
The Compass Task: A contemporary 

spatial Stroop task 

• Spatial Stroop research (e.g., White, 1969; Palef & Olson, 1975) suggests an interaction between response and task focus, which may determine extent of interference 

that Ps experience.  

• “Translational Model”: Virzi and Egeth (1985) varied task focus and response type—spoken response or pressing left and right buttons.  

• Significant 3-way interaction of congruence, task focus and response type, supporting their model. 

• Does the spoken nature of the response specifically cause this interference? Or would it suffice for the response to have any kind of language association?  

• Current experiment aims to replicate the above study using two manual (key press) responses: one with verbal qualities and the other with spatial qualities. 

1. Corroborate previous findings of a selective interference effect in trials 

where the response type and the task focus contradict. 

2. Determine whether the letters “N”, “E”, “S” and “W” (representing the 

cardinal directions: North, East, South and West) can be used as verbal 

stimuli in place of whole words to elicit an interference effect. 

3. Determine whether a manual response (keyboard presses) with verbal/

language connotations can be used successfully in place of a spoken 

response in this paradigm. 

Fig. 1 shows a priori estimated relative mean reaction times as a function of Trial 

Focus, trial Response Type and trial Congruence.  

• N=30 

• Familiarized with the letter NUM-pad 

layout (120 training trials) 

• 16 practise trials (four from each 

experimental block type) 

• Genuine trials: respond either to the 

letter or the location where it appeared 

on one of two NUM-pads (see Fig. 2) 

• Built and run using PsychoPy (Peirce et al., 2019)  

• 2 (Focus: letter vs. location) x 2 (Response Type: Letter vs. Arrow keys) x 2 

(Congruent vs. Incongruent) repeated measures design, DV= Response 

Time (s)  

Fig. 3 shows the structure of the experiment. 

Fig. 2 shows the two custom-labelled 

NUM-pads used in the experiment. 

I conducted a 3-way repeated measures ANOVA. The same 3-way interaction as Virzi 

and Egeth (1985) reported was significant here: F(1,29)=24.873, p<.001, ηp2=.462). This 

addresses Experiment Aim 1. 

Fig. 4 shows the mean 

response time results 

for letter focused tri-

als. 

Fig. 5 shows the mean response time 

results for location focused trials. 

• Think about the differences and similarities between spoken responses and the 

current experiment’s letter key response with regards to the Translational Model: 

why do they both act the same (or similarly) in this paradigm? 

• Virzi and Egeth (1985) suggest that there are distinct cognitive systems for different 

information types, which handle both stimulus comprehension and response 

coordination: this is why different response types complement different tasks. This 

study shows that how people think about a response can influence which system it 

complements or aligns with. 

• This in-lab experiment corroborates findings from a preliminary online experiment 

and allays concerns about the possible confounding influence of letter key layout 

on UK QWERTY keyboards. These two replication studies together are encouraging 

that this paradigm can be easily distributed online. I hope that this will spark future 

interest in the area. 
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