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Expectation alone did not reduce distraction, but increased 
distractor frequency did.

Perhaps then, effective proactive control is not driven solely by 
expectation or experience.

Are we seeing a paradoxical expectation effect?

Are we seeing evidence of selection history or conflict 
adaptation?
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OUR QUESTIONS

▪ Can we enact effective cognitive control over our attention when we can predict 
and expect distraction (conflict) regardless of previous experience?

▪ Is this modified by the emotional content of distractors?

Experiment 1 Experiment 2

2 Conditions  
■ Predictable Low-frequency (25%) 
■ Unpredictable Low-frequency (25%)

3 Conditions   
■ Predictable Low-frequency (25%)
■ Unpredictable Low-frequency (25%)
■ Unpredictable High-frequency (75%)

Experiment 1 Experiment 2

▪ Replicated increased distraction by negative distractors
▪ The only significant difference based on predictability was between the predictable and 

unpredictable high frequency condition
▪ Participants were still numerically slower in response to predictable distractors as compared to 

unpredictable distractors occurring equally as often.

Distractor absent Distractor absent Distractor present Distractor present

Report whether a K or N was present
in the previous array?

Measuring the time taken to respond 

▪ Distraction is significantly increased when distractors are negative
▪ Distraction was not significantly reduced  when distractors were predictable relative to being 

unpredictable and equally frequent. 
▪ In fact, distraction is significantly increased when distractors occurred in a predictable order

Effective 
Cognitive Control  

C
o

n
fl

ic
t

Fr
eq

u
en

cy

Cognitive 
Control  

Expectation
And

Experience
Conflict

400 to 800 ms 100 ms (200 in expt2 ) 1700 ms 400 to 800 ms ITI

Mean

Indv Participant
Mean

Indv Participant

Ineffective 
Cognitive Control  

Selection 
history

White bear 
–like effect?

o K   o

N
o
o
o

o
o

N
o
o
o

o
o

N
o
o
o

o
o

N
o
o
o

o
o

Ex
p

ec
ta

ti
o

n
/E

xp
er

ie
n

ceHighHigh

Low Low

Predictable
condition = 
Distractors 

presented every 
fourth trial without 

exception.


