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Assessing the automaticity of intramodal and crossmodal spatial

attentional orienting
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In this talk, we review recent research that has attempted
to assess just how automatic the intramodal and
crossmodal reflexive orienting of spatial attention really
is. A number of studies will be described in which we
have investigated how manipulating the perceptual /
working memory load of a central attention-demanding
auditory or visual task influences the exogenous cuing
effects elicited by the peripheral presentation of spatially-
nonpredictive, auditory, visual, tactile, and bimodal
audiovisual cues (Santangelo et al. 2006; Santangelo and
Spence, submitted). The results of these experiments
clearly show that intramodal and crossmodal spatial
cuing effects are typically eliminated under conditions
where a central attention-demanding stream is presented
in either the auditory or visual modality. Our results
therefore suggest that reflexive unimodal visual,
auditory, and tactile orienting are not truly automatic.
The only exception to this result appears to be that the
exogenous attentional orienting elicited by the
presentation of bimodal audiovisual cues (while no more
effective in-and-of-themselves than wunimodal cues)
appear resistant to concurrent task demands: That is, the
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peripheral presentation of a bimodal cue appears capable
of capturing a person’s spatial attention regardless of
what else they happen to be doing at the same time.
Overall, our results add further weight to the view that
auditory, visual, and tactile reflexive spatial orienting are
all controlled by a common underlying neural substrate.
Finally, we will also provide a number of examples of
how the study of attentional cuing effects under
concurrent task demands may be of particular applied
relevance, as when considering how best to capture the
attention of a car driver (or other interface operator; see
Ho et al. 2005, 2006; Ho and Spence 2005).
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