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What do “Look but 
Fail to See” errors 

tell us about 
awareness and/or 

consciousness 

Look but Fail to See (LBFTS) errors are those errors where we miss something that is ‘right in front of our 
eyes’, even though it is clearly visible and recognizable. Such errors can be amusing, as when we miss a 
gorilla in an inattentional blindness demo; vexing, as when we miss a typo; and serious, as when a tumor is 
missed in a CT scan or a weapon is missed at the airport. I will discuss how the capacity limits and 
operating rules of selective visual attention can give rise to LBFTS errors. LBFTS errors can also inform 
discussions about the awareness and/or consciousness. They falsify naïve theories that would claim that 
we are fully aware of everything we are seeing at the current moment, but we knew that wasn’t true. They 
also falsify or, at least, complexify more interesting theories that equate attention with awareness. Sadly, I 
will not have a neatly packaged theory of consciousness to offer. Perhaps that will emerge during the 
question-and-answer period. 

 


