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DOES SELF-FOCUS SPECIFICALLY MODULATE IMITATIVE TENDENCIES AS OPPOSED TO DOMAIN-GENERAL PROCESSES?

We investigated whether manipulating self-focus had a top-down effect on social-

specific (imitative tendencies) or domain-general processes (spatially compatible 

responding).

Self-focus did not modulate imitative or spatial compatibility effects, reporting 

contrasting evidence from previous studies showing social-specific effects of self-focus 

on imitation.Scan me to access the published 
article!

Method

Participants
• N = 59 (6 males; 4 left-handed; Mage = 18.8 years, SDage = 0.795).

Stimuli

Task
• Participants observed the stimuli and were instructed to lift their right 

index or middle finger in response to a concurrently presented colour cue.

• The task was performed twice, in the presence and absence of mirror

• Compatibility effect: Difference in mean RT between compatible and 

incompatible trials. 

Previous studies claim that the top-down 

modulation of imitation is domain-specific
• Increased awareness of the self (i.e., self-focus) has 

been shown to modulate imitative tendencies1

Social factors may be modulating spatially 

compatible responding rather than imitation-

specific processes
• Stimulus-response compatibility tasks measuring 

imitation have been confounded by spatial compatibility2

Current study
• This study aimed to test the top-down effect of self-focus 

on imitative versus spatially compatibility.

• We used a stimulus-response compatibility task to 

independently measure spatial and imitative 

compatibility3

• Participants performed the task both in the presence 

and absence of mirrors to modulate self-focus.

Predictions
• Domain-specific effect: Self-focus interacts with imitative 

but not spatial compatibility.

• Domain-general effect: Self-focus interacts with spatial 

but not imitative compatibility.

Background

Results and conclusion

• Preliminary analysis showed a condition-order effect due to which 

analysis was restricted to the first condition participants performed.

• Self-focus did not interact with spatial (p = .274) or imitative 

compatibility (p = .631).

• Magnitude of the spatial compatibility effect in the current study 

(self-focus: 41 ms; control: 49 ms)

• Magnitude of the effect of self-focus on imitation reported by 

Spengler et al. (2010) (self-focus: ~45 ms; control: ~55 ms)

• Numerically, the mirror manipulation had a similar effect to that of 

Spengler and colleagues.

• Results do not support prior claims of imitation-specific modulation 

by self-focus under the current manipulation.
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Figure 1. Left panel: Left and right baseline stimuli. Right panel: The 2 (imitative compatibility) x 2 (spatial 

compatibility) task design, illustrated for a trial when an index finger lift is the instructed response. When a middle 

finger is the instructed response, the levels of spatial and imitative compatibility are each reversed.

Figure 2. Mean response time and number of errors for each level of spatial and imitative compatibility, 

and for the baseline stimuli, for each experimental condition. SC = Spatially compatible; IC = Imitatively 

compatible; SI = Spatially incompatible; II = Imitatively incompatible. Error bars indicate standard error 

of the mean.


