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Attentional Prioritization in Working Memory Changes Interactions with Task-Relevant Perception
Joseph M. Saito1, Frida Printzlau2, Yvanna Yeo2, & Keisuke Fukuda1,2

1University of Toronto, 2University of Toronto Mississauga

Models of visual working memory 
(VWM) posit an internal focus of 
attention (FoA) that:

1) Allows memoranda to be used in 

task-guided behavior

2) Facilitates maintenance and 

protects memoranda against 
interference by new percepts


Yet, new inputs are shown to 
systematically bias VWM items, even 
when only one item is maintained:


Does the FoA actually protect 
VWM against interference? 

A. Research Question C. Task Procedure

FoA minimizes representational decay and forgetting! FoA helps preserve correspondence with encoded representations!

“Maintain” OR “Compare” “Attend Cued Item”“Remember Both” “Attend Cued Item”

D. Does the FoA facilitate VWM maintenance? F. How does the FoA protect against perceptual interference?

B. Hypotheses

<<
“Remember  
the colors”

“Attend to  
the left item”

“Is this item 
similar?”

How does prioritization with the FoA modulate interference?

H1: Protective Attention H2: Protective Dormancy

FoA protects memoranda against 
catastrophic forms of interference

FoA enables interference via sensory 
recruitment during maintenance

+
Similar Dissimilar

Until Response Until Response

High Low No

<<
+++

800 ms

<<

400 ms

500 m
s

800 m
s

800 m
s

2800 ms

Similar Dissimilar

400 ms

+
<<

<< <<

<< >>

Report item inside FoA

Report item outside FoA

“Report Cued Item”

When cue  
repeats...

When cue 
switches…

-20

0

20

40
-20

0

20

40

 B
ia

s 
(º)

Attraction

Repulsion

FarClose

Attraction

Repulsion

***

***

***

**

ns ns

* ns

p = 0.097
ns

** p = 0.145

FoA reduces interference by similar inputs!

E. Does the FoA limit perceptual interference?

In FoA
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Interfering 
Percept
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