Have you ever tried a reaction time test on the Human Benchmark website and felt it was straightforward—almost
deceptively simple? Yet when you switch to a real-world app, like the mobile slots platform MrQ, it suddenly feels

demanding, cognitively exhausting, and easy to make mistakes. What causes this disconnect?

This blog post dives into the cognitive science underlying reaction time tests and why simple tests often fail to
represent the full complexity of modern app usage. We'll explore how reaction time is more than just reflexes—it's
a pathway of multiple cognitive stages measured as one score. Along the way, we'll highlight important themes
like multiple information sources, judgement, and the often overlooked cognitive load and distraction costs

modern technology imposes on us.

Reaction Time: More Than a Reflex

At its core, reaction time tests on Human Benchmark and elsewhere—like the classic Reaction Time test—measure
how quickly you can respond to a stimulus. On the surface, this seems purely about reflexes or how fast your
finger hits a key after a color changes on screen. But the American Psychological Association has long explained
that reaction time is multi-faceted. It's not a single blink of reflex; it's a pathway involving four distinct processing

stages:

1. Perception: First, your brain must perceive the stimulus. This involves scanning the visual field and
recognizing the signal that demands a response.

2. Identification: Next, the brain identifies what the stimulus means—is the screen red? Should you click now or
wait?

3. Decision: Then comes the judgement stage: deciding which response to execute, especially if multiple options
exist.

4. Execution: Finally, the physical action is carried out, such as moving your finger and pressing a key.

When you see a raw reaction time number from a leaderboard on Human Benchmark, remember it collapses all
these stages into one metric. Those milliseconds reflect perception speed, clarity of judgment, decision confidence,

and motor execution combined.

The Four Stages Inside One Score

Stage Description Cognitive Demand Perception Detecting the stimulus Attention, sensory processing
Identification Recognizing stimulus meaning Pattern recognition, memory Decision Selecting response type
Judgment under uncertainty Execution Carrying out motor action Motor coordination, timing

Ignoring the complexity behind that score leads to oversimplified conclusions like “Fast score = better brain,”

which misses the nuances important for real-world environments.

Why Real Apps Demand More Cognitive Load

Simple reaction tests, by design, minimize cognitive load. There's one stimulus, a clear response option, and no
distractions. Real apps, like MrQ's mobile slots or social media platforms, require juggling multiple information

sources: notifications, embedded ads, menus, timers, and more.

Each addition multiplies the demand on your attention and judgment. The brain must parse not just one input but

simultaneously:

* Multiple incoming information streams



® Uncertain goals or ambiguous instructions
* |Interruptions and distractions causing attention shifts
* Rapidly changing interface states requiring constant updating of mental models
Switching from one source of information to another—even briefly—introduces "attention switching costs.”

Psychologists characterize these as small but additive delays and errors caused by refocusing cognitive resources.

This can make apps feel overwhelming, especially under time pressure or in noisy environments.

Moreover, classic reaction time tests lack this multi-sourced complexity, so they fail to capture the toll that

cognitive load really takes during everyday app use.

Cognitive Load and Attention Limits

One of the fundamental principles in cognitive psychology is that attention is a limited resource. Your brain only

has so many “slots” for processing information before overload leads to missed details or errors.
Real apps often create a mental juggling act:

1. Scanning multiple Ul elements for relevant cues
2. Filtering distractions like ads or pop-ups
3. Making complex judgments quickly (which button to press? When?)

4. Updating your strategy in response to changes

Each task adds layers of cognitive load that simple reaction time tests don’t measure. As a result, users might feel

slower or less capable in apps—even if their fundamental reaction speed is unchanged.
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Pattern Recognition: A Key Performance Multiplier

One way real users manage cognitive load and improve judgments is through pattern recognition—a mental
shortcut that helps you chunk complex inputs into familiar templates. This is why experienced players on the MrQ

slots platform often perform better; they identify patterns faster and decide with more confidence.

Pattern recognition enhances the judgment step of reaction time, transforming the test from a raw speed metric

into a skillful navigation through complexity. It involves:

* Integrating multiple pieces of information simultaneously
* Using prior knowledge to anticipate outcomes
* Guiding attention efficiently to the most relevant cues
This is why high scores on the Human Benchmark leaderboard, particularly in the Reaction Time test, sometimes

reflect more than raw reflex—it's experience, expectation, and pattern mastery contributing to quicker and more

accurate responses.

Judgment in the Real World

Judgment doesn't stop at recognition. It includes weighing probabilities, managing uncertainty, and deciding
under time pressure. These mental operations expand the simple reaction time model and explain why real apps,

with their ambiguity and information overload, feel so demanding.


https://humanbenchmark.now/blog/fast-vs-smart-decisions

What Exactly Did We Measure?

Before getting too excited about a reaction time score or any single metric, pause and ask: What exactly did we

measure?

® Was it a pure reaction speed with minimal distractions?

Did it include complex decisions or just simple button presses?

Are multiple cognitive processes underlying the score?

How does it relate to real-world tasks involving attention and judgment?

Without this clarity, it's easy to misinterpret numbers as full personality or cognitive “reads.” Good UX research

and app design respect this nuance, balancing measurable simplicity with the rich complexity users face daily.

Final Thoughts



Simple tests like the reaction time on Human Benchmark provide valuable insights into basic processing speed.
However, they are just one pathway—one fractional glimpse of the intricate interplay of perception, judgment, and

execution inside your brain.

In contrast, real-world apps like MrQ's slots platform present multiple information sources, require nuanced
judgment, and push cognitive load and attention limits. Recognizing this helps us design better interfaces,

interpret test results wisely, and appreciate the true demands modern technology places on our minds.

Next time you check your Reaction Time on the Human Benchmark leaderboard, remember it's a powerful yet

partial snapshot—and that navigating real apps is a far richer mental challenge than any simple test can capture.

Written by a seasoned UX researcher and cognitive testing hobbyist with a keen eye on cognitive load and

attention dynamics.



