
BRIEF REPORT

The cognitive advantage for one’s own name is not simply
familiarity: An eye-tracking study

Hongsheng Yang & Fang Wang & Nianjun Gu & Xiao Gao &

Guang Zhao

Published online: 4 April 2013
# Psychonomic Society, Inc. 2013

Abstract Eye-tracking technique and visual search task
were employed to examine the cognitive advantage for
one’s own name and the possible effect of familiarity on
this advantage. The results showed that fewer saccades and
an earlier start time of first fixations on the target were
associated with trials in which participants were asked to
search for their own name, as compared to search for per-
sonally familiar or famous names. In addition, the results
also demonstrated faster response times and higher accuracy
in the former kind of trials. Taken together, these findings
provide important evidence that one’s own name has the
potential to capture attention and that familiarity cannot
account for this advantage.
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Due to its personal salience and strong emotional arousal,
self-related information has demonstrated a consistent cog-
nitive advantage in a large number of studies using various
approaches (Brédart, Delchambre, & Laureys, 2006;
Keenan, Freund, Hamilton, Ganis, & Pascual-Leone, 2000;
Moray, 1959; Symons & Johnson, 1997; Tong & Nakayama,

1999). Among these findings is the well-known “cocktail
party effect,” which shows that one’s own name can be
detected easily, even under unattended conditions. Since
Moray’s famous study, the cognitive advantage for perceiving
one’s own name has been established in both auditory and
visual modalities (Harris, Pashler, & Coburn, 2004; Wolford
& Morrison, 1980; Wood & Cowan, 1995). It has also been
shown that one’s own name can be resistant to the attentional
blink and repetition blindness (Arnell, Shapiro, & Sorensen,
1999; Shapiro, Caldwell, & Sorensen, 1997).

Despite such findings, however, evidence has been in-
consistent about whether one’s own name has an advantage
in capturing attention. While some studies have confirmed
that one’s own name can pop out of an array of up to 12
items, reduce the attentional blink in rapid serial visual
presentation, and disrupt performance of a primary task
(Mack & Rock, 1998; Shapiro et al., 1997; Shelley-
Tremblay & Mack, 1999; Wolford & Morrison, 1980),
others have found that it did not cause more interference
than did other names when used as a distractor (Bundesen,
Kyllingsbæk, Houmann, & Jensen, 1997; Harris et al., 2004;
Kawahara & Yamada, 2004). There is also evidence that
one’s own name gains cognitive priority only when it is
presented within the focus of attention or when participants
are set to identify it (Gronau, Cohen, & Ben-Shakhar, 2003;
Kawahara & Yamada, 2004).

Another issue that remains unresolved is whether familiarity
might influence the cognitive advantage for one’s own name.
Given the high familiarity inherent in self-related informa-
tion, it seems quite reasonable to attribute this advantage to
familiarity in some way. Surprisingly, however, little research
has been done to address this issue. The few studies that have
employed familiar names as control stimuli have focused on
the neural basis of self-name recognition and yielded incon-
sistent results (Qin et al., 2012; Sugiura et al., 2008;
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Tacikowski, Brechmann,Marchewka, Jednoróg, Dobrowolny,
& Nowicka, 2011; Tacikowski, Jednoróg, Marchewka, &
Nowicka, 2011). Moreover, these studies relied on a simple
familiar/unfamiliar discrimination task, which has made it
difficult to address the issue of attentional capture.

In the present study, the eye-tracking technique was used to
investigate these two issues. Measurements of eye movements
can provide an objective psychophysiological marker of visual
attention in real time (Just & Carpenter, 1976; Noton & Stark,
1971). Saccade paths, locations of fixations, gaze durations,
and times of occurrence are more revealing about the spatio-
temporal location of attention than are indirect measures, such
as response times (RTs) or percentages correct. Specifically,
two indexes of eye movement were adopted in the present
research: mean numbers of saccades and the start time of the
first fixation. The mean number of saccades refers to the
number of eye movements necessary for participants to judge
correctly whether the target is present or absent. The start time
of the first fixation is the time point at which participants first
fixate their eyes on the target. It was hypothesized that, if one’s
own name can capture attention and if familiarity is not the
crucial factor in this advantage, trials featuring one’s own
name would elicit a lower number of saccades and an earlier
start time of first fixations, as compared with trials featuring
other names, including familiar names.

In order to explore the role of familiarity in the cognitive
advantage for one’s own name, two kinds of manipulations
were employed. In the first, we controlled for the familiarity
of names prior to task exposure and selected control names
that were either (1) personally familiar to the individual
participant or (2) the names of famous people. In the second,
we accounted for changes in familiarity occurring within the
task by dividing trials of each name category into two halves
and examining differences in performance that could be
attributed to task-related name repetitions (Tacikowski,
Jednoróg et al., 2011).

Method

Participants

A group of 24 Chinese college students (14 female, 10 male)
participated in this experiment. Their mean age was 21.8 years
(SD = 1.53, range = 19 to 25). All participants were right-
handed, had normal vision, gave informed consent, and were
paid for their participation.

Materials

All of the stimuli were names written in Chinese characters
and displayed visually on a computer screen. The stimuli

included participant’s own name, his or her mother’s name,
one famous name, and 100 other common Chinese names.
The common names were used as distractor items in the visual
search task; among them were no personally familiar names.
By preexperimental screening of the volunteers and names, all
of these stimuli were matched for character length and stroke
number within each individual participant.

Eye movements were recorded with an SR Research
EyeLink CL system with a temporal resolution of 500 Hz.

Procedure

The experiment consisted of three blocks, each including 96
trials and requiring participants to search for one specific
target: their own name, their mother’s name, or the famous
name. Within each block, the target name was present in
half of the trials. The order of the different blocks was
counterbalanced across participants. At the end of each
block, participants were given feedback about their hit rate
in the preceding block.

Each trial began with a fixation cross. After 500 ms, six
names were evenly presented around a central point and
formed a virtual circle of 14°, based on a viewing distance
of 65 cm. Participants were asked to judge as quickly and
accurately as possible whether the target name was present.
The stimuli remained present for up to 2 s until participants
gave a response, and was followed by a blank screen of
1,000 ms. The frequencies with which target names
appeared were equal for the six positions. In each trial,
distractor names were chosen randomly from the total list
of 100 common names.

Results

Behavioral data

For each participant, RTs exceeding three standard deviations
(SDs) above or below the mean were removed within each
task. A repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA)
showed significantly different search speeds for the three target
names, F(2, 46) = 65.85, p < .001, η2p = .74. The mean RT for

participant’s own name (M = 820 ms, SD = 118) was shorter
than for either themother’s name (M= 1,080ms, SD = 125) or

Table 1 Response times (in milliseconds) for participants’ own name,
personally familiar name, and famous names during the first and last
half of the trials

Participant’s Own Name Mother’s Name Famous Name

First half 828 (129) 1,057 (125) 1,112 (110)

Last half 812 (119) 1,105 (148) 1,111 (138)

Psychon Bull Rev (2013) 20:1176–1180 1177



the famous name (M = 1,112 ms, SD = 113), ps < .001. A
comparison between the RTs for the latter two names did not
show any difference, p > .05.

Hit rates for the three target names were compared and
also demonstrated a significant difference, F(2, 46) = 16.26,
p < .001, η2p = .41, with participant’s own name (M = 97.5 %)

being recognized more accurately than the other two names,
ps < .001, while no difference emerged between the mother’s
name (M = 91.2 %) and the famous name (M = 91.6 %),
p > .05. The identity of the names had no effect on false
alarm rates (own name, 0.95 %; parent’s name, 0.61 %;
famous name, 0.61 %), F(2, 46) = 0.36, p > .05.

To examine the possible effect of repetition on the cog-
nitive advantage for one’s own name, the data for each kind
of name category were further divided into two subsequent
phases, each including half of the trials with target names.
The mean RTs for each half are shown in Table 1. No effect
of repetition was found in a two-way repeated measures
ANOVA, as neither the Name Category × Phase interaction
nor the main effect of phase was significant, F(2, 46) = 2.56
and F(1, 23) = 0.902, respectively, ps > .05. In comparison, the
main effect of name category was significant, F(2, 46) = 65.90,
p < .001, η2p = .74.

Eye movement data

Consistent with the RT results, the cognitive advantage for
one’s own name was also demonstrated in the eye movement
data, as is shown in Table 2. The mean numbers of saccades
necessary for participants to detect specific target names were
significantly different, F(2, 46) = 50.91, p < .001, η2p = .69:

They made fewer saccades when searching for their own
names than for their mothers’ names or for famous names,
ps < .001; we found no difference between the latter two target
names, p > .05. Similar results were also obtained for the start

times of first fixations,F(2, 46) = 27.27, p < .001,η2p = .54. The

start timewhen participants first fixated their eyes on the target
name was earlier for their own names than for either their
mothers’ names or famous names, ps < .001; no difference
was found between the latter two name categories on this
index, p > .05.

The eye movement data were divided in the same manner
as the RT data, to examine the effects of repetition. The
mean numbers of saccades and the start times of first fixa-
tions were recomputed for each half of the trials within each
name category (see Table 3 for the results). A two-way
repeated measures ANOVA showed no evidence of an effect
of repetition on the mean numbers of saccades. Neither the
main effect of phase nor the Name Category × Phase inter-
action was significant—F(1, 23) = 0.05 and F(2, 46) = 1.51,
respectively, ps > .05—while the main effect of name cate-
gory was significant, F(2, 46) = 50.82, p < .001,η2p = .69. We

observed fewer saccades on trials with one’s own name than in
those with the mother’s or the famous name, ps < .001; no
difference was significant between trials with the latter two
name categories, p > .05. Statistical analysis of the start
times of first fixations demonstrated a similar pattern. The
main effect of name category was significant, F(2, 46) =
27.31, p < .001, η2p = .54: Participants’ own names were

fixated earlier than either their mothers’ names or the
famous names, ps < .001. The difference did not change
across the two halves of the trials, as the Name Category ×
Phase interaction was not significant, F(2, 46) = 0.76, p > .05.
No difference between the other two name categories was
found, p > .05, and the main effect of phase was not significant
either, F(1, 23) = 0.27, p > .05.

Discussion

Consistent with previous studies using visual search tasks
(Harris et al., 2004; Mack & Rock, 1998), the present study
demonstrated a cognitive advantage for self-related infor-
mation. Response time data showed that participants were
significantly faster to detect their own name than to detect
personally familiar or famous names. Moreover, the eye
movement data provided further evidence for this advan-
tage, as participants demonstrated earlier first fixations on
their names and fewer saccades than in the other name

Table 2 Eye movement data for participants’ own name, personally
familiar name, and famous names

Participant’s Own
Name

Mother’s
Name

Famous
Name

Number of saccades 3.2 (0.68) 4.5 (0.65) 4.7 (0.55)

Time of first fixation
on target (ms)

597 (96) 774 (134) 784 (94)

Table 3 Eye movement data for participants’ own name, personally familiar name, and famous names during the first and last halves of the trials

Participant’s Own Name Mother’s Name Famous Name

First Half Last Half First Half Last Half First Half Last Half

Number of saccades 3.3 (0.67) 3.2 (0.72) 4.4 (0.70) 4.5 (0.74) 4.6 (0.48) 4.7 (0.71)

Time of first fixation on the target (ms) 597 (94) 597 (111) 761 (133) 788 (172) 785 (100) 784 (116)
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conditions. Since eye movements constitute an implicit mea-
sure of visual performance and do not necessarily involve
conscious processes (Hayhoe, 2004; Hayhoe, Bensinger, &
Ballard, 1998), the earlier start times of first fixations and the
fewer saccades suggest that one’s own name can automatically
capture attention.

More importantly, the results showed that mere familiarity
cannot account for the cognitive advantage of one’s own
name, as the two kinds of manipulations of familiarity
employed in the current research did not confirm this. When
searching for their own names, as compared to both personally
familiar (mothers’ names) and famous names, participants
demonstrated faster and more efficient behavioral responses
as well as eye movements. Furthermore, this attentional ad-
vantage held even after 24 repetitions in the first half of trials
and 20 practice trials. In fact, other, indirect evidence has also
supported these findings. For example, when participants
were asked to respond positively to an assumed “own” name
and to reject as false all other names, including their real name,
the N380 component of the evoked brain potential to the real
name was more similar to that elicited by other names than
was the N380 of the assumed name (Fischler, Jin, Boaz, Perry,
& Childers, 1987). While the assumed name was not more
familiar to participants than were the other names, the larger
difference between this and the other names than between the
real name and the others suggested that self-specificity is
mostly due to self-relevance rather than to familiarity. Also,
one’s own screen name has been demonstrated to elicit visual
search speeds similar to that for one’s real name, while both
were detected faster than famous names (Yang, Wang, Gu, &
Huang, 2012). As the familiarity of a screen name was obvi-
ously less than the familiarity of both one’s own real name and
famous names, these results also provided evidence for the
argument that familiarity cannot explain the cognitive advan-
tage for one’s own name.

In spite of the positive evidence above, the present findings
of dissociation between self-specificity and familiarity are
inconsistent with results from Tacikowski and colleagues
(Tacikowski, Brechmann, et al., 2011; Tacikowski, Jednoróg,
et al., 2011), which showed that personally familiar names and
participant’s own name elicited similar patterns of neural acti-
vation, as compared to unfamiliar names, when participants
made familiar-versus-unfamiliar discriminations between stim-
uli presented on the auditory channel. The inconsistency be-
tween this work and our results may be due to differences in
the task requirements. In Tacikowski et al.’s studies, partici-
pants’ own names, personally familiar names, and famous
names were all categorized similarly and assigned the same
response (i.e., “familiar”). In the present research, however,
participants searched for each name in different blocks. It has
been shown that one common category label, per se, is suffi-
cient to eliminate own-group bias in face memory and to alter
attitudes toward members previously belonging to another

category (Hehman, Mania, & Gaertner, 2010; Nier et al.,
2001). Thus, in the studies of Tacikowski and colleagues
(Tacikowski, Brechmann, et al., 2011; Tacikowski, Jednoróg,
et al., 2011), grouping one’s own name and other familiar
names into one common category might have reduced the
difference between them. In addition, the visual search task
and the eye-tracking technique used in the present study are
arguably more suitable to measuring attentional capture than is
a simple auditory discrimination task.

Taken together, the present findings provide strong evi-
dence that one’s own name captures attention in comparison
to other names. Importantly, familiarity cannot account for
this advantage. Given that the participants were Chinese
students and that they typically maintained a highly intimate
connection with their parents in the collectivist Chinese
culture, the cognitive advantage for their own name as
compared to their mother’s name demonstrated that self-
specificity and familiarity are dissociable. However, it
should be noted that the task used in the present research
explicitly required participants to search for specific names
on the basis of their identity, while some studies using a
participant’s own name as a distractor have not found evi-
dence to support the more powerful interfering effect of this
name (Bundesen et al., 1997). As a result, the faster pro-
cessing speed and more efficient eye movement pattern for
one’s own name demonstrated in the present research may
exist only under conditions in which the identity of names is
task-relevant.
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