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An officer says he shot the suspect because he feared for his life, but 
subsequent video evidence shows the suspect’s hands were in the air. Two 
officers provide conflicting details in their reports of an incident where 
a TASER was used. An officer is asked why she discharged her weapon 
when an innocent bystander was in the area, but she can’t remember 
seeing the bystander. 

What’s happening in these scenarios? While some media accounts jump 
to judgment, accusing law enforcement officers of deception or collusion, 
the explanation is rarely that simple. Understanding a few basic concepts 
about sensory input, processing and recall can inform use of force 
investigations and help law enforcement leaders communicate effectively 
to the public and the media.

WHAT IS ATTENTIONAL LOAD?
Attentional load is simply the concept that there is only so much we 
can pay attention to at once. Much like a computer, the human brain 
possesses a determinate amount of processing power. Once the 
processing threshold—the attentional load—is surpassed, our ability to 
process, store and subsequently recall information is negatively impacted. 
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WHAT HAPPENS WHEN OUR  
ATTENTION IS DIVERTED? 
Think about when you’re talking on a cell phone while driving. Inevitably 
there will be a point where you trail off in the conversation as you focus 
on something on the road (ideally, the reverse does not happen!). True 
multitasking is extremely difficult, if not impossible. Not surprisingly, when 
you focus your attention on one activity, you “tune out” details related to 
other activities. 

This phenomenon is known as “inattentional blindness.” You can be 
looking directly at something and not see it, because your mind is focused 
elsewhere. Inattentional blindness was made famous by the “invisible gorilla” 
video. In the video, six people in two teams of three pass a basketball back 
and forth. Team members are dressed in either a black or white t-shirt. The 
subjects watching the video are instructed to count the number of passes 
made by the team in white. During the video, a person dressed in a gorilla 
suit passes through the players and pounds his chest. The typical result of 
this experiment is that half of the study participants do not recall seeing the 
gorilla at all.

How can that be? Donald Broadbent, an experimental psychologist, used 
the Filter Model to explain why some sensory input is processed by the 
brain while some is not. Broadbent proposed that because attention is finite, 
we need a filter to selectively choose from all the stimuli coming to us. 
Information that we deem important gets through the filter and goes on for 
further processing in the brain. Information that is filtered out is no longer 
available to us. We won’t remember seeing something, even if we were 
staring right at it. 

WHY DOES THIS MATTER IN POLICING? 
A high-stress encounter, such as a use of force incident, takes up a great 
deal of attentional load. Following such encounters, it’s not uncommon 
for an officer’s recollection of an incident to contain inconsistencies when 
compared with witness accounts, the recollections of other officers, and 
video and audio footage. 
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Sometimes, members of the public or the investigative team see these 
inconsistencies as evidence the officer is deliberately trying to distort  
the details of the incident to defend their actions. But due to the  
limitations of attentional load and the focus of attention, inconsistencies or 
inaccuracies in an officer’s account are not at all surprising and certainly are 
not necessarily indicative of deception. 

This is especially important to remember with video evidence. Video often 
captures things that, due to the consequences of finite attentional resources, 
the officer is not capturing at the time. It can be easy to look at a video 
and think, “How did the officer not see that?” But what looks obvious to us, 
viewing the video from outside the incident, is very  
different than the officer’s observations during this tense, uncertain and 
rapidly evolving event. And the U.S. Supreme Court has told us, in  
Graham v. Connor, that courts and juries cannot use the benefit of hindsight to 
determine whether an officer’s use of force was appropriate. 

WHAT OTHER FACTORS IMPACT  
POLICE OFFICERS’ PERCEPTION? 
To add to the problems of limited attentional load, there is also the impact of 
stress on human physiology. Officers involved in use of force incidents are 
subject to extreme stress. 

When we perceive a threat, a complex process immediately commences 
in the brain, resulting in, among other things, the release of adrenaline and 
cortisol. This is what prepares the body for fight or flight, a response that 
has allowed our species to survive predatory attacks. But side effects of 
this process can impede an officer’s ability to properly perceive all available 
stimulus. Side effects of the fight-or-flight response include:

• Selective attention, also known as tunnel vision. There will be an immediate 
tendency to focus on the perceived threat, to the exclusion of all other 
stimuli. As a result, the officer may fail to perceive peripheral activities.

• Auditory exclusion. This is the hearing equivalent of tunnel vision. People 
operating in high-stress situations may hear sounds and voices as 
muffled or distant—or may lose hearing entirely.
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• Loss of motor skills. As a person’s heart rate reaches the 175 beats-
per-minute mark, they begin to lose their gross motor skills, which can 
compromise an officer’s ability to effectively use their firearm or apply 
some type of defensive tactic technique.

Officers also face environmental factors such as inadequate lighting, inclement 
weather and the presence of factors known to the officer entering the situation 
(e.g., encountering a person near the scene of a “shots fired” call).

THE TAKEAWAYS
Police officers are human beings. A job title, training or experience does not 
mean an officer’s brain will process information any different than that of 
a civilian. And yet, too often the public and even law enforcement agencies 
place expectations on officers that fail to account for the limitations of 
sensory input and processing. 

Understanding basic concepts about human perception and recall will  
help law enforcement leaders:

• Ensure use of force investigations are fair and impartial 

• Explain discrepancies between officer accounts and video from  
critical incidents

• Better communicate to the media and public the dynamic factors  
that affect officer actions during use of force incidents 
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