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Abstract 
 

The incidental self-reference effect (iSRE) refers to enhanced memory for items co-presented 
with a self- vs. other-relevant cue when the self/other-relevance of the cues is irrelevant to a 
given task. Previous iSRE studies confounded self-specificity with familiarity by contrasting 
highly familiar, self-specific cues (e.g., one’s own name) with less familiar, non-self cues (e.g., a 
celebrity’s name). The present study sought to disentangle these factors by introducing a highly 
familiar close other (best friend) as an additional referent. During encoding, participants judged 
the spatial location of words presented with the name of the self, a close other, or a stranger. 
They then completed a surprise recognition test and rated each referent’s familiarity and self-
relevance. Memory was better for words paired with the self than for those paired with a close 
other, which were in turn better remembered than words paired with a stranger. Participants rated 
close-other referents as equally familiar as, but less self-relevant than, the self. These findings 
suggest that self-specificity, or more broadly self-relevance, rather than familiarity, critically 
drives the iSRE. 
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The self-specificity of the incidental self-reference effect 
 

 The self-reference effect (SRE; Rogers et al., 1977) refers to a memory advantage for 
information encoded in a self-relevant vs. non-self-relevant manner (e.g., in relation to another 
person or semantically; for review, see Symons & Johnson, 1997). The SRE is typically 
demonstrated using encoding tasks that require participants to evaluate some but not other 
stimuli in explicit reference to themselves (e.g., “Does ‘reliable’ describe you [a celebrity]?”; 
Conway & Dewhurst, 1995; Keenan et al., 1992; Kuiper & Rogers, 1979). Because this form of 
the SRE arises from tasks that require self-evaluation/reflection to judge stimuli’s self-relevancy, 
it is sometimes referred to as the evaluative SRE (eSRE). The eSRE is attributed to enhanced 
elaboration and organization of incoming information as new material is integrated with an 
extensive network of semantic and episodic self-knowledge (Conway & Dewhurst, 1995; Klein 
& Loftus, 1988; Symons & Johnson, 1997).  

In addition to the eSRE, studies have shown that even minimal, incidental associations 
between the self and stimuli can produce an SRE in the absence of evaluative or explicitly self-
referential encoding (Cloutier & Macrae, 2008; Cunningham et al., 2008; Turk et al., 2008). For 
example, in Turk et al. (2008), personality-trait words were presented above or below the 
participant’s own or a celebrity’s name or face (i.e., self-cue or other-cue), and participants 
judged whether each word described the person denoted by the cue (evaluative encoding) or 
whether the word appeared above the cue (incidental encoding). A subsequent memory test 
revealed an SRE not only in the evaluative encoding condition (i.e., the eSRE) but also in the 
incidental encoding condition: words paired with self-cues were better remembered than those 
paired with other-cues. This latter form of the SRE arising from self-stimuli associations formed 
in a non-evaluative, non-self-referential task context is referred to as the incidental SRE (iSRE). 
Although relatively little research has examined the mechanisms underlying the iSRE, it is 
generally thought to be driven by preferential attentional responses to self-relevant vs. other-
relevant information (e.g., Alexopoulos et al., 2012; Bargh, 1982; Gray et al., 2004; Moray, 
1959; Shapiro et al., 1997; but see Amodeo et al., 2023; Gronau et al., 2003; Kawahara & 
Yamada, 2004), which in turn enhance encoding of stimuli appearing in close spatiotemporal 
proximity to a self-relevant cue (Cunningham et al., 2014; Hutchison et al., 2021; Turk et al., 
2008). Recent work has also identified important boundary conditions of the iSRE, 
demonstrating that it depends on conscious, concurrent processing of the self-relevant cue and 
stimuli (Kim et al., 2018, 2019) and on the availability of sufficient attentional resources at 
encoding (Wong et al., 2024).  

The iSRE has been reliably replicated across studies with both adults and children, not 
only in memory for the to-be-remembered items themselves (i.e., item memory) but also in 
memory for contextual details associated with those items (i.e., source memory; e.g., Andrews et 
al., 2020; Cunningham et al., 2014; Hutchison et al., 2021; Kim et al., 2018, 2019; Ross et al., 
2020). Notably, however, previous iSRE studies have exclusively contrasted highly familiar, 
self-specific cues (e.g., one’s own name or face) with less familiar, non-self cues, such as the 
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name or face of a celebrity (e.g., Kim et al., 2018, 2019; Turk et al., 2008) or an unfamiliar, 
fictitious other (e.g., “Sam”; Andrews et al., 2020; Cunningham et al., 2014; Hutchison et al., 
2021; Ross et al., 2020). This confound makes it difficult to conclusively determine whether the 
iSRE is driven by the ‘selfness’ per se or merely by the heightened familiarity of self-cues.  

The question of whether self-processing advantages reflect genuine self-specificity or 
merely heightened familiarity with self-relevant stimuli has received considerable attention 
across multiple domains of self-processing research. Perhaps the most compelling evidence for 
self-specificity comes from the self-prioritization effect (SPE) paradigm (Sui et al., 2012), in 
which self-relevance is established through arbitrary, experimentally induced associations 
between geometric shapes and referential labels (e.g., “you,” “friend,” “stranger”). Because 
participants learn these associations within the experiment itself, pre-experimental familiarity 
differences between self- and other-relevant stimuli are eliminated. Using this paradigm, 
numerous studies have demonstrated robust perceptual matching advantages for self-associated 
stimuli, providing compelling evidence that self-prioritization in perceptual processing reflects 
genuine self-specificity rather than familiarity (e.g., Golubickis et al., 2020; Sui et al., 2013, 
2015; Woźniak & Knoblich, 2019). More recently, Martínez-Pérez et al. (2024) extended this 
conclusion to the attentional domain, demonstrating in an attentional blink task that the self-
prioritization advantage for a self-associated over a friend- or a stranger-associated shape 
persisted even after familiarity with the shape-label associations was equated through additional 
shape-label matching training prior to the attentional blink task. 

Whether this evidence for self-specificity in the SPE paradigm extends to the iSRE, 
however, remains an open question. Unlike the SPE paradigm that relies on minimal, 
experimentally induced self-associations, the iSRE is typically studied using naturally occurring 
self-relevant cues such as one’s own name or face linked to richly elaborated, autobiographically 
grounded self-knowledge. It is therefore unclear whether evidence for self-specificity obtained in 
the former context generalizes to the latter. Moreover, the SPE literature has focused primarily 
on perceptual and attentional processing, whereas the iSRE concerns incidental memory. This 
distinction is important because emerging evidence suggests that self-prioritization effects are 
not isomorphic across cognitive domains. For example, self-biases in perception and attention 
are uncorrelated or at best only weakly correlated (Nijhof et al., 2020; Amodeo et al., 2021; 
Martínez-Pérez et al., 2024), and self-biases in perception and memory (measured via the eSRE 
paradigm) are similarly uncorrelated (Amodeo et al., 2021). Self-biases in attention and the 
eSRE specifically, however, appear to follow a different pattern, a point we revisit in the context 
of the eSRE literature below. 

The role of familiarity has also been examined in the context of the eSRE by using one’s 
close other as a comparison focus (e.g., Amodeo et al., 2021; Amodeo et al., 2026; see also 
Symons & Johnson, 1997, for a meta-analytic review showing a memory advantage for self-
reference over reference to a familiar, intimate other), and the magnitude of the eSRE has been 
found to be positively correlated with an attentional self-bias (Amodeo et al., 2021). However, 
the eSRE and iSRE are thought to arise from distinct underlying mechanisms (enhanced 
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elaboration and organization of incoming stimuli scaffolded by the rich body of self-knowledge 
vs. relatively more low-level attentional responses to self-cues). Support for this mechanistic 
distinction comes from the finding that the two effects follow different developmental 
trajectories, with the eSRE exceeding the iSRE in magnitude only from around age 8 onward 
(Hutchison et al., 2021). Accordingly, neither the self-specificity of the eSRE nor its link to an 
attentional self-bias can be assumed to extend to the iSRE. 

Taken together, these findings suggest that self-prioritization in different cognitive 
domains, or even different forms of self-related memory advantages, may reflect at least partially 
distinct processes rather than a single unitary mechanism. As such, evidence for self-specificity 
in perceptual, attentional, or explicit self-referential memory tasks does not necessarily imply 
that incidental self-memory advantages are driven by the same mechanism. To the best of our 
knowledge, no previous study has directly addressed the self-specificity of the iSRE, leaving 
open the question of whether it reflects a genuinely self-related memory advantage. Establishing 
whether the iSRE reflects self-specificity is a necessary first step toward understanding the 
proximate mechanisms that give rise to this memory advantage, carrying implications for not 
only theoretical accounts of how the self spontaneously influences cognition and memory but 
also for broader practical applications. 

The goal of the present study was to test the self-specificity of the iSRE. To this end, and 
in line with prior work on the debated role of familiarity in preferential self-processing (e.g., 
Amodeo et al., 2023; Bortolon & Raffard, 2018; Fan et al., 2013; Nijhof et al., 2020; Tacikowski 
et al., 2014; Yang et al., 2013), we included a highly familiar, personally close other (one’s best 
friend) as an additional non-self referent to examine if and how the magnitude of the iSRE would 
be modulated by differences in self-specificity and familiarity across referent conditions. During 
incidental encoding, participants judged the spatial location of each target word relative to a 
centrally presented referent cue (their own name, their best friend’s name, or a stranger’s name). 
Participants’ memory for the target words was then assessed in a surprise recognition test. 
Participants also provided subjective ratings of the familiarity and self-relevance of each 
referent.  

We hypothesized that if the iSRE is self-specific, memory for target words would be 
better when they were incidentally paired with the self than with a close other, because the 
inclusion of a highly familiar, personally known close-other referent controls for the potential 
confound of familiarity. In contrast, if the iSRE is primarily driven by familiarity, memory 
performance should not differ significantly between words that were paired with the self and 
those paired with a close other. Memory for words paired with the stranger was expected to be 
poorer than memory for words paired with either the self or the close other, as the latter two 
referents are both more self-relevant and more familiar to the participants.  

 
Method 

Participants and Experimental Design 
The participants were 126 undergraduate students (82 female; mean age = 18.57 [SD = 
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1.08] years). All participants were primary speakers of English and had normal or corrected-to-
normal vision and normal color perception. The sample size was determined a priori using 
G*Power (Faul et al., 2007), based on an effect size slightly lower than the small-to-medium 
effect sizes previously reported for the incidental SRE (dz = 0.44 – 0.53; Kim et al., 2018, 2019; 
Turk et al., 2008); f = 0.15, α = .05 [two-tailed], power = 0.95, minimum required n = 116). 
Informed consent was obtained from each participant in accordance with local institutional 
review board guidelines, and participants received course credit in return for their participation. 
Data from four participants were excluded from analyses due to poor performance on the 
encoding task, defined as overall accuracy below 50% (chance performance on the two-
alternative forced-choice spatial judgment task). The final sample included 122 participants. 

The experiment used a single-factor design with Cue Referent (Self, Friend, or Stranger) 
as a within-subjects factor.  
Materials 
Word Stimuli   

A total of 128 personality-trait adjectives (e.g., honest, outspoken) taken from Anderson 
(1968) were divided into four lists of 32 words each that were matched for likeability and 
meaningfulness based on Anderson’s (1968) norms as well as for word length and syllable 
length, all Fs ≤ 0.82, all ps ≥ .48, all BF10s ≤ 0.11. All selected words were drawn from the 
positive end of Anderson’s (1968) likability spectrum, with likability values exceeding the 
normative median (Mdn = 266, out of a full range of 26–573). The first three lists served as 
critical items that were presented in the encoding phase (i.e., “old” items). The assignment of 
these critical lists to the Self, Friend, or Stranger condition was counterbalanced across 
participants. During encoding, a random half of the critical words in each Cue Referent condition 
were presented above the respective name, and the other half were presented below the name. 
The remaining list served as “new” items in the subsequent memory test.  
Cue Stimuli   

The cue stimuli consisted of each participant’s own first name (i.e., self name), the first 
name of the participant’s best friend (i.e., friend name) of the same gender as the participant, and 
the gender-matched first name of an unknown person (i.e., stranger name). At the start of the 
experiment, participants were first asked to provide their own name and the name of their best 
friend, by entering each name into a respective text box shown on the screen. Then, they were 
shown a list of 50 common, gender-matched first names that had the same number of letters as 
their own first name that were drawn from the U.S. Social Security Administration list of the 
popular female and male first names given to babies in the years between 1960 and 2020 
(https://www.ssa.gov/oact/babynames/). The participants were asked to mark off any name if 
someone they knew had the same first name or if that name was their own first name. Among the 
names that were not marked by the participants (i.e., the names that were not used by anyone the 
participants knew), a name was randomly selected to serve as the stranger name. The number of 
letters in the names did not significantly differ across the Cue Referent conditions, F(2, 242) = 
2.07, p = .13, BF10 = 0.20.  
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Procedure 
The experiment was conducted online on a custom-made website in a single session. 

Participants first provided informed consent electronically. Then, they were guided through each 
phase of the experiment with verbal instructions read by an experimenter via Zoom video 
conferencing software. The experiment had the following two phases:  
Encoding    

Each trial began with a cue (i.e., the self name, the friend name, or the stranger name) 
presented in the center of the screen in black capital letters (in 52-point Helvetica font). Five 
hundred msec after the onset of the cue, a trait word was presented either above or below the cue 
in red lower-case letters (in 52-point Helvetica font) for 2 sec. For each trial, the participants 
were asked to indicate whether each word appeared above or below the cue in the middle 
regardless of the identity of the cue, by pressing the “A” (above) or “B” (below) key on their 
keyboard.1 Participants had to respond while the word was on the screen. There was a total of 96 
trials (32 trials each for the Self, Friend, and Stranger conditions) that were presented in a 
random order for each participant. Trials were separated by a 500-msec fixation period. 
Recognition Memory Test 

Immediately following the encoding phase, participants were given a surprise memory 
test. The 96 “old” words from the encoding phase along with 32 “new” words were presented 
individually in the center of the screen in black lower-case letters (in 52-point Helvetica font). 
For each word, participants were asked to indicate whether or not they had seen the word in the 
preceding phase (old/new recognition), by pressing the “O” (old) or “N” (new) key on their 
keyboard. Participants were allowed as much time as they needed to make their memory 
judgment for each word. Trials were separated by a 500-ms fixation period, and the words were 
presented in a random order for each participant. 

After the experimental phases, participants rated each of the three cues (i.e., the self 
name, the friend name, and the stranger name) first for familiarity (1 = “not familiar at all” to 9 = 
“extremely familiar”) and then for self-relevance (1 = “not relevant to me at all” to 9 = 
“extremely relevant to me”). Finally, the participants completed a post-experimental 
questionnaire in which they were asked to describe any thoughts/guesses they had about the 
purpose/hypothesis of the study as well as any technical difficulties they experienced during the 
study. No participant correctly guessed the experimental purpose/hypothesis or reported 

 
1 To examine whether the non-counterbalanced response key mapping introduced any systematic 
influence on recognition memory, we conducted a 3 (Cue Referent: Self, Friend, or Stranger) × 2 
(Word Location: above or below) repeated-measures ANOVA on corrected hit rates. This 
analysis revealed no significant main or interaction effect involving Word Location, all Fs ≤ 
2.53, all ps ≥ .11, with substantial Bayes evidence for null effects (all BFinclusion ≤ 0.27), 
indicating that the response key mapping did not differentially influence recognition memory 
across Cue Referent conditions. BFinclusion quantifies the evidence for models containing a given 
factor relative to equivalent models without the factor. 
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experiencing difficulty during the study. Following completion of the self-report questionnaires, 
participants were debriefed and thanked for their participation. 
Statistical Analyses 

Data were analyzed with both the frequentist and Bayesian statistical approaches, using 
JASP statistical software (JASP Team, 2025, ver. 0.19.3). For both approaches, we used a one-
way repeated-measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) with Cue Referent (Self, Friend, or 
Stranger) as the factor for all our dependent variables. For frequentist analyses, the statistical 
significance was set at .05, and any violation of sphericity was accounted for by using the 
Greenhouse-Geisser correction2. Effect sizes are reported as partial eta-squared (ηp2) values and 
Cohen’s d values, as appropriate. 

For each of the frequentist analyses performed, we report the associated Bayes factor 
(BF) representing the relative evidence for competing hypotheses given the observed data. BF10 

quantifies the strength of evidence for the alternative hypothesis (H1) over the null hypothesis 
(H0), while its reverse, BF01 (i.e., 1/ BF10) quantifies the strength of evidence for H0 over H1. 
Although BFs are continuous estimates that range from approaching zero (evidence in favor of 
H0) to approaching infinity (evidence in favor of H1), by convention, a BF value in the range 1 – 
3 (1/3 – 1) provides “anecdotal” evidence, 3 – 10 (1/10 – 1/3) provides “substantial” evidence, 
10 – 30 (1/30 – 1/10) provides “strong” evidence, 30 – 100 (1/100 – 1/30) provides “very strong” 
evidence, and a BF value > 100 (< 1/100) constitutes “extreme” evidence (Jeffreys, 1961; 
Wagenmakers et al., 2011). Bayesian analyses were conducted using JASP’S default “objective” 
priors (i.e., Cauchy prior width r = 0.707; Rouder et al., 2017; Rouder et al., 2009; Wagenmakers 
et al., 2018).  

 
Results 

Self-Report Ratings of Familiarity and Self-Relevance  
For familiarity ratings, a one-way repeated-measures ANOVA revealed a significant 

effect of Cue Referent, F(1.58, 191.24) = 6145.81, p < .001, ηp2 = .98, with extreme evidence for 
the effect, BF10 = 2.75×10+278. Post-hoc testing using the Bonferroni correction showed that the 
participants rated the stranger name (M = 1.32, SD = 0.68) as significantly less familiar than both 
the self name (M = 8.77, SD = 0.57) and the friend name (M = 8.69, SD = 0.59), all pbonfs < .001, 
all ds ≥ 11.94, all BF10,Us ≥ 3.06×10+104. Importantly, however, familiarity ratings for the self 

 
2 Mauchly’s test indicated that the assumption of sphericity was violated for the familiarity 
ratings analysis, χ²(2) = 37.01, p < .001, and for the self-relevance ratings analysis, χ²(2) = 36.06, 
p < .001. Accordingly, degrees of freedom were corrected using the Greenhouse-Geisser 
estimate for both analyses (ε = .79 in each case). Shapiro-Wilk tests also indicated violations of 
normality for both familiarity and self-relevant ratings analyses, all Ws ≤ .903, all ps < .001. 
However, given our sample size of 122 participants, the Central Limit Theorem provides 
reasonable assurance that the sampling distributions of the means approximate normality, 
making repeated-measures ANOVAs robust to such distributional violations.  
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name vs. the friend name did not significantly differ, p = .40, with substantial evidence for the 
null hypothesis, BF10,U = 0.31. 

For self-relevance ratings, a one-way repeated-measures ANOVA also revealed a 
significant effect of Cue Referent, F(1.59, 192.13) = 2674.43, p < .001, ηp2 = .96, with extreme 
evidence for the effect, BF10 = 1.84×10+218. Post-hoc testing using the Bonferroni correction 
showed that each of the three Cue Referent conditions was significantly different from the 
others, all pbonfs < .001, all ds ≥ 1.75, all BF10,Us ≥ 5.44×10+22. Self-relevance ratings were the 
highest for the self name (M = 8.93, SD = 0.28), followed by the friend name (M = 7.42, SD = 
1.25), and then the stranger name (M = 1.30, SD = 0.78).  

These results showing no significant difference in familiarity ratings between the Self and 
Friend referents but significantly higher self-relevance ratings for the Self referent than the 
Friend referent attest to the effectiveness of using one’s best friend as a control condition for 
familiarity. 
Encoding Task Performance 
 Encoding task accuracy was calculated as the proportion of trials associated with a 
correct judgment of a target word’s location, separately for each Cue Referent condition. The 
mean response time was calculated based on correct trials only. One-way repeated-measures 
ANOVAs revealed no significant effect of Cue Referent on encoding task accuracy (Self: M 
=.98, SD = .04; Friend: M = .98, SD = .03; Stranger: M = .98, SD = .04) or on response times (in 
msec; Self: M = 518.40, SD = 111.25; Friend: M = 521.88, SD = 117.16; Stranger: M = 520.07, 
SD = 111.26), all Fs < 1.0, all ps ≥ .71, with very strong evidence for null hypothesis, all BF10s ≤ 
0.04.  

The lack of significant difference across the Cue Referent conditions in encoding task 
performance in both accuracy and response times indicates comparable levels of task 
engagement across conditions, suggesting that any recognition memory differences between the 
Cue Referent conditions are unlikely to result from general differences in task engagement or 
effort across the conditions. 
Recognition Performance 

Table 1 presents raw hit rates (i.e., proportion of “old” items correctly identified as old) 
and item false alarm rates (i.e., proportion of “new” items incorrectly identified as old). 
Corrected hit rates were calculated by subtracting false alarm rates from raw hit rates.  

A one-way repeated-measures ANOVA conducted on corrected hit rates3 revealed a 
significant effect of Cue Referent, F(2, 242) = 25.40, p < .001, ηp2 = .17, with extreme evidence 
for the effect, BF10 = 8.901×10+7. As shown in Figure 1, post-hoc testing using the Bonferroni  

 
3 A parallel set of analyses conducted on d-prime values (d’) as the dependent measure yielded 
exactly the same pattern of the results, with a significant main effect of Cue Referent, F(1.891, 
228.759) = 20.72, p < .001, ηp2 = .15, BF10 = 2.506×10+6. Bonferroni-corrected post-hoc 
comparisons showed a significant Self (M =0.70, SD = 0.51) > Friend (M = 0.61, SD = 0.46) > 
Stranger (M = 0.50, SD = 0.40) ordering, all ps ≤ .015, all ds ≥ 0.19, all BF10,Us ≥ 4.91.   
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correction showed that words presented with the self name (M = .24, SD = .16) were 
significantly better remembered than those presented with either the friend name (M = .20, SD 
= .15) or the stranger name (M = .16, SD = .12), all ps ≤ .003, all ds ≥ 0.25, all BF10,Us ≥ 19.01. 
In addition, words presented with the friend name were better remembered than those presented 
with the stranger name, p < .001, d = 0.30, BF10,U = 255.60. 
 
 
Table 1 
Mean raw hit and false alarm rates (standard deviation) as a function of Cue Referent 

 Referent 

 Self Friend Stranger 

Hit .54 (.17) .50 (.16) .46 (.15) 

False alarm .30 (.17) .30 (.17) .30 (.17) 

Note. False alarm rate is duplicated across the Cue Referent conditions as there were no separate 
false alarm rates per each condition, given the single pool of “new” words.  
 
 
Figure 1 
Recognition performance as a function of Cue Referent. Colored dots represent the mean of each 
participant in each condition, joined by a light gray line. Box plots show the median (horizontal 
line) and the interquartile (25% – 75%) range, with the whiskers indicating maximum and 
minimum values excluding outliers. Split violin plots represent smoothed distributions.  

 
Note. Removing the two outliers beyond the whiskers in the Self condition did not change the 
pattern or significance of the results.  
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Discussion 
The present study investigated whether the iSRE is self-specific or driven by familiarity 

by examining memory for target words incidentally paired with three types of referent cues 
during encoding: the self (self-specific, highly familiar), a close other (non-self, highly familiar), 
and a stranger (non-self, non-familiar). Memory was better for words paired with the self than 
for those paired with a close other, which in turn were better recognized than words paired with a 
stranger. Attesting to the effectiveness of using a close other as a control for familiarity, self-
report ratings of familiarity did not significantly differ between the self and close-other referents, 
whereas self-relevance ratings were significantly higher for the self than for the close-other 
referent,  

Replicating and extending previous work on the iSRE (Andrews et al., 2020; 
Cunningham et al., 2014; Hutchison et al., 2021; Kim et al., 2018, 2019; Ross et al., 2020; Turk 
et al., 2008; Wong et al., 2024), the present study provides the first empirical evidence that the 
iSRE is primarily driven by self-specificity per se rather than by heightened familiarity of self-
cues.4 In line with theoretical accounts positing a prioritized status of the self during information 
processing (Humphreys & Sui, 2015; Sui & Humphreys, 2015; Sui & Rotshtein, 2019; see also 
Golubickis & Macrae, 2023), our findings suggest that self-cues may spontaneously recruit 
processing mechanisms/resources that enhance memory encoding, even in the absence of explicit 
self-referential or evaluative task demands. Notably, memory was better for words paired with a 
close other than for those paired with a stranger. Because close-other referents were rated as both 
more self-relevant and more familiar than stranger referents, this incidental “friend effect” could 
be attributed to either factor. However, our findings of a memory advantage for self-paired words 
over close-other-paired words despite no significant differences in perceived familiarity between 
these two referents, provides compelling evidence that self-specificity critically contributes to the 
iSRE beyond familiarity alone.  

The present findings add to a growing body of evidence that self-processing advantages 
reflect genuine self-specificity rather than mere familiarity with self-relevant stimuli. Previous 
work using the SPE paradigm has demonstrated self-specificity in perceptual matching 
(Golubickis et al., 2020; Sui et al., 2012; Sui et al., 2013; Woźniak & Knoblich, 2019) and 
attentional processing (Martínez-Pérez et al., 2024) using arbitrary, experimentally induced self-
associations. The present study shows that a similar conclusion holds for self-memory 
advantages arising in a non-evaluative, non-self-referential task context when self-relevance is 
conveyed by naturally occurring cues with longstanding personal significance. This extension is 
particularly informative, given emerging evidence that self-prioritization effects across cognitive 
domains are not expressions of a common underlying process (Nijhof et al., 2020; Amodeo et al., 
2021; Martínez-Pérez et al., 2024). Rather than reflecting a single unitary mechanism, self-biases 
in perception, attention, and memory may be at least partly dissociable, such that self-specificity 

 
4 A subsequent collaborative study replicates and extends the present findings to source memory 
and examines semantic processing as a potential mechanism of the iSRE (Paff et al., 2026). 
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within each domain warrants independent empirical examination.  
The present findings also have implications for understanding the relationship between 

the iSRE and the eSRE. Although previous work has examined the role of familiarity in the 
eSRE (Amodeo et al., 2021; Amodeo et al., 2026) and shown that self-referential memory 
advantages extend beyond familiarity with a close other, it remained unclear whether the same 
would hold for the iSRE. This question is particularly relevant because the two effects are 
thought to rely on at least partially distinct mechanisms (with the eSRE attributed to elaborative, 
self-knowledge-based processing and the iSRE proposed to rely on relatively more low-level 
attentional responses to self-cues) and follow different developmental trajectories (Hutchison et 
al., 2021). The present results show that the iSRE, like the eSRE, reflects genuine self-specificity 
rather than mere familiarity. This convergence raises the possibility that self-specificity may be a 
common feature of self-related memory advantages, even if the mechanisms that support those 
advantages differ. Notably, Amodeo et al. (2021) found that the magnitude of the eSRE was 
positively associated with an attentional self-bias, raising the possibility that these two forms of 
self-related memory advantage may be more closely related than their differing developmental 
trajectories would suggest. Directly comparing the iSRE and eSRE within the same sample and 
examining whether the magnitudes of their respective Self > Close Other advantages are 
correlated could help clarify the extent to which they rely on shared vs. distinct processes. 

Although the present findings are consistent with previous studies supporting attentional 
prioritization of the self over a close other (e.g., Amodeo et al., 2021; Fan et al., 2013; Nijhof et 
al., 2020; Nowicka et al., 2016; Yang et al., 2013), empirical evidence in this area have been 
largely mixed. Focusing specifically on self-name processing in line with our use of the names as 
referent cues (for prioritized self-face processing, see Bortolon & Raffard, 2018), some studies 
showed preferential processing of one’s own name vs. close other’s name. For instance, using a 
visual search task combined with an eye-tracking measure, Yang et al. (2013) found faster 
detection of one’s own name compared to a close other’s (i.e., one’s mother) or celebrity’s name, 
along with faster initial fixation to and fewer saccades away from one’s own name. Similarly, 
using event-related potentials (ERPs), Fan et al. (2013) showed that one’s own name, compared 
to a close other’s (i.e., one’s father), elicited larger amplitudes in attention-related ERP 
components (i.e., P2, P3) in an oddball detection task in which names served as non-oddball 
distractors. In contrast, other studies found no evidence for preferential processing of one’s own 
name over a close other’s. For example, Tacikowski et al. (2014) reported no significant 
amplitude differences between one’s own name and the name of a close other (freely chosen by 
participants) within the same attention-related ERP components reported in Fan et al. (2013) 
when participants categorized names as familiar or unfamiliar. Similarly, Amodeo et al. (2023) 
found no evidence for preferential attentional responses to one’s own name vs. a close other’s 
name (one’s best friend) across two widely used attention paradigms: In the repetition blindness 
task, although overall detection accuracy was higher for one’s own vs. a close other’s name, the 
critical measure of attentional self-bias (i.e., whether the repetition-blindness effect itself was 
reduced for the self vs. close other) was not significant. Likewise, no self-specific bias was 
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observed in the emotional Stroop task.  
Taken together, these mixed findings suggest that prioritized attentional processing of 

self-related information may depend critically on important boundary conditions related to the 
specific paradigms or tasks employed, and the present findings provide an opportunity to 
consider what those conditions might be. One possibility concerns whether the self and close 
other are embedded within a shared response or categorical structure. In Tacikowski et al. 
(2014), both one’s own and close other’s names were classified as “familiar,” and in Amodeo et 
al.’s (2023) repetition blindness task, both names served as equivalent “critical” items. Grouping 
the self and close-other in this way may attenuate spontaneous self-specific effects that would 
otherwise be detectable. This interpretation is consistent with Yang et al. (2013), in which each 
name served as a distinct, separate search target rather than as a member of a shared category, 
and a robust self-specific advantage was observed (see also Amodeo et al., 2021). Similarly, in 
the present study and in Fan et al.’s (2013) oddball paradigm, the referent names were never 
categorized or responded to, and therefore there was little or no shared response or categorical 
structure to attenuate a self-specific advantage. 

Another possibility is that paradigms such as repetition blindness (Amodeo et al., 2023) 
and explicit familiarity judgments (Tacikowski et al., 2014) require participants to evaluate a 
stimulus against another stimulus or trial (e.g., whether a name is a repeat of a previously 
presented item) or an internal criterion (e.g., whether a name feels familiar enough to be 
categorized as such), potentially introducing comparison or discrimination processes that may 
obscure more subtle self-specific effects. In contrast, in Yang et al.’s (2013) visual search task 
and Fan et al.’s (2013) oddball paradigm, the names were never themselves the focus of such 
comparison or discrimination judgments, and both studies found robust self-specific advantages. 
Likewise, in the present study, the names were incidental to the task and required no comparison 
or discrimination. It should be noted, however, that neither of these two accounts readily 
explains the absence of self-prioritization in Amodeo et al.’s (2023) emotional Stroop task, in 
which the names were neither assigned to a shared response category nor the focus of any 
comparison or discrimination judgment. We offer both accounts tentatively. Future studies that 
systematically manipulate these task characteristics within a single paradigm, while also 
considering characteristics of the close other (e.g., relational closeness, emotional attachment), 
will be needed to determine which factors, if any, give rise to the differing patterns of findings 
across studies and to better define the boundary conditions of prioritized self-processing. An 
important next step will also be to establish a direct link between prioritized processing of self-
cues and the magnitude of the iSRE, as the proposal that attentional mechanisms underlie the 
iSRE currently rests on indirect, inferential evidence rather than direct empirical tests. 

Beyond establishing the role of self-specificity for the emergence of the iSRE, an 
important question concerns the proximate mechanisms responsible for this spontaneous self-
memory advantage. Some insight into potential mechanisms can be gleaned from previous work 
on another non-evaluative, non-self-referential self-memory advantage: the mere ownership 
effect (MOE; Cunningham et al., 2008; Englert & Wentura, 2016; van den Bos et al., 2010) 



SELF-SPECIFICITY OF INCIDENTAL SELF-MEMORY EFFECT  14 

referring to a memory advantage for target items arbitrarily assigned temporary, imaginary 
ownership to oneself compared to items assigned to another person (e.g., a fictitious person or 
the experimenter). Investigating the mechanisms underlying the MOE, Englert and Wentura 
(2016) demonstrated across a series of experiments that this self-memory advantage is likely 
supported by semantic organization of incoming stimuli into ‘me/mine’ vs. ‘not me/mine’ 
categories rather than semantic elaboration of the stimuli. Specifically, they reported no 
significant differences in response times when assessing the meaning of the self-owned vs. other-
owned items in a semantic matching task, suggesting that self-owned items were unlikely to have 
received greater elaborative processing. In addition, the MOE was abolished for meaningless 
pseudo-objects and when the imaginary ownership task was preceded by a semantic 
categorization task (natural vs. artificial objects) but not by a perceptual categorization task 
(green vs. purple objects). Moreover, participants’ responses during free recall showed greater 
clustering of self-owned compared to other-owned items. Of note, despite the shared feature that 
both the iSRE and the MOE arise in the absence of explicit demands for self-
evaluation/reflection, the two effects have an important difference. In the iSRE paradigm, the 
self- or other-relevance of the cues is purely incidental and completely irrelevant to the task at 
hand. In contrast, in the imagined ownership task, self- or other-relevance is a central task 
dimension as participants assign objects into self-owned vs. other-owned categories. Whether the 
iSRE is similarly supported by semantic organization of incoming stimuli into ‘me’ vs. ‘not me’ 
categories therefore remains an important open question for future research. Examining 
clustering of self-, friend-, and stranger-paired words during free recall, as has been done for the 
MOE (Englert & Wentura, 2016), could offer a useful first step toward evaluating this 
possibility. 

Another important question for future research concerns the boundaries of “self-
specificity.” According to the self-expansion/extension frameworks (Aron et al., 2001; Belk, 
1988), one’s self can extend beyond its physical boundaries to include other individuals, and 
even objects, that are central to one’s identity and life narrative. Indeed, Aron et al. (1992) 
proposed that people incorporate close others into their self-concept, treating their resources, 
perspectives, and identities as part of their own. If participants in the present study varied in the 
degree to which they included their best friend in their self-concept, this could have modulated 
the magnitude of the iSRE. More broadly, the iSRE may be more appropriately characterized as 
driven by the broader construct of self-relevance or personal significance rather than by self-
specificity narrowly defined as whether a cue pertains to the objective representation of oneself 
(e.g., one’s name or face). In line with this view are the findings of Jeon et al. (2021, 
Experiments 1 and 2) showing that ingroup-relevance rather than cue familiarity underlies the 
incidental group-reference effect (iGRE). In their study, using a minimal groups paradigm, 
participants were first assigned to a “yellow” group or a “blue” group ostensibly based on their 
performance on an arbitrary perceptual task. Then, during incidental encoding, target words 
appeared above or below a yellow- or blue-colored rectangle serving as an ingroup- or outgroup-
relevant cue depending on participants’ group assignment. A subsequent memory test revealed 
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better memory for words paired with the ingroup-relevant cue than for those paired with the 
outgroup-relevant cue. Because the cues were not self-specific in the strict sense and basic colors 
such as yellow and blue are unlikely to differ in pre-experimental familiarity, these findings 
support the view that broadly defined self-relevance, rather than narrowly defined self-specificity 
or familiarity, may be a key driving factor for incidental self-related memory advantages. 

A boundary condition of the present findings involves the valence of the to-be-
remembered stimuli. In the present study, all target words were drawn from the positive end of 
Anderson’s (1968) likability spectrum, with all words falling above the normative median. 
Consequently, it remains an open question whether the same Self > Friend > Stranger memory 
pattern would be observed for neutral or negatively valenced words. This is an important 
question given previous findings showing stronger self-processing advantages for positive 
stimuli than for negative or neutral stimuli (e.g., in perceptual matching: Hu et al., 2020; Mou & 
Ding, 2026; in recall-based measures of the eSRE: D’Argembeau et al., 2005 [Experiment 1]; 
Sedikides & Green, 2000), likely reflecting a general positivity bias in self-processing (Alicke & 
Sedikides, 2009; Mezulis et al., 2004; Zell et al., 2020). Future work that systematically varies 
stimulus valence could help determine whether the observed memory advantage for self-paired 
words and the self-specificity underlying it generalizes across the full range of stimulus valence. 

Another limitation of the present study relates to the near-ceiling encoding task accuracy 
observed across all three Cue Referent conditions (M ≈ .98). Although this high level of 
performance is unsurprising given the simple and undemanding nature of the spatial judgment 
task, it also suggests that the encoding task lacked sufficient sensitivity to detect potential 
differences in online processing across conditions. Thus, the absence of condition-wise 
differences in encoding performance indicates comparable task engagement across conditions 
but cannot serve as evidence of the absence of differential encoding processes more broadly. One 
might specifically ask why encoding task response times did not differ across conditions if 
preferential attentional responses to self-relevant cues contributes to the iSRE. We suggest two 
non-mutually exclusive possibilities. First, attentional prioritization of self-relevant cues may 
operate at a level sufficient to enhance encoding of co-presented target words, without 
measurably affecting performance on the concurrent spatial judgment task, which required only a 
relatively coarse above/below discrimination. Second, attentional capture may occur during the 
earliest moments of cue onset, before the target word appears, such that its effects manifest in 
downstream memory rather than in concurrent task performance. We acknowledge, however, 
that both interpretations remain speculative in the absence of direct attentional measures. By 
using more sensitive online measures of encoding (e.g., eye-tracking, electrophysiological 
indices), future studies could examine whether and how self-relevant cues differentially 
influence encoding processes. 
 In summary, by showing enhanced memory for target words incidentally paired with the 
self vs. a highly familiar close other, the present study provides compelling empirical evidence 
that self-specificity (or more broadly, self-relevance) rather than mere familiarity with self-
relevant cues plays a critical role in producing the iSRE. Further delineating the mechanisms and 
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boundary conditions of this spontaneous self-memory advantage will advance our understanding 
of how the self shapes information processing in everyday experience. 
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