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Abstract 

This study aimed to investigate if attention-manipulation such as mental depletion and 

mindfulness has an effect on inattentional blindness. 808 participants were put into a mental 

depletion or non-depletion combined with either a mindfulness or non-mindfulness task 

before being tested for attentional blindness on their computer screens.  

This study expects to see mindfulness being able to significantly decrease the chances of 

inattentional blindness (Chiesa, Calati, & Serretti, 2010) and mental depletion expected to 

significantly increase the chances of inattentional blindness (Chabris, Weinberger, Fontaine, 

& Simons, 2011).  

Out of the two hypotheses, the results proved that mindfulness significantly reduced 

inattentional blindness while mental depletion has less significance in increasing it. It was 

suggested that this is due to all participants having done the mindfulness task before the 

inattentional blindness test. 
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Introduction 
 
Have you heard about a Boston police officer, Kenny Conley who claimed he ran past a 

brutal police beating without seeing it at all? Scientists believed this is caused by 

“inattentional blindness” where we can sometimes fail to perceive things that are in plain 

sight. In short, you are “blind” to what you are not attentive towards. This tells us that 

attention is very important to how we perceive our external environment and stimuli.  

It is interesting to understand how inattentional blindness are caused and therefore find ways 

to reduce the chances of inattentional blindness. The findings of this research can be crucial 

especially in Kenny Conley’s case. 

Relating to Kenny Conley’ case, Psychology researchers Professor Christopher Chabris and 

Daniel Simons re-created the conditions of the original incident and found out that 40% of 

the participants missed an obvious fight in day-time 26 feet off the pathway they were 

supposed to be running on while counting the number of times another participant touches his 

head while running (DAILY MAIL REPORTER, 2011). 

However, what wasn’t mentioned were the possible factors influencing inattentional 

blindness. Are there prior conditions influencing the chances of inattentional blindness?  

This study aims to explore how attention-manipulation such as mindfulness task and mental 

depletion tasks influence the chances of one’s inattentional blindness. It is hypothesized that 

participants who went through a mindfulness task might significantly decrease their chances 

of inattentional blindness because mindfulness improves one’s cognitive abilities (Chiesa et 

al., 2010). Conversely, mental depletion might exhaust participants and thus significantly 

increase the chances of inattentional blindness (Chabris et al., 2011).  
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Method 

Participants  

Participants were 808 University of New South Wales (UNSW) psychology students 

currently enrolled into Psychology 1B module (576 female, mean age 19.90, SD = 3.21). 

These students were selected because they were tech-savvy enough to operate a modern 

computer used for this experiment. This study would exclude participants who have severe 

colour blindness and those who turned up late for the experiment. 

Design 

This study is interested to see how mindfulness and mental depletion (independent variables) 

can influence one’s inattentional blindness (dependent variable).  Both independent variables 

had been manipulated to measure the dependent variable. Participants will either go through a 

mental depletion writing task or a no mental depletion writing task, followed by a 

mindfulness exercise where they were to physically experience sultana raisins or a no 

mindfulness exercise where participants hear a recording about sultana raisins.  

Table 1: Experiment design 

 Mindfulness No mindfulness 

Depletion condition Experimental group 1  Experimental group 2 

No depletion condition Experimental group 3 Control group 

 



4 
 

 

Materials  

To simulate mental depletion conditions, participants were given 10 minutes to describe in 

detail on UNSW’s campus layout without using any words containing the letters 'A' or 'N'. 

For no mental depletion conditions, any alphabets were allowed. 

For participants to exercise mindfulness, they were given real sultana raisins to experience 

such as touching, tasting and chewing them. For “non-mindfulness”, participants were instead 

played a recording of scientific information about where sultana raisins were modified from 

on a portable CD player without any interaction with raisins. 

To measure and capture participants’ inattentional blindness response (cognitive ability), 

participants were shown a box containing different white objects floating on a computer 

screen and were tasked to count the number of times these white objects bounced against the 

sides of the box. Participants were then asked if they noticed a red shape moving across the 

box during their inattentional blindness test. 

 

Figure 1: Inattentional Blindness test 
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Procedure  

Different groups of participants with no selection criteria were given different versions of the 

experiment and all participants were tested individually. Participants were initially to give 

their consent to this experiment and were guided along as they move through the experiment.  

Firstly, all participants were told to login at designated computers with a given username and 

password. UNSW’s computer labs were used in this study. 

Secondly, depending on which session participants are in, the procedure are as follows: 

Experiment Group 1: Depletion with mindfulness condition 

-Writing task without using ‘A’ and ‘E’ plus given real raisins for mindfulness exercise. 

Experiment Group 2: Depletion with no mindfulness condition 

-Writing task without using ‘A’ and ‘E’ plus listening to an audio recording about raisins. 

Experiment Group 3: No depletion with mindfulness condition 

-Writing task without restriction plus given real raisins for mindfulness exercise. 

Control Group: No depletion with no mindfulness condition 

-Writing task without restriction plus listening to an audio recording about raisins. 

Lastly, participants were instructed to answer a few questions about their inattentional 

blindness test on their computers. 
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Results 
 

Table 2 summarizes the results. 

 

No difference between depletion and no depletion on inattentional blindness,  

F(1,806) = 1.17, p>.05, showing mental depletion does not significantly influence 

participants’ attention and awareness to notice the red cross. 

 

Significant difference between the participants who did the mindfulness task and those who 

did not on inattentional blindness, F(1,806) = 5.62, p<.05, showing mindfulness does 

significantly influence participants’ attention and awareness to notice the red cross. 

 

Table 2: Proportion of participants who noticed the red cross by condition 
  
Depletion condition Mindfulness Condition % 
Depletion Mindfulness  68 
 No Mindfulness 59 
No Depletion Mindfulness 65 
 No Mindfulness 55 
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Discussion 

 

The results supported the hypothesis that mindfulness significantly improved participants’ 

cognitive abilities and therefore increased their chances of noticing the red cross and is 

consistent with the benefits of mindfulness (Chiesa et al., 2010). On the other hand, the 

depletion condition was less significant in influencing participants’ inattentional blindness 

(did not notice red cross) as opposed to being hypothesized that mental depletion could 

significantly increase participants’ inattentional blindness. This is somewhat inconsistent with 

the idea that mental depletion significantly increases inattentional blindness (Chabris et al., 

2011). This is because a mindfulness exercise was conducted just before inattentional 

blindness test for all groups of participants and thus over-ruled any significant mental 

depletion effect. 

Although the study suggests that mindfulness was a key to reduce inattentional blindness, it 

would be of interest to further study if mental depletion alone significantly affects 

inattentional blindness. 
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