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Abstract:
Conventional manipulations of self-focused attention are poorly suited for Internet experiments and for groupbased administration. The authors present a self-novelty manipulation that effectively induces self-awareness
for such contexts. In the high self-focus condition, people write about how they differ from their family and
friends and from people in general. In the control conditions, people write about neutral topics or do no writing.
Three experiments using different measures of self-focus (the situational self-awareness scale, a pronoun
selection task, and the private self-consciousness scale) showed that the self-novelty manipulation significantly
increased self-focused attention. This effect appeared in Internet-based experiments (Experiment 1) and in
laboratory experiments with groups (Experiments 2 and 3). The self-novelty manipulation appears promising
for self-awareness research conducted outside of conventional laboratory contexts.
Article:
Since the early 1970s, psychologists have been intrigued by the effects of self-focused attention on social
behavior (Duval & Wicklund, 1972). People can focus attention on the self and, thus, monitor their thoughts
and actions in relation to their personal standards (Duval & Silvia, 2001; Silvia & Duval, 2001a). The metacognitive skill of self- awareness is shared by few other species (Hyatt & Hopkins, 1994; Povinelli & Prince,
1998), and it has important implications for social, cognitive, and clinical issues (Ingram, 1990; Silvia & Duval,
2004; Spurr & Stopa, 2002).
Self-awareness is usually manipulated by arranging the environment in a way that makes the person salient. For
example, people can sit at a desk facing a mirror that reflects the face and upper body (e.g., Duval & Wicklund,
1973; Silvia, 2002a). Other studies place a video camera directly in front of the participant and display the
recorded images on a monitor next to the participant. When the participants look at the monitor, they see
themselves looking off to the side (Duval & Lalwani, 1999; Duval & Silvia, 2002; Silvia & Duval, 2001b;
Silvia & Phillips, 2004). Some studies have introduced confederates who observe the participant (Carver &
Scheier, 1978). Early studies played a recording of the participant’s voice or another person’s voice (Ickes,
Wicklund, & Ferris, 1973; Wicklund & Duval, 1971), although this manipulation fell out of favor because
justifying the recording and playback requires a complex procedure. Mirrors and video cameras are the most
popular manipulations in contemporary self- awareness research.
These manipulations, however, are impractical for many research contexts. Researchers interested in Internetbased studies of self-awareness cannot use manipulations based on mirrors, video cameras, or audiotape.
Researchers who prefer to run groups of participants cannot use conventional manipulations either.
Experiments conducted over the Internet or in groups need an alternative manipulation of self-focused
attention. This article describes a new manipulation of self-focused attention based on self-novelty, presents
some validation evidence, and reviews findings from past studies that have used the manipulation.
A SELF-NOVELTY MANIPULATION
One way to increase self-focused attention is to make people feel distinctive. Attention gravitates toward novel,
distinctive, and salient stimuli (Koffka, 1935). When people stand out in some way, they will focus attention on
the self. The salient self-aspect need not be especially important or personally significant. A lot of self-

awareness research has shown that perceiving the self as distinctive increases self- focused attention (Snow,
Duval, & Silvia, in press; for a review, see Duval & Silvia, 2001, chap. 2). Several laboratory studies have used
this principle as a basis for manipulating self-awareness. In one experiment, people were told that their
astrological pattern was either very unusual or quite common (Mayer, Duval, Holtz, & Bowman, 1985).
This manipulation increased self-focus, as measured by the self-focus Stroop task (Geller & Shaver, 1976).
Feeling distinctive in the sense of minority status within a group also affects self-focused attention (Mullen,
1983; Wegner & Schaefer, 1978).
A simple, direct way to manipulate self-novelty is to ask the person to describe ways in which he or she differs
from others. This gets the person actively involved in perceiving differences between self and others, and it
should thus increase self-focus. The advantage of a writing task is that it could be administered over the
Internet—people could easily complete self-descriptions in text fields. Writing tasks are also well suited to
group administration, since the manipulation is easily integrated into other questionnaires and procedures.
Demonstrating the validity of such a manipulation is critical, of course, because manipulating feelings of
distinctiveness could manipulate processes other than self-awareness. We thus will describe three validation
experiments in which the manipulation is developed and its effects are considered.
EXPERIMENT 1 Internet Context
In the first experiment, we explored the viability of a self- novelty manipulation for Internet-based research.
Participants completed the self-novelty manipulation along with self-report measures of self-focused attention.
This enabled us to look at whether the manipulation effectively creates different levels of self-focus within an
on-line data collection environment.
Method
Participants and Design. A total of 90 people participated voluntarily over the Internet. No incentives were
offered (e.g., raffles). The study was announced solely through a link on the American Psychological Society’s
Web page of links to Internet studies (http:llpsych._ hanover.edulapslexponnet.html). Each person was
assigned randomly to one of two conditions: a self-novelty condition or a control condition. The participants in
the self-novelty condition first received the self-novelty manipulation and then answered the situational selfawareness scale (Govern & Marsch, 2001). The participants in the control condition first answered the
situational self-awareness scale and then completed the self-novelty task. Both conditions were thus kept
equally time consuming, thereby minimizing different dropout rates between conditions. Dropout rates were
equivalent between the conditions (34% in the self-novelty condition, 37% in the control condition) and were
similar to dropout rates for other Internet-based experiments of equivalent length and complexity (see O’Neil &
Penrod, 2001; O’Neil, Penrod, & Bornstein, 2003; Reips, 2002b). Each experiment was approved by the
necessary IRB.
Materials. Web pages were created using plain HTML (see Krantz & Eagley, 1996) for the descriptions of the
study and HTML-forms (thereby also using JavaScript) for the participants’ data entry. Text area control
elements were used for the self-novelty writing task. Groups of radio control elements were used for the
dependent measures, forming 7-point response scales for the situational self-awareness scale (Govern &
Marsch, 2001). We thus converted the original paperand-pencil scale to a Web-based format. Given past
research (R. N. Davis, 1999; Pasveer & Ellard, 1998; Pettit, 2002), both versions should be equivalent. CGI
scripts (Kieley, 1996) programmed in Perl (Schwartz, 1998) handled the incoming data on the server.
Procedure. Upon arriving at the experiment, the participants read a consent page that described the
experiment’s general purposes and approximate length and assured the anonymity of the responses. The
experiment—entitled ―Personality and Uniqueness‖—concerned ―personality and people’s beliefs about how
they differ from other people.‖ The participants who wanted to continue clicked a button to start the
experiment. At this point, the participants were randomly assigned to one of two conditions. In the self-novelty
condition, people received a new page containing the self-novelty writing task. Specifically, people responded

to three questions (via text area control elements): (1) What is it about you that makes you different from your
family? (2) What is it about you that makes you different from your friends? and (3) What is it about you that
makes you different from people in general? People in the control condition completed the dependent measures
before completing the self-novelty writing task. The open-ended responses were recorded but not coded, apart
from checking that people completed each question.
The dependent measure was the situational self-awareness scale (Govern & Marsch, 2001). This nine-item scale
assesses momentary levels of self-focused attention. It has three three-item subscales: private self-aspects (e.g.,
―Right now, I am conscious of my inner feelings‖), public self-aspects (e.g., ―Right now, I am self-conscious
about the way I look‖), and external surroundings (e.g., ―Right now, I am conscious of what is going on around
me‖). No items are reverse scored. Each item was accompanied by a response scale that ranged in seven
equidistant points from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The private subscale was the main
dependent measure in this experiment. People also indicated their gender (female or male), whether English was
their first language (yes or no), their education level (high school or less, some college, college graduate,
master’s degree or doctoral degree), their age, and their current country of residence. A final item invited
comments about the experiment.
After clicking a button to submit the data, the participants were taken to a Web page that thanked them for their
participation, explained the experiment in more detail, and presented preliminary findings. Links to other
Internet studies and to Web pages about personality were provided as well. The date, time, and remote address
of the data submission were collected, along with the survey data. Because the data were submitted before the
participant learned the experiment’s hypotheses, people could not click back to the experiment and modify their
data without being easily detected. Such cases would appear as two adjacent data submissions with the same
remote address and a nearly identical time of submission.
Results and Discussion
Data reduction and screening. To reduce noise in the data, we screened the data submissions according to
several criteria (see Reips, 2002b). First, the remote addresses of the data submissions were checked for
multiple submissions. Second, the correspondence between self-reported age and education level was checked
for unlikely combinations. Third, we excluded all persons under the age of 18, all nonnative English speakers
(17% of the sample), and submissions with considerable missing data, such as people who did not complete the
writing task. The screening process yielded a final sample of 58 people (33 women and 25 men). Ages ranged
from 18 to 53 years (M = 29 years, SD = 10.1, median = 25). Including all the cases did not change the results
substantially.
The respondents were divided evenly between the two conditions (30 in the self-novelty condition and 28 in the
control condition). The three subscales of the situational self-awareness scale showed acceptable levels of
reliabil-

ity as measured by Cronbach’s alpha, particularly for three- item scales (private a = .74; public a = .82;
surroundings a = .79).
Effects of self-novelty on self-awareness. As was expected, the people in the self-novelty condition reported
significantly higher scores on the private self-awareness subscale [t(56) = 3.56, p < .001, d = 0.94]. (All effect

sizes were computed with Minsize 2; Morse, 1999.) Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics. No predictions
had been made for the other subscales, but they were explored as well. The manipulation did not affect scores
on the public subscale [t(56) = 1.37, p < .18, d = 0.36]. A significant effect appeared on the surroundings
subscale [t(56) = 2.12, p < .038, d = 0.56], reflecting higher scores by the people in the self-novelty condition.
Experiment 1 thus offers support for the validity of the self-novelty manipulation for Internet-based
experiments. The people who completed the self-novelty task showed higher levels of self-focused attention.
The no-writing control group used in this experiment allowed a test of whether the self-novelty task increased
self-focus beyond baseline levels. A disadvantage of this design, however, is that it cannot rule out the
possibility that writing anything at all may have increased self-focus. The subsequent experiments thus included
various neutral-writing control groups, rather than a no-writing group.
EXPERIMENT 2
Group Context
In Experiment 2, we explored the validity of the self- novelty manipulation for running participants in large
groups. Conventional manipulations, such as mirrors and video cameras, are impractical for group experiments.
A manipulation suitable for data collection in groups would thus expand the methodological possibilities for
laboratory- based self-awareness research.
Method
Participants and Design. A total of 88 undergraduate students (67 women and 21 men) participated as part of a
research participation option. Each person was randomly assigned to one of two conditions (self-novelty writing
task vs. neutral-writing task).
Procedure. The participants were run in groups of 8–20 people. Each person completed either the self-novelty
writing task or a neutral- writing task. Experiment 2 thus included a different control condition than did
Experiment 1, which used a no-writing control group.
The participants in the self-novelty condition responded to three questions. The questions resembled the items
from Experiment 1, but they were modified so as to be more relevant to a college sample: (1) What is it about
you that makes you different from your family? (2) What is it about you that makes you different from your
friends? and (3) What is it about you that makes you different from other students at your university? The
people in the control condition responded to questions that should not be self-focusing: (1) Please tell us about
your psychology class and one of your other classes, and (2) Please describe the last time you went out to eat.
After completing the writing task, the participants completed the ―Linguistic Implications Form,‖ a 20-item
measure of self-focused attention. This measure, developed by Wegner and Giuliano (1980, 1983), involves
completing sentences by selecting one of several correct pronouns (e.g., ―The noise got to [us, them, me] before
long‖). Selecting more first-person singular pronouns reflects higher self-focus (cf. D. Davis & Brock, 1975).
Results
Data reduction. The pronoun task was coded using the conventional scoring system. First-person singular
pronouns were assigned a 1; all other pronouns were assigned a 0. The level of self-focused attention was then
expressed as the proportion of sentences completed with the first-person singular option. We computed separate
scores for the first 10 items and for the full 20-item scale, since some studies have shown that the first 10 items
are more effective than the full scale (e.g., Silvia & Abele, 2002).
Effects of self-novelty on self-focused attention. No main effects or interactions involving gender appeared
(all Fs < 1), so this variable was not considered further. We conducted t tests to see whether the self-novelty
writing task significantly affected levels of self-focused attention. This analysis was significant for the first 10
items [t(86) = 3.26, p < .002, d = 0.69] and for the full 20 items [t(86) = 2.9, p < .005, d = 0.62]. As was
expected, the people in the self-novelty condition were more self-focused than were the people in the control
condition. Table 2 displays the descriptive statistics. The variances were nearly unequal for the full 20-item

scale, so nonparametric analyses were conducted as well. Mann –Whitney tests showed that the people in the
self-novelty condition reported significantly greater self-focus than did the people in the neutral condition, for
both the first 10 items (Z = 2.85, p < .004, η2 = .094) and the full 20-item scale (Z = 2.45, p < .014, η2 = .069).
Discussion
Experiment 2 offered support for the validity of the self-novelty manipulation of self-focused attention in a
laboratory context. People who wrote about how they dif-

fered from other people were significantly more self-focused on a subsequent pronoun selection measure,
relative to people who wrote about neutral topics. An ancillary finding is that the 10-item version of the
pronoun selection task yielded slightly larger effect sizes than did the 20- item version, for both the parametric
analyses (d = 0.69 vs. d = 0.62) and the nonparametric analyses (η2 = .094 vs. η2 = .069). These differences are
not large, but they coincide with the speculations of past research and can inform future work with this measure.
One might suggest that the difference between the self- novelty group and the neutral-writing group is
attributable to the neutral-writing task. Although we hypothesized that the self-novelty task increased self-focus,
perhaps writing about self-irrelevant topics reduced self-focus. This suggestion is implausible in light of the
findings from Experiment 1, which used a no-writing control group. Given that the self-novelty task increased
self-focus beyond baseline levels (Experiment 1) and beyond a neutral-writing task (Experiments 2 and 3), the
most plausible conclusion is that the self-novelty writing task was responsible for the effect.
EXPERIMENT 3
Group Context
In Experiment 3, we sought additional validation of the self-novelty task within a laboratory context. A different
measure of self-focused attention—the private self- consciousness scale—was included. Although typically
used to measure individual differences in self-focused attention (Fenigstein, Scheier, & Buss, 1975), this scale
is sensitive to situational variations (Osberg, 1985; Wood, Saltzberg, & Goldsamt, 1990).
Method
Participants and Design. A total of 74 undergraduate students participated as part of a research participation
option. Each person was randomly assigned to one of two conditions (self-novelty writing task vs. neutralwriting task). One person was excluded due to substantial missing data, leaving a final sample of 73 people (47
women and 26 men).
Procedure. People participated in groups of 8–14. The experimenter explained that the experiment was about
personality and college life. People expected to complete several measures of personality and then describe their
experiences at college. People received a questionnaire containing the manipulation and the measure of selffocused attention. The first sheet was the writing task used in Experiment 2. Half of the people completed the
self-novelty form, and the other half completed the neutral form. The second page of the questionnaire
contained the private self-consciousness scale (Fenigstein et al., 1975). This 10-item self-report scale includes
items such as ―I’m always trying to figure myself out‖ and ―I reflect about myself a lot‖; two items are reverse
scored. People responded on 7-point scales ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much).

Results and Discussion
After reverse-scoring the appropriate items, we averaged the 10 items in the private self-consciousness scale to
form a single score. Internal consistency was acceptable (a = .67) and similar to that in past studies (Fenigstein
et al., 1975). As was expected, people in the self-novelty condition were more self-focused than were people in
the control condition [t(71) = 2.97,p < .004, d = 0.699]. Gender did not participate in any significant effects (all
Fs < 1). Table 3 displays the descriptive statistics. Experiment 3 thus further supports the validity of the selfnovelty manipulation of self-focused attention for group contexts.
ADDITIONAL VALIDATION RESEARCH
Previous research with the self-novelty manipulation shows that the writing task replicates conventional selfawareness manipulations. In a series of experiments on emotions (Silvia, 2002a, 2002b), people were induced
into different emotional states, self-awareness was manipulated, and emotional intensity was measured. Manipulating self-awareness with a mirror reduced the intensity of emotional experience; manipulating self-awareness
with the self-novelty task showed the same effect (Silvia, 2002a, Experiment 2). Another experiment induced
self- awareness and measured the salience of death-related thoughts (Silvia, 2001). The self-novelty task and the
mirror had the same effects, relative to a control condition. (Both of these experiments were conducted in the
laboratory, and the participants were run individually.)
A recent Internet experiment further validates the self- novelty manipulation for on-line research (Eichstaedt &
Silvia, 2003, Experiment 2). This study measured self- focused attention with an implicit measure. In this measure, people view a ―dynamic display‖ (Eichstaedt, 2003) that flashes words related to semantic categories.
When semantic content is salient, people recognize words related to the content more quickly (Eichstaedt,
2002). The implicit measure of self-awareness flashes self-relevant words and neutral words and measures how
long it takes people to recognize the words. In one experiment, people completed the self-novelty writing task
or a neutral-writing task (describing one’s computing environment) or did no writing. People who completed
the self-novelty task recognized self-relevant words significantly more quickly than did people who wrote about
neutral topics (d = 0.86) or who did no writing (d = 1.23). This experiment is noteworthy because it validates
the manipulation with a new measure of self-focus and further demonstrates the usefulness of the manipulation
for Internet contexts. Furthermore, the experiment showed that neutral-writing and no- writing control groups
had equivalent effects. This shows (1) that merely writing anything at all will not increase

self-focus (as was noted in Experiment 1) and (2) that the self-novelty condition caused the difference between
the groups observed in Experiments 2 and 3.
GENERAL DISCUSSION
An extensive literature describes the effects of self- focused attention on a wide range of outcomes (Carver,
2003; Duval & Silvia, 2001). Most of the experimental work has been conducted in conventional laboratory settings. Researchers who want to manipulate self-awareness in Internet studies or to run participants in groups
cannot use the widely known and well-validated manipulations. This article has described a self-novelty writing
task that manipulates self-awareness. The task is brief, easy to work into a procedure, and practical for group
and Internet research. Three experiments—one over the Internet and two with groups—showed that the
manipulation had the expected effects on self-focused attention, as measured by the situational self-awareness
scale (Govern & Marsch, 2001), the pronoun selection task (Wegner & Giuliano, 1980), and the private self-

consciousness scale (Fenigstein et al., 1975). The manipulation’s effect size (d) varied from 0.94 in the Internet
sample to 0.69 in each of the laboratory samples. The significant effects on several measures of self-focus gives
us greater confidence in the validity of the manipulation.
The self-novelty manipulation is flexible in several respects. First, the control conditions are flexible. Control
conditions in which no writing is done, as well as conditions in which neutral topics are written about, can be
equally appropriate. Some of our experiments used no-writing control groups (Experiment 1), thus showing that
the task increases self-focus beyond unmanipulated, baseline levels. Other experiments involved writing about
topics that should not arouse self-novelty (college classes and going out to eat; Experiments 2 and 3). An
experiment that used both no-writing and neutral-writing (describing one’s computing environment) control
groups showed no difference between the control groups (Eichstaedt & Silvia, 2003); each control group was
less self-focused than the self-novelty group. Second, the items used in the manipulation can be modified for
different populations. For the student samples (Experiments 2 and 3), people wrote about how they differed
from their family and friends and from other students at their university. For the Internet samples (Experiment
1; Eichstaedt & Silvia, 2003, Experiment 2), people wrote about how they differed from their family and
friends and from people in general. Changing the final reference group should strengthen the manipulation for
the particular group of participants.
In these experiments, we did not code the content of the self-novelty writing task beyond confirming that
people completed the task. Early in our research, we explored possible coding systems for considering how
different content might predict self-focused attention, but we were unsuccessful. Ironically, everyone was
unique in the same ways. In the student samples, almost all the people said that they differed from other college
students because they studied harder, thought deeper, drank less, and took their religion more seriously. We
abandoned coding because it seemed unproductive and our primary interest was creating between-conditions
differences that replicated conventional laboratory manipulations. Of course, researchers could develop a
coding system and take a more differentiated look at how self-content affects self-awareness and other
outcomes. For the purposes of manipulating self- awareness in Internet and group contexts, however, coding the
content of the writing task is not essential.
Finally, we should emphasize the advantages of this method for Internet-based experiments on self-focused attention. Web-based research has many advantages, such as access to large numbers of participants and to
interesting populations that are ordinarily out of reach (Birnbaum, 2001; Reips, 2002a, 2002b). The largest
advantage may be the convergent validity that comes from replicating an effect across diverse methods and
samples, such as when findings are replicated across Web-based and laboratory experiments. Few
manipulations of self-focus are feasible for Internet-based data collection, thus limiting the scope of selfawareness research. Moreover, the new induction method might be useful for researchers interested in how selfawareness participates in computer- mediated communication (e.g., Postmes, Spears, & Lea, 1998). Interaction
via computers does not necessarily lower inhibitions and increase deindividuation (Postmes & Spears, 1998).
An induction of self-focus that is easily administered over the Internet could be particularly useful for this area
of research.
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