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The effects of self-reference versus other 
reference on the recall of traits and nouns 
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Although self-reference often facilitates recall, this effect is not always obtained, and the present 
experiments were designed to discover when self-reference produces better memory than other 
reference does. In Experiment 1, subjects decided either whether trait adjectives described them­
selves, their mothers, and Ronald Reagan, or whether each of these persons used different ob­
jects (nouns). On an incidental recall task, traits that had been paired with the self were 
remembered better, but the opposite effect was obtained for nouns. In Experiment 2, an imagery 
explanation ofthe differential effects of nouns and traits was investigated. Regardless of imagery 
instructions, self-reference enhanced recall for traits but not for nouns. Self-reference seems to 
facilitate memory only when the to-be-remembered materials are part of the self- or some other 
known-person schema. Traits-but not nouns-fit this description. 

The recent integration of cognitive and social psychol­
ogy has prompted research interest in what has come to 
be termed the self-schema (Markus, 1977; Markus & 
Smith, 1981). Much of this research has centered on self­
reference effects on memory, consistent with the proposal 
that the self can be characterized as a set of well-articulated 
memory structures (Greenwald, 1981). Such a depiction 
implies that material encoded with reference to the self 
should be processed to a deep level, leading to high recall 
(Craik & Tulving, 1975). In an early demonstration sup­
porting this contention, Rogers, Kuiper, and Kirker (1977) 
showed that asking whether particular traits were self­
descriptive resulted in better subsequent recall for those 
traits than did asking whether the traits had various seman­
tic properties. Bower and Gilligan (1979) similarly 
demonstrated that pairing personal episodes (e. g., a bor­
ing lecture) with the self led to better later recall of the 
episodes than did processing them for semantic meaning. 

Self-reference enhances memory not only more than 
semantic processing does, but also more than processing 
with reference to other individuals. Keenan and Baillet 
(1980) found a linear effect of familiarity and memory: 
the more familiar the person, the better the memory for 
traits linked to that person. Words linked to the self (the 
most "familiar" person) consistently were recalled best. 
Kuiper and Rogers (1979) reported a similar effect: traits 
processed in terms of the self were remembered better 
than traits processed in terms of an unfamiliar other. 

There are conditions, however, in which self-reference 
fails to increase recall. Generally, self-reference is no 
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better than reference to a familiar other (Bower & Gilli­
gan, 1979; Kuiper & Rogers, 1979). Moreover, Keenan 
and Baillet (1980) and Lord (1980) found that self­
reference is no better than reference to an unfamiliar other 
under some conditions. Lord (1980) asked subjects to 
imagine either themselves, their fathers, or Walter 
Cronkite interacting with a variety of objects (e.g., a 
boat). Imagining oneself interacting with the objects 
produced lower recall for those objects than for objects 
imagined with father or Cronkite. Keenan and Baillet 
(1980) asked subjects questions about persons who varied 
in familiarity (including the self) or about cities that varied 
in familiarity. Half of the questions were factual in na­
ture (e.g., "does your parent have gills?"), and half of 
the questions were evaluative (e.g., "does exciting 
describe the city you've never been to?"). On a subse­
quent recognition task for the words, familiarity facili­
tated memory-but only for evaluative judgments. Higher 
familiarity (i.e., the self or a city in which you live) failed 
to increase recognition when factual judgments were 
made. Therefore, as did Lord (1980), Keenan and Baillet 
(1980) found that self-reference does not inevitably en­
hance memory. 

EXPERIMENT 1 

The purpose of the present research was to determine 
when self-reference enhances memory more than other 
reference does. Keenan and Baillet (1980) and Lord 
(1980) described two conditions in which self-reference 
fails to enhance memory more than other reference does: 
when the self is used in images and when factual, as op­
posed to evaluative, questions are asked. In Experiment 1, 
we tested another explanation that could account for the 
above findings. Specifically, in each of the conditions in 
which the self failed to enhance memory, the words to 
be remembered were nouns. In contrast, studies using 
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traits have shown that words processed in terms of the 
self were better remembered than words processed with 
respect to others. 

In Experiment 1, we predicted that the recall of traits 
but not nouns would be better when words were pro­
cessed in terms of the self than when they were pro­
cessed in terms of an unfamiliar other (Ronald Reagan). 
This prediction was based both on the research dis­
cussed above and on speculation about the content of the 
self-schema. Theoretically, memory facilitation for 
material processed with reference to the self should oc­
cur only when the material can be organized around the 
self-schema. This organization may be more likely when 
traits are processed than when nouns are processed be­
cause traits may be an integral part of the self-schema 
(Markus, 1977), whereas the self-schema may not con­
tain general objects (Markus & Smith, 1981). 

Method 
Subjects and Materials. Twenty-nine subjects participated individually 

to obtain extra credit for introductory psychology. Sixteen subjects were 
assigned randomly to the traits condition, and 13 to the noun condition. 

Two 48-word lists, one of trait adjectives and one of nouns, were 
presented to subjects on an Apple IT computer. The traits were drawn 
from the ratings of Anderson (1968); half had been rated positive and 
half negative. The nouns were drawn from Paivio, Yuille, and Madi­
gan (1968). All nouns referred to objects and made sense with the ques­
tion "Do you use?" In the trait condition, each word was presented 
following one of three question stems: "Do you think you are?", "Do 
you think your mother is?", or "Do you think Ronald Reagan is?" In 
the noun condition, the question stems were "Do you think you use?", 
"Do you think your mother uses?", and "Do you think Ronald Rea­
gan uses?" Each set of words (nouns and traits) was formed into six 
subgroups of eight words each. For each subject, two of these subgroups 
were paired randomly with each of the three stimulus persons. 

Procedure. The subjects learned that they would be making judg­
ments about different people. The subjects in the trait condition were 
told that they would be asked to decide whether different personality 
characteristics described them, their mothers, and Ronald Reagan. The 
subjects in the noun condition were told that they would be asked to 
decide whether the same persons used different objects. In both condi­
tions, the subjects responded "yes" or "no" by pressing one of two 
keys. After a subject had answered, the screen went blank for a 3-sec 
interval prior to presentation of the subsequent question and word. Af­
ter all 48 words had been presented, the subjects were given 4 min to 
free-recall as many of the words as they could. 

Results 
For each subject, the numbers of "yes" and "no" 

responses to the stimulus words were summed. The pro­
portion of those words that were recalled was then com­
puted,since words given "yes" responses are better 
remembered than words given "no" responses (Craik & 
Tulving, 1975). These data, portrayed in Figure 1, re­
veal a different recall pattern, depending on the person 
referenced and whether the question concerned traits or 
nouns. As predicted, trait recall was highest for traits that 
were paired with the self, but noun recall was highest for 
nouns that were paired with Reagan. 

A 2 (word type) X 3 (person) x 2 (response) 
unweighted-means, mixed-design ANOV A was per­
formed on the recall data, resulting in three reliable ef­
fects. A main effect of word type demonstrated that a 
greater proportion of nouns than of traits was recalled 
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Figure 1. Average proportion of traits and nouns recalled as a 
function of "yes"-"no" responses and stimulus person-Experiment 1. 

[F(1,27) = 4.95, P < .05 (the significance level used 
to report all significant results, unless otherwise noted)]. 
A main effect of response demonstrated that "yes" 
responses produced higher recall than did "no" responses 
[(1,27) = 5.28]. Finally, the expected word type X per­
son interaction was obtained [F(2,54) = 3.63]. 

To examine the interaction, two nonorthogonal but the­
oretically interesting interaction contrasts were performed. 
Self versus mother was examined in a 2 (word type) X 
2 (person) X 2 (response) ANOV A. This analysis re­
vealed no significant effects involving person, which in­
dicates that reference to one's mother was as effective (or 
ineffective) for recall as self-reference was. Recall for self 
versus Reagan was tested in a similar analysis, and 
produced a reliable word type X person interaction [( 1,27) 
= 7.30]. As the means in Figure 1 show, self-reference 
tended to facilitate recall when subjects answered ques­
tions about traits (p = .06) and to hinder recall when sub­
jects answered questions about nouns (p = .09). 

Discussion 
Generally, the data fit with our predictions. The interaction between 

person and word type was significant. For traits, recall tended to be 
better for self-reference, but these results were reversed for nouns: Pair­
ing nouns with Reagan tended to produce better recall than pairing the 
nouns with oneself. Pairing words with one's mother produced results 
for both traits and nouns that were intermediate to the effects for self 
and Reagan. However, the difference between self and mother was not 
significant in either word-type condition, which replicated a result 
reported by Bower and Gilligan (1979). It is reasonable to assume that 
the self-schema is more integrated than knowledge about Reagan, and 
this may have produced the difference in recall of traits paired with the 
self and Reagan. However, the difference in knowledge about ourselves 
and our mothers may not be great enough to produce differences in this 
type of recall task. 

The overall pattern of results suggests that our alternative explana­
tion for the findings of Keenan and Baillet (1980) and those of Lord 
(1980) is reasonable. Self-reference facilitated recall only for traits­
not for nouns. This was true even with a relatively evaluative question 
with nouns. In addition, we suspect that Lord's explanation of his data 
is inappropriate for our results. Lord theorized that self-reference fails 
to improve memory under imagery instructions, because self-images 
do not actually include a representation of oneself. Subjects do not "see" 
themselves, making the image a poor link for later recall. Because we 



did not give imagery instructions, it is doubtful that the subjects formed 
images in the noun condition. However, because the names of concrete 
objects were used, the words were easily imageable and images could 
have been formed even in the absence of instructions. We manipulated 
the likelihood of image formation in Experiment 2. 

EXPERIMENT 2 

Experiment 2 varied both materials (nouns vs. trait ad­
jectives) and instructions between subjects. One-half of 
the subjects were instructed to form images of themselves, 
a friend, or Ronald Reagan, either using objects (nouns) 
or behaving in certain ways (traits). The other half of the 
subjects were given reaction time (RT) instructions. They 
were asked to indicate how often they, their friend, or 
Ronald Reagan used various objects or how often these 
individuals showed various traits. The RT instructions 
(i.e., "respond as fast as possible") were designed to 
minimize the use of imagery, since the formation of im­
ages takes more time than the understanding of words 
(Paivio, 1971, p. 76) . Since self- and mother reference 
produced similar effects in Experimerit 1, we used an 
other less well known than mother in this experiment. The 
subjects were asked to provide the name of someone who 
was a friend. but not a close friend. We thought that 
decreasing the familiarity of a known other might produce 
results that were intermediate to those for self and Reagan. 

Method 
Subjects and Materials. Forty-eight subjects from introductory psy· 

chology were assigned randomly to the four word·type and task condi­
tions. There were 12 subjects in each condition . 

The word lists from Experiment I were used. For each subject, 16 
words were assigned randomly to the self condition, 16 to the friend 
condition, and 16 to the Reagan condition. The order in which words 
were presented was randomized for each subject. 

Procedure. On each trial, the question sterns and traits or nouns were 
presented by computer. In the noun-imagery condition, each noun was 
preceded by "Imagine (person) using a(n)." In the trait-imagery con­
dition, each trait was preceded by "Imagine (person) being." "Your­
self," "Reagan," or the friend's name was inserted in place of "(per­
son)" on each trial. In both ofthese conditions, a 4-point scale matching 
the four positions on a joystick was displayed at the bottom of the screen. 
The up, down, left, and right positions contained the words' 'very vivid, ,. 
"fairly vivid," "fairly fuzzy," and "very fuzzy," respectively. The 
subjects were instructed to move the joystick in the direction that best 
designated the clarity of each image. In the noun-RT condition, each 
noun was preceded by "(Person) use(s)," and in the trait·RT condi­
tion, each trait was preceded by "(Person) are (is)." At the bottom of 
the screen, the up, down, left, and right positions contained the phrases 
"very often," "fairly often," "rarely," and "almost never." In the 
RT conditions, the subjects were instructed to move the joystick as fast 
as possible (with accuracy) in the direction indicating the frequency with 
which each object was used or each trait exhibited. In all conditions, 
there was a 2-sec intertrial interval between each response and the next 
trial. After the presentation of the 48 words, the subjects were asked 
to free-recall as many of the words as possible . 

Results 
In Experiment 1, words were classified in terms of 

whether they received a "yes" or a "no" response, and 
the proportion recalled in each response condition was 
analyzed. Although this would also be an appropriate way 
to analyze the present data, many subjects did not use all 
four rating values in all conditions; thus, data points were 
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Figure 2. Average proportion of traits and nouns recalled with 
imagery (1M) and reaction time (RT) instuctions for self (S), friend 
(F), and Reagan (R)-Experiment 2. 

missing. Therefore, the analyses presented below were 
conducted on the raw number recalled. Proportions 
recalled for each rating were also analyzed with subjects 
who had missing data dropped from the analyses. Because 
those analyses yielded the same conclusions as the raw 
data analysis, they will not be discussed further. 

A task X word type X person ANOV A on the number 
of words recalled was conducted. To be consistent with 
Figure 1, the recall data in Figure 2 are shown in terms 
of proportion correct of the 16 words in each person con­
dition. The ANOVA showed two reliable effects. Nouns 
were remembered better than traits [F(1,44) = 42.16], 
and person and word type interacted [F(2,88) = 5.74]. 
In the trait condition, person produced a reliable main ef­
fect [F(2,44) = 9.19], such that self-reference led to bet­
ter recall than did reference to Reagan [F(I,II) = 19.87, 
P < .01]. Reference to a friend and self-reference did 
not differ (F < 1). In the noun condition, there was no 
effect of person (F < 1). 

Discussion 
The results suggest that the type of materials, rather than task instruc­

tions, is responsible for the different effects of self-reference seen in 
Experiment 1. The imagery instructions in Experiment 2 failed to alter 
the pattern of recall in a manner that would be predicted by Lord (1980). 
His research suggested that imagery instructions would make other refer­
ence better than self-reference, but this was not the case in either word­
type condition. Indeed, self-reference tended to be slightly better in the 
noun-imagery condition, although that difference did not approach statisti­
cal significance. In the trait conditions, self-reference was better than 
reference to an unfamiliar other regardless of imagery instructions. 

These experiments were designed to investigate some circumstances 
in which self-reference produces better memory than other reference 
does. The data across both experiments are clear: self-reference facili­
tates memory for traits but fails to improve memory for nouns. These 
findings are important because they can account for the varied findings 
of previous research. Lord (1980) found that imagining the self inter­
acting with various objects (i.e . , nouns) hindered later recall relative 
to imagining others interacting with the objects. He suggested an ex­
planation for this finding: We do not "see" ourselves in our images. 
Experiment 2 did not support this explanation. Instead, our research 
suggests that Lord's findings were probably due to the use of nouns 
as stimuli. Keenan and Baillet (1980) also obtained data that can be rein­
terpreted on the basis of our findings. They suggested that processing 
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words in reference to familiar persons aids memory when evaluative, 
but not factual, judgments are made. As noted previously, though, the 
manipulation of evaluative versus factual words used by Keenan and 
Baillet was in terms of traits versus nouns. 

Aside from providing a parsimonious explanation of previous research, 
our findings need to be taken into account when considering the theo­
retical underpinnings of self-reference effects. Any theoretical account 
must deal with two sets of results: Self-reference improves memory for 
traits; it does not improve memory for nouns. We and others (e.g., Kuiper 
& Rogers, 1979; Rogers et al ., 1977) have proposed that self-reference 
improves memory only when the to-be-remembered materials can be 
encoded with respect to a well-organized schema. Nouns may exem­
plify material that cannot be encoded with respect to the self-schema, 
and, therefore, they are not facilitated by self-reference. Traits, in con­
trast, are important components of the self-schema. 

It should be noted that the assumption that general objects are not 
part of an integrated self-schema does conflict with some theories of 
the self. James (1890) long ago suggested that there exists a "material" 
self. Indeed, it may that some objects are linked to the self (e.g., one's 
special running shoes; a wedding ring), but we propose that most com­
mon objects are represented only as members of general categories (e. g. , 
newspapers, chairs) and not as part of the self-schema. On the other 
hand, there may be other "nouns" that are more relevant to one's self­
schema and that would thus show a self-reference effect. One's occu­
pation, for example, may be a strong part of a person's self-description. 
Tests of whether the latter materials show a self-reference effect would 
be a fruitful extension of the present research. 
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