences in the 

Clipper Galley during lunch?



Selective attention and accidents

Where could the phenomenon of selective 
attention become dangerous, or even deadly?

Likelihood of accidents:
• Cell phone users (even hands 

free) are 4 x’s more likely to 
have an accident.

• Having a passenger – 1.6 x’s
• Texting – 23 x’s more risk!!!

Drivers who are paying attention to 
passengers, cell phones, MP3 
devices and CD’s, etc. react more 
slowly to traffic signals, other cars 
and pedestrians.

Even texting and 
walking don’t mix!!!
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Inattentional Blindness 
(form of selective attention)

Inattentional blindness refers to the 
inability to see an object or a person when 

our attention is directed elsewhere. 

The Invisible 
Gorilla:  How 
our Intuitions 
Deceive Us.
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Change Blindness

Change blindness is a form of inattentional 
blindness in which a person fails to detect large 

changes in the scene.

© 1998 Psychonomic Society Inc. Image provided courtesy of Daniel J. Simmons.

http://viscog.beckman.illinois.edu/djs_lab/demos.html
http://viscog.beckman.illinois.edu/djs_lab/demos.html


Change Blindness – The Door Study
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Change Blindness



Choice Blindness

• When subjects 
fail to detect 
conspicuous 
mismatches 
between their 
intended (and 
expected) choice 
and the actual 
outcome.
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It would be asking for an 
apple and then explaining 
exactly why you wanted 
the banana you got 
instead.

http://www.livescience.com/humanbiology/051006_choice_blindness.html
http://www.livescience.com/humanbiology/051006_choice_blindness.html

