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Estimating attentional capture by faces and gaze
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The present study examined whether human face and gaze distractors captured
attention when the faces were entirely irrelevant to the task. Participants identified a target
letter among non-target letters. In 20% of the trials, a face or a control image appeared. No
distractor was presented in the remaining trials. Perceptual load was manipulated by varying the
type of non-target letters. Although load theory predicts no or reduced attentional capture, the
reaction times for target search were delayed in trials with a face distractor compared with those
with a control image. This result suggests that attentional capture by an entirely task-irrelevant
distractor occurred regardless of perceptual load. Moreover, face-specific attentional capture
occurred even when the distractor did not share the temporal component of abrupt onset with the
search array. These results extend the notion that faces are exceptions to load theory when faces
and search items share no common display features.
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