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Blue Dot Effect 
by Kerry Avery, M. Ed. 

I  was recently listening to an audio book by Mark 
Manson. He was talking about a psychological 

concept called the “blue dot effect” because of the 
studies used to identify this phenomenon. Psychology is 
not my area of expertise, but I have an interest in 
cognitive psychology because it is the study of how the 
brain functions in order to learn, recall, and apply 
information.  

In these studies they showed people a series of dots 
ranging from purple to blue. The groups who were shown 
a consistent frequency of blue dots were able to 
accurately identify the blue dots from the other coloured 
dots. The groups who were shown a decreasing number 
of blue dots began to identify purple dots as blue dots. 
This study was repeated numerous times and the 
behaviour was labeled the prevalence-induced concept 
change.  

“They repeated the experiment using threatening faces 
and descriptions of unethical behavior in place of the blue 
dots and again as the prevalence decreased the criteria 
expanded so that faces and behavior previously felt to be 
OK were no longer viewed that way” (Dinerstein, 2018).  

Levari et al. (2018) summarized these experiments: 

When blue dots became rare, purple dots began 
to look blue; when threatening faces became rare, 
neutral faces began to appear threatening; and 
when unethical research proposals became rare, 
ambiguous research proposals began to seem 
unethical. This happened even when the change in 
the prevalence of instances was abrupt, even 
when participants were explicitly told that the 
prevalence of instances would change, and even 
when participants were instructed and paid to 
ignore these changes. 

As I listened to Mark Manson talk about the concept of 
prevalence-induced concept change, I wondered if the 
way we train officers could have a negative effect on their 
perception when they’re out on the street. What does 

this mean for the 
training imprint? The 
more angry faces 
they see, the more 
they see that in 
people who were 
not initially 
perceived that way. 
So what happens in 
training when it’s angry face after angry face in scenarios? 
What is the impact of an imbalanced number of scenarios 
with people who are combative? Is it possible that after 
this experience officers will see threats that didn’t 
previously exist?  

Everything we do in training is give something to get 
something. It is a balancing act of practice and 
preparation while minimizing the risk of physical and 
mental damage. While this research is not specific to 
police, I think we would be negligent to ignore such 
conclusive studies. I understand the importance of 
training for high risk low frequency events, there are lives 
at stake, but when we’re designing and delivering this 
training there needs to be a balance of high frequency 
type events.  

An officer once said to me, “When I came out of recruit 
training I thought everyone was going to try and kill me.” 
We need to continue working to correct this. I have seen 
the balance of scenarios change over the last few years 
with low level communication scenarios being 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cognitive_psychology
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interspersed with hands-on scenarios. Now we need to 
continue the work to stop training in silos so we’re 
interspersing the knowledge and skills, and incorporating 
spaced practice.  

We can’t show them angry faces for days on end, and still 
expect them to accurately differentiate neutral from 
angry. This is brain science, not the sign of a weak or 
failing recruit. The responsibility to understand the 
training imprint and develop training that prepares them 
for the realities of the job is on us.  
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