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Perceptual Load Levels and their Related Effect on the
. Performance on the Early and Late Selective Attention
Tasks: An Experimental Study

The present study aims at addressing the current débate relevant to
the theories of both early and late selective attention. The Filter
(Bottleneck) theory presented by Broadbent ‘was the first model to
explain the early selective attention. As a result of its (the Filter theory)
weakness and insufficiency, various theories emerged to fully explain
‘this process. The contributions of Deutsch & ‘Deutsch (1963-1967),
Norman (1968), Mackay (1973), and Duncan (1980) and their models
criticized the Filter theory as it did not ‘explain the attentional
processes. Therefore; a late selection theory relevant to capacity limits
"emerged to fully explain these processes. . .
Automatic processes happen preattentively without any capacity
‘ limits: attending to familiaf stimuli réquires a small amount of
perceptual capacity , whereas increased attentional démands related to
novel and unfamiliar stimuli require 2 lot of search and certain
mechanisms allowing the reduction of details and concentration on the
"mosét prominerit” features. Lavie( 1995) examined the reasons beyoud
the individual’s change from early selection to the late one and how
this was related to perceptual load. He found that the perceptual load
was determined in terms of: a) the attentional resources upon which the
individual relies and b) the attentional demands relevant to the target
stimulus. The less sufficient resources (&.g. perceptual capacity) are the
carlier selection happens. The less attentional demands are , the earlier
selection happens . et
The researcher’ work is based upon what Lavié (1995) ‘examined
about certain variables related to the individuals himself such as
~gender and academic, specialization and their contribution to the
‘understanding of processing’ differences among individuals on certain
tasks ( e.g. attention, memory and perception). Y '
Research questions are limited to the following: -
1) When is the individual to-change from the éarly selection to the late
one? :
2) Is this selection happening as a result of the increased perceptual
load related to the attentional demands?
3) At what level is the individual to change from the early selection to
_ the late one? ) y ) L o ‘
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4) Do the above mentioned variables (gender, culture, and academic
specialization) affect the individual’s tolerance of perceptual load?
To answer these questions, the researcher prepared a set of tasks to

measure both the early and late selection. He divided the measures into

three categories;

1) Early selectibn:_taské'with low perceptual load where the target
“stimulus is.characterized by a prominent feature, ” .

' '2) Late selection tasks where the target stimulus is characterized by a

- low perceptual feature (i.e. inclarity, low density, similarity) similar
. to the.other distracting stimuli, o ,

3) and laté selection tasks where the response time allows -the
individual to invest his full perceptual capacity related to the target
stimulus and the Conseqient attentional Pprocessing ( i.e. partial or
full ) oL ' : '
The researcher used a set of computerized tools to measure the early

and late selection tasks. The sample (N=120, 35 male and 85 female)

recruited from three academic specializations: Maths, English and

Geography. . _ , ,
The ‘results indicate that there are no significant differences in

performance accurdcy and speed’ on early selection tasks in terms of

the gender/academic specialization variables. On the other hand , male
students were more tolerant than their female peers for the higher
perceptual load on the late selection tasks. The significant differences
were for the Maths Dept students rather than their peers on the other
two specializations . The English Dept students were more tolerant
than"their peers at the Geography Dept for the higher perceptual load

on the late selection tasks. ,

The researcher emphasized the need for further studies related to
other variables such as culture, environment, academic specializations,
curriculum ‘content , and gender differences, He shed some light on the
fact that the increased perceptual load has a significant effect upon the
change of early selection.mechanisms to the late ones where the
individual is more capable of selecting target stimuli. ‘
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