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Abstract

It has been well established that the abrupt appearance of a new perceptual object
involuntarily captures attention, while items that are unique on some dimension, such as
color, shape, or luminance, or items that are in motion, do not. Recently, however, the
unique position of new objects in this regard has been somewhat undermined by two
separate sets of findings. First, evidence has been accumulating that new objects may
only capture when observers are in a state of attentional readiness that comprises new
objects — conditions under which featurally unique items likewise capture attention.
Second, there have recently been reports that abrupt featural changes (e.g., increases in
brightness or changes in color) draw attention to themselves, even when these changes
are being made to existing objects. This latter finding, however, is not inconsistent with
the claim that only perceptually new objects capture attention, if one emphasizes their
perceptual newness. The transformation of an episodically ‘old’ object may be treated by
the visual system as constituting the emergence of a perceptually new object. The first
part of this dissertation critically assesses the evidence for and against the claim that
perceptually new objects are unique in capturing attention involuntarily, and lays the
theoretical groundwork for the experiments reported in the second part. The second part
of this dissertation investigates the possibility that existing objects undergoing featural
change are treated as perceptually new. In these experiments, Folk, Remington, and
Johnston’s (1992) contingent capture paradigm is used to determine the conditions under

which a modified object is treated as functionally equivalent to a perceptually new object.
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