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Abstract 

Looked-but-failed-to-see crashes describe situations in which drivers look directly at an unexpected 

object on the road yet fail to see it. Motorcycles are well represented in such crashes. 

Psychologically, these crashes could be explained by inattentional blindness; this occurs when 

observers fail to notice unexpected, though clearly visible objects when their attention is engaged 

elsewhere. Here, a driving-related IB task demonstrated that motorcycles were less likely to be 

detected than other vehicles such as taxis. Participants were also more likely to report expecting to 

fail to see a motorcycle. This has important implications for increasing motorcycle awareness in 

terms of familiarity, salience and expectations of road users. 

Background 

Many crashes involving motorcycles, are due to looked-but-failed-to-see crashes where the driver 

of a car looks directly at the motorcyclist but still fails to see him/her (e.g., Brown 2002). These 

types of crashes map onto a cognitive/psychological phenomenon called inattentional blindness 

(Mack & Rock, 1998). Thus understanding inattentional blindness allows us to understand why we 

might miss some objects when driving, but not others (Pammer & Blink 2013, Pammer et al, 2015), 

and has particular relevance for detecting motorcycles when driving. The aim of this experiment 

was to explore whether motorcycles are more likely to be missed compared to other vehicles such 

as taxis, and some of the underlying cognitive factors that might help explain why this might be the 

case.  

Method 

Seventy six participants were presented with static images of driving scenarios in a static IB design. 

Each presentation was a single fast snapshot of a typical driving situation presented in the centre of 

the computer screen. For each snapshot, the participant was to respond with an explanation as to 

whether they thought the image represented a safe or unsafe driving environment. In one of these 

trials – the critical trial – an additional object was present in the scene that was not present in any of 

the other scenes. In this experiment the additional object was either a taxi or a motorcycle. These 

additional objects were presented as a between subjects factor, and matched as closely as possible in 

terms of physical conspicuity. The DV was whether or not participants detected the unexpected 

object. This method has been used elsewhere (e.g., Pammer, et al, 2015; Pammer & Blink 2015)   

Results and conclusions 

The rate of IB varied depending on the type of vehicle, such that motorcycles were detected 

significantly less frequently than other vehicles such as taxis. Possessing a motorcycle licence did 

not predict noticing in the taxi condition, however, this predictor approached significance in the 

motorcycle condition, indicating that participants who possess a motorcycle licence were more 

likely to notice the motorcycle stimulus. It was also found there was a significant difference 

between the personal ratings of the likelihood of missing a taxi compared to a motorcycle, 

indicating that non-noticers thought they were more likely to miss a motorcycle on the road 

compared to a taxi. The results are consistent with the idea of attentional set and that drivers may be 

more likely to miss motorcycles of the road because they don’t expect to see them. This has 



Extended Abstract  Pammer & Sabadas 

Proceedings of the 2016 Australasian Road Safety Conference  
6-8 September, Canberra, Australia 

 

implications for increasing motorcycle awareness in safety campaigns and making salient the 

motorcycle experience in all driver training. 
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