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George A. Alvarez
Award for Distinguished Scientific Early
Career Contributions to Psychology
Citation

“For significant contributions to our understanding of visual
cognition, visual attention, and visual memory. George A.
Alvarez has transformed current research by demonstrating
that visual working memory is a flexible resource, by revealing that, outside the focus of attention, people store
only statistical representations, and by extending our understanding of how we remember thousands of objects and
scenes. He is recognized as well for leading with enthusiasm and insight and for inspiring others through his work
and through his outreach efforts to educate a new generation of experimental psychologists.”
Biography

George A. Alvarez was born in Honolulu, Hawaii, but was
raised primarily in Watsonville, California, the Strawberry
Capital of the World and host of the annual Burrito Bash.
Growing up, Alvarez attended California public schools
(T. S. MacQuiddy Elementary, E. A. Hall Middle School,
and Watsonville High), and the last thing he dreamed of
becoming was a college professor—not because it would be
difficult to achieve (indeed, not knowing that probably
helped) but because he had no concept of what a professor
really was or what it would take to become one.
Alvarez had always planned to go to college but was
never really sure where he should apply. Then, out of the
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blue in his junior year of high school, he received a Princeton University Alumni Book Award. To this day, Alvarez
has no idea who nominated him for that award, but whoever
it was dramatically altered the course of his life. Alvarez
applied only to Princeton (he claims to be smarter than that
now) and fortunately was admitted (his backup plan was to
join the Navy, which was his mom’s least favorite option,
but which he thinks would have been fine).
After two years of varsity football and aerospace engineering at Princeton (a rare combination that he cannot
highly recommend), Alvarez unceremoniously retired from
football and took his first psychology course with Ron
Kinchla. That turned out to be a fantastic decision: Kinchla
was the very first professor to take a personal interest in
Alvarez (he took a personal interest in everyone, but that’s
beside the point). Alvarez quickly learned that when meeting with Kinchla, he had to schedule an extra hour for
chit-chat, great stories, and worldly advice. Alvarez wrote
his senior thesis with Kinchla, “Attention to Hierarchically
Structured Visual Images,” and was immediately hooked on
the study of perception and attention.
With graduation approaching, Alvarez had found his
field (psychology) and his topic (visual perception, attention, and memory) but was not yet prepared for graduate
school. Fortunately, someone in the department had taken
the time to print out and post a job announcement for a
research assistant position at Harvard Medical School. That
announcement described a list of requirements that might as
well have read, “If you did a thesis with Ron Kinchla, we
want you!” So Alvarez responded to that posting with a
great deal of enthusiasm, explaining at length how everything he had done as an undergraduate had perfectly positioned him for this research assistant position. It turns out
that was true: That job was with Jeremy Wolfe, who had
also attended Princeton, who had also done a thesis with
Ron Kinchla, and whose thesis also focused on the perception of hierarchically structured images!
Alvarez got the job. But it was more than a job. Research
assistants in Wolfe’s lab receive a crash course in psychological science, with extensive training at every level, including how to formulate interesting/testable hypotheses,
how to ground those ideas in tightly controlled experiments,
and how to communicate their findings to a broad audience.
Those who have had the pleasure of hearing Jeremy Wolfe
give a talk understand that he’s a singular talent and that it
isn’t worth emulating his particular delivery style. But it is
worth trying to emulate his content style (level of detail vs.
abstraction, and the intellectual punch he delivers consistently). The value of communication in science, and how to
approach that challenge in our particular discipline, is probably the most important thing Alvarez learned in the Wolfe
lab (but there were so many lessons, who can say for sure?).
After this tremendous pregraduate training opportunity,
Alvarez was convinced that he was in the right field, that he
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wanted to pursue a doctorate in cognitive psychology, and
that he wanted to run his own lab. When he was first applying
to graduate school, his most trusted senior advisor said, “If
you get the chance to work with Patrick Cavanagh, take it.”
He got the chance, and he took it, doing his PhD work with
Patrick Cavanagh in the Vision Sciences Laboratory at Harvard University.
Cavanagh was an extraordinary graduate student advisor.
He’s a fountain of knowledge, and the intellectual value
system he passes on to his students is composed of sage
advice like, “Listen to your data. It may not be telling you
what you expect or what you want, but it is a message from
the natural world that must be treated with respect to be
heard” (Current Biology, http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.cub.2014
.01.066). Who can ask for more from graduate school, really?
One time, in graduate school, Alvarez temporarily blinded
Patrick Cavanagh. The incident involved a giant flash bulb
(the kind you would put on a runway so that airplanes can
find the landing strip at night) and a large auditorium of
dark-adapted undergraduate students (who were utterly safe;
only Cavanagh was in harm’s way). The plan was simple:
They’d all sit in the dark for 15 minutes while Cavanagh kept
them entertained. Then Alvarez would jump from a tall table
at the front of the room, looming above the crowd of students
and activating the flash bulb as he reached the apex of his
jump. The effect would be glorious, as the entire classroom
would be treated to an afterimage of Alvarez soaring toward
them. What could go wrong? Pop!—the flash went off unexpectedly while Cavanagh happened to be standing right in
front of it. Cavanagh finished the lecture with his usual
panache and no sign of ill effect. But afterward, when Alvarez asked if he was okay, all he said was, “I see blood.” It
wasn’t really blood of course, and as Alvarez remembers it,
Cavanagh’s vision fully recovered.
Just as Cavanagh was an extraordinary advisor, the “Visionlab” at Harvard was an extraordinary lab. At the time, it
was co-directed by Ken Nakayama and Patrick Cavanagh,
and the slate of previous lab members was a veritable who’s
who in vision science (http://visionlab.harvard.edu/VisionLab/
members.alumni.php). This successful alumni record was no
doubt a product of the intellectual environment Ken and
Patrick had fostered and of their invaluable contributions to
the work their students and postdocs were doing. Becoming
part of the Visionlab meant that Alvarez was immediately
part of a large academic family, and the support of this
broader community has had a major (often intangible) impact
on his career.
After graduate school, Alvarez landed a postdoctoral fellowship with Aude Oliva in the Department of Brain and
Cognitive Sciences at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). Given its focus on biology, technology, computational modeling, and ambitious research programs, MIT
provided all of the culture shock that “going somewhere
new” is supposed to provide a young scientist, despite being
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just down the river from Harvard. For Alvarez, it was exciting to be immersed in so many new ideas and approaches.
Oliva, in particular, fostered an environment of fearless exploration, encouraging students and postdocs to break outside
the usual bounds of their respective disciplines. Perhaps most
important, at MIT Alvarez met Talia Konkle, who quickly
became a close collaborator and is now his wife and life
partner. MIT was a good place to be.
During the final year of Alvarez’s postdoc, something
unexpected happened. Patrick Cavanagh decided to leave the
Visionlab at Harvard, taking a position at Université Paris
Descartes. Given a variety of personal and academic factors
too numerous to describe here, this presented Alvarez with a
fateful opportunity too good to pass up.
Alvarez is currently the John L. Loeb Associate Professor
of the Social Sciences at Harvard University, where he is
co-director of the Vision Sciences Laboratory (along with
Ken Nakayama and Yaoda Xu). Alvarez’s research focuses
on questions about our cognitive capacities: What limits the
amount of information we can process at once? How should
we characterize these capacity limitations? How do they limit
learning, thinking, and problem solving? How can we train
and improve our cognitive capacities? What efficient mechanisms has the system developed to cope with its capacity
limits? He uses human behavioral experiments/psychophysics, computational modeling, and neuroimaging to explore
the mechanisms underlying human visual cognitive abilities
(perception, attention, and memory).
Alvarez is fortunate and thankful for his many fantastic
mentors, both official (Ron Kinchla, Jeremy Wolfe, Patrick
Cavanagh, and Aude Oliva) and unofficial (Todd Horowitz,
Dan Simons, Brian Scholl, and Ken Nakayama), who taught
him what a professor really is and how to become one. He can
only hope, and strive, to have as much positive influence on
the careers of his own students and postdocs.
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