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ABSTRACT

People have a fascinating capacity to picture their actions from an external vantage
point. Much of the research on this third-person imagery has focused on the specific
effects it has on cognition due to the elements of episodic experience that it lacks
relative to first-person imagery. Other research focuses on the information that the
third-person provides that first-person imagery lacks. We propose a more systematic
approach that conceptualises how third-person imagery’s various effects interrelate
due to a common underlying social-cognitive function. Specifically, we outline an
integrative model proposing that third-person and first-person imagery cause people
to adopt qualitatively distinct processing styles. This model explains many of the
diverse effects that have been documented in the literature and helps reconcile
seemingly discrepant findings. We conclude with recommendations for strategies to
more systematically investigate the functions of visual perspective in mental imagery
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to build more comprehensive understanding of this phenomenological variable.

Somehow—and it probably had to do with long-
ago fantasies—[Pam] took hold of the idea that
she would become a nurse. So for a few weeks
[she] looked into nursing courses, picturing
herself filling syringes and taking blood and
holding some old woman's bruised arm in an emer-
gency room, having doctors glance at her respect-
fully; she saw herself (and maybe she’d finally look
into Botox) speaking to young parents who were
frightened out of their wits, like those mothers at
school who weren't nice to her. She imagined
herself striding through the swinging doors of an
operating room, authoritative in all her gestures.
(She wished nurses were still required to wear
white uniforms and caps instead of the frumpish
things they wore these days, all kinds of silly snea-
kers were allowed, and always those baggy pants.)
She pictured herself administering blood transfu-
sions, holding a clipboard, lining up a row of
meds. (Strout, 2013, p. 247)

People have a curious capacity to picture them-
selves from an outside vantage point when they
imagine or recall events from their lives. But what
determines why people sometimes adopt this

third-person visual perspective to picture them-
selves? An important component to answering this
question is to consider what psychological function
third-person imagery serves; and to understand its
function, we can consider the various effects it
has. To illustrate, consider some of the reasons
why the character Pam may have used this perspec-
tive to picture herself as a nurse in the passage from
Elizabeth Strout’s novel The Burgess Boys. Since Pam
did not yet have any experience in nursing, perhaps
she was unable to imagine the concrete, insider
feeling of being a nurse, and thus, she may have
used third-person imagery because it is less depen-
dent on having this concrete, insider information. Or
perhaps Pam was squeamish about drawing blood
and other types of close physical contact with sick
patients, and using an outside perspective allowed
her to visualise the scene with a sense of detach-
ment that numbed her to any uncomfortable feel-
ings. Alternatively, perhaps Pam took the third-
person perspective because it provides insight into
how others might see her if she took on the
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nurse’s role. As such, understanding the various
effects that the third-person perspective has on cog-
nition suggests reasons why people might some-
times picture themselves from an external vantage
point.

The speculations outlined above for reasons why
Pam may have used a third-person perspective
roughly map onto effects of third-person imagery
that have been researched in-depth. However, nar-
rowly-focusing on any single effect in isolation
runs the risk of providing an incomplete and dis-
torted understanding of the broader psychological
function of third-person imagery. Thus, in this
paper, we review the bodies of research investi-
gating each of these effects of third-person
imagery, while emphasising the importance of
developing a theoretical model of a deeper under-
lying function of third-person imagery that can
accommodate the variety of effects it produces.
Further, we propose one such comprehensive fra-
mework that both integrates these bodies of
research and indicates new directions to investigate
aspects of the functional distinction between third-
person and first-person imagery that were pre-
viously neglected. In doing so, we illustrate how a
model seeking to provide a comprehensive
account of the disparate effects of third-person
imagery provides insight into its deeper psychologi-
cal function, while also providing novel predictions
that may otherwise go unexplored.

Previous research on the effects of third-
person imagery

Interest in the phenomenon of visual perspective in
mental imagery in psychological research can be
traced back to a seminal article by Nigro and
Neisser (1983) that introduced the distinction
between first-person and third-person imagery,
which they referred to as field and observer
imagery. When a person visualises a scene from
the third-person perspective, they imaginatively
split themselves into a spectator self who watches
the scene unfold and an actor self whose behaviour
is being observed. By contrast, first-person imagery
visualises how the scene would appear from a
singular vantage point as the key actor within that
scene. Nigro and Neisser’s research focused on vari-
ation in whether people experienced first-person or
third-person visual perspectives when they recalled
autobiographical events. Subsequent work has
documented that people experience first-person

and third-person perspectives not just when they
recall the personal past but also when they visualise
imagined scenarios (e.g. Libby & Eibach, 2002).
Research shows that most people instantly recog-
nise the distinction between first-person and third-
person imagery and can readily report which type
of imagery they experience when they recall or
imagine a given activity or event (e.g. Nigro &
Neisser, 1983; Robinson & Swanson, 1993). Further-
more, people not only can spontaneously experi-
ence imagery from a first-person or third-person
perspective, but they also can actively control
which perspective they experience, for instance by
following instructions to adopt the specified per-
spective in response to an experimental prompt
(e.g. Frank & Gilovich, 1989; Robinson & Swanson,
1993; Vasquez & Buehler, 2007). Visual perspective
in mental imagery thus appears to be a natural
and highly flexible human faculty (Rice & Rubin,
2009, 2011; Robinson & Swanson, 1993).

When Nigro and Neisser (1983) launched
research on this topic, they suggested that visual
perspective in mental imagery may be more than
just a curious feature of phenomenology. Indeed,
they speculated that the perspective that a person
adopts might depend on the purpose for which
they are visualizing the event, which suggests that
first-person and third-person perspectives may
serve distinct social-cognitive functions. Further,
they highlighted various potential uses of third-
person imagery, including that it may be evidence
of memory distortion as a “product of reconstruc-
tion” (p. 468), it may suggest a person is trying to
be deliberately “detached about a past event”
(p. 469), or it may occur as a consequence of an indi-
vidual “actually being observed and evaluated—
and [being] self-consciously aware of it” (p. 469).
Subsequent research has tended to focus on one
or the other of these proposed effects in order to
provide insight into third-person imagery’s psycho-
logical function. However, as we discuss below,
while each of these effects provides valuable
insights, focusing on any one in isolation has the
potential to produce some misunderstandings
about the nature of third-person imagery.

Third-person imagery as a reconstruction
tool when episodic details are lacking

Interpretations of third-person imagery effects often
assume that people adopt this perspective when
they lack access to critical information about the



experience of the event, in particular, the concrete
feelings and sensations conjured by the pictured
scene (e.g. El Haj et al,, 2019; Robinson & Swanson,
1993). The assumption that the first-person perspec-
tive captures lived experience with greater fidelity
than the third-person perspective reflects a com-
monsense understanding that lived experience
happens from a first-person perspective. Thus, one
might assume that recalling or imagining an event
from a first-person perspective is truer to lived
experience than visualising it from the third-
person perspective. Indeed, the first-person per-
spective is often taken for granted by many
researchers as being the default perspective for epi-
sodic memory and imagining because it is assumed
that the first-person perspective more closely
matches the lived experience of whatever event is
being pictured (e.g. Lind & Bowler, 2010; Piolino
et al., 2006; Piolino et al., 2010), and because there
is evidence showing that as the temporal distance
from an event increases, imagery tends to drift
from first-person to third-person (D'Argembeau &
Van der Linden, 2004; Nigro & Neisser, 1983;
Pronin & Ross, 2006; Robinson & Swanson, 1993;
Talarico & Rubin, 2003). Notably, however, Nigro
and Neisser (1983) questioned the assumption
that lived experiences necessarily occur from a
first-person perspective and pointed to cases in
which people may adopt a third-person perspective
to imaginatively observe themselves during live
events.

Perhaps because of an assumption that the first-
person perspective is the default perspective for
mental imagery, many investigations of visual per-
spective’s relation to the content of memory have
tended to focus on features of lived experience
that are absent when people picture an event
from the third-person perspective. Such work
emphasises that, relative to the first-person per-
spective, the third-person perspective entails less
experience of concrete feelings and somato-
sensory arousal connected to the pictured event
(e.g. Basso et al., 2018; Christian et al., 2016; Eich
et al,, 2009; Macrae et al., 2013, 2016; Mclsaac &
Eich, 2002, 2004; Piolino et al., 2006; Sekiguchi &
Nonaka, 2014; St. Jacques et al., 2017; Vella &
Moulds, 2014). Consistent with this hypothesis,
research shows that if participants adopt the third-
person (vs first-person) perspective when they
recall simple actions that they did in a prior labora-
tory session, they are less likely to mention the
thoughts, feelings, and sensations that they
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reported when they were originally performing
those actions (Eich et al, 2009; Mclsaac & Eich,
2002). Furthermore, brain regions associated with
affective processing and somato-motor represen-
tations are less active if people use the third-
person (vs first-person) perspective when they
recall memories for specific past actions (Eich
et al.,, 2009). To summarise, this approach suggests
that people would naturally adopt the first-person
perspective if they were able to experience the
internal feelings and sensations connected to an
event; it is when they cannot generate such infor-
mation that they resort to the third-person
perspective.

Accordingly, focusing on the finding that third-
person imagery tends to arise when people are
unable to recall the concrete details of an event
may suggest that third-person (vs first-person)
imagery is indicative of a distorted or less accurate
memory (e.g. Nigro & Neisser, 1983). Indeed,
various studies have shown that when participants
are asked to complete tasks and activities in the
lab and then later recall their actions from either
the first-person or third-person perspective,
people are less accurate in their recall for details
of the event with third-person (vs first-person)
imagery (Bagri & Jones, 2018; Eich et al, 2009;
Mclsaac & Eich, 2002). However, it is important to
note that the studies supporting this claim have
tested a narrow range of the ways in which
memory can be accurate, primarily testing the
extent to which people can correctly recall specific
concrete details or feelings from an event.

Further, by quantifying accuracy as the extent to
which people are able to successfully retrieve
specific bits of information, this approach treats
memory as a storehouse of information (Koriat &
Goldsmith, 1996) and prioritises verbatim memory
for surface details over gist memory for essential
meaning (Reyna, 2012). This approach thus fails to
investigate many of the ways memory operates in
everyday life, specifically by excluding a consider-
ation of memory’s critical role in helping create a
coherent self-narrative (Conway, 2005; Conway &
Pleydell-Pearce, 2000; McLean, 2005; Roediger &
Marsh,  2003). Importantly, conceptualising
memory as a representation of a past episode
(rather than merely a storehouse of information)
indicates that another critical component of
memory accuracy is how well the representation
corresponds with reality (Conway et al, 2004;
Koriat & Goldsmith, 1996). Focusing on
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correspondence allows for the possibility that mem-
ories can provide accurate representations of events
at a broader level, even if a person forgets (or misre-
members) inconsequential details of a scene.

For instance, in a detailed analysis of John Dean’s
testimony on the Watergate scandals, Neisser (1981)
highlights how, even despite various inaccuracies in
the details of the events compared to the recorded
transcripts, Dean’s memory was still quite accurate
in relation to the overarching purpose of his testi-
mony: the recordings validated his recollection of
the gist of the events discussed in various conversa-
tions, as well as of the people involved in the con-
versations and their knowledge of the events
surrounding the conspiracy. That is, although his
memory may have been inaccurate for some
specific details, it was accurate in the ways that
were critically important for the purposes of his pro-
viding a testimony in the trial.

Unfortunately, as mentioned earlier, studies
testing imagery perspective’s effect on memory
accuracy primarily use designs that focus on the
amount of specific details participants can correctly
recall, rather than testing if differences emerge in
how well memories from each perspective corre-
spond to reality. This narrow focus means that the
literature has yet to test perspective’s impact on
other ways in which memory accuracy might differ
depending on visual perspective. Indeed, there is
some evidence suggestive with the possibility that
third-person imagery could sometimes improve
accuracy.

For instance, Cognitive Interview approaches expli-
citly instruct people to recall events from different
visual perspectives (among other strategies) in order
to help people provide a more complete recollection
(Geiselman et al., 1986). Similarly, differing which char-
acter’s perspective people focus on when reading a
narrative influences their recall by leading them to
highlight information in the narrative that is relevant
to each character’'s motivations (Anderson & Pichert,
1978). These findings suggest that third-person
imagery may lead to a different type of accuracy by
shifting people’s focus to consider how the event
coheres to a broader narrative, their life story, etc.
And, testing if third-person imagery might improve
memory in this way has the potential to hold impor-
tant theoretical implications for our understanding
of the functions of third-person imagery itself.

Specifically, evidence that third-person (vs first-
person) imagery improves correspondence
between a memory and a past event would

suggest that people might not only use third-
person imagery because they no longer recall the
details of an event. Instead, it would suggest that
people might sometimes use third-person imagery
because their goal is to form a coherent represen-
tation of the event, rather than store specific
details. Thus, while research in this area has pro-
vided valuable insight into how the third-person
(vs first-person) perspective affects the concrete
details in imagery and the implications this has for
a certain type of accuracy, narrowly-focusing on
this effect runs the risk of creating an incomplete
understanding of its functional role and its relation
to memory accuracy more broadly.

Third-person imagery as a form of
detachment to dampen emotion

Another prevalent assumption about third-person
imagery is that it mentally distances people from
the direct experience of the event, thus necessarily
dampening the event’s emotional impact. By this
account, recalling an event from the third-person
perspective reflects a lack of emotional connection
to an event, or an effort to emotionally distance
from it. On the one hand, there is a good deal of
converging evidence that third-person imagery
can be related to reduced intensity of emotional
response when thinking about an event and that
people can employ third-person imagery for this
purpose. However, on the other hand, evidence rel-
evant to the assumed mechanism by which per-
spective produces such effects brings into
question the notion that emotion-dampening is a
fundamental function of third-person imagery.

In their seminal paper, Nigro and Neisser (1983)
manipulated the instructions participants received
for describing a set of life event memories. Partici-
pants instructed to describe the objective circum-
stances of the events were more likely to picture
them from the third-person perspective than par-
ticipants instructed to describe the feelings they
had experienced during the events or participants
who were given no specific instructions on what
to describe (who did not differ in perspective use
from the feelings-focus condition). As mentioned
earlier, additional research documented the oppo-
site causal path as participants recalled simple
actions they had been instructed to perform in an
earlier lab session: using the third-person (vs first-
person) perspective produced less recall of
affective reactions (Mclsaac & Eich, 2002) and less



reactivation of brain regions associated with
affective processing and somato-motor represen-
tations (Eich et al., 2009).

Other work has investigated how imagery per-
spective relates to individuals’ present emotional
experience while picturing events, indicating that
third-person (vs first-person) imagery sometimes
leads participants to experience less intense feelings
as they picture the events (Holmes et al., 2008).
Additionally, instructing participants who initially
recall an event from the first-person perspective to
shift to the third-person perspective can reduce
the feelings they experience at recall (although
instructing those who initially recall from third-
person to shift to first-person does not increase
the feelings people experience at recall; Robinson
& Swanson, 1993; Williams & Moulds, 2008).

Much of the work investigating how imagery per-
spective relates to emotional response is correla-
tional in nature and has been motivated by an
interest in clinical implications. In this context, it is
assumed that the third-person perspective func-
tions to psychologically distance the current self
from a negative or threatening event as an avoidant
coping strategy in order to reduce the likelihood of
experiencing negative feelings associated with the
event (e.g. Kenny & Bryant, 2007; Kenny et al.,
2009; Williams & Moulds, 2007a, 2008). Indeed,
various researchers emphasise work in which the
third-person perspective is associated with greater
phenomenological distance from the self depicted
in the event compared to the first-person perspec-
tive (Potheegadoo et al, 2013; Pronin & Ross,
2006; Skowronski et al, 2015). As such, some
researchers postulate that picturing events from
the third-person perspective blunts their emotional
impact because it dissociates the event from the
present self (e.g. Macrae et al, 2016; Skowronski
et al, 2015).

Consistent with this hypothesis, when a sample
of people with post-traumatic stress disorder
recalled a traumatic memory, those who reported
recalling the memory from the third-person per-
spective rated the memories as less emotional and
less anxiety-provoking than those who reported
recalling from the first-person perspective (Mclsaac
& Eich, 2004). Indeed, many of these individuals
reported that they adopted the third-person per-
spective in order to protect themselves from reliving
the trauma.

In another
instructed to

study, when participants were
recall intrusive negative
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autobiographical memories, use of the third-
person perspective was correlated with greater
detachment and numbness about the recalled
event compared to use of the first-person perspec-
tive (Williams & Moulds, 2007a). Also, when people
who were spontaneously experiencing intrusive
negative memories from a first-person perspective
were experimentally induced to recall these mem-
ories from a third-person perspective, this shift
from first-person to third-person led to reduced
feelings of distress and lower vividness of the mem-
ories (Williams & Moulds, 2008). However, such
short-term benefits of using the third-person per-
spective to avoid the negative emotional arousal
of reliving trauma may have longer-term negative
consequences if avoidance of reliving these
emotions prevents people with post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD) from engaging in emotional
processing work that may be essential for recovery
(Mclsaac & Eich, 2004).

Thus, various studies have demonstrated
instances in which third-person imagery has an
emotion-dampening effect. However, in the
context of the broader literature on psychological
distance and emotion, there is reason to question
if third-person imagery always has this effect. The
logic for why third-person imagery would dampen
emotion rests on the idea that third-person
imagery simulates an event from a vantage point
that is more distant from direct experience (e.g.
Holmes et al., 2008). However, the broader literature
on psychological distance and emotion reveals that
distance from physical experience does not necess-
arily reduce intensity of feelings and can sometimes
even increase it.

In particular, distance promotes abstraction, and
abstraction can have divergent effects on intensity
of emotion, depending on the basis for that
emotion. Specifically, the closer one is to direct
physical experience of an event, the more concre-
tely they construe it; the more distant they are,
the more abstractly they construe it (Trope & Liber-
man, 2010). This is true both with regard to actual
physical distance and with other dimensions of
psychological distance (time, social distance, and
hypotheticality; Bar-Anan et al., 2007). It is also the
case that emotional response to an event does not
follow directly from its objective features but
depends on people’s subjective appraisal of the
event’s meaning (e.g. Lazarus, 1991; Smith & Ells-
worth, 1985). Further, emotion can reflect appraisals
not just on concrete dimensions but on abstract
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dimensions as well (Doré et al, 2015). Together,
these features of psychological distance and
emotion lead to the prediction that the effect of dis-
tance on intensity of emotion should depend criti-
cally on whether the emotion reflects a concrete
or abstract appraisal of the event. Indeed, evidence
across a range of emotions demonstrates that when
an emotion reflects a concrete appraisal, distance
dampens emotion; however, when an emotion
reflects an abstract appraisal, distance can intensify
the emotion (Bornstein et al., 2020; Doré et al., 2015;
Katzir & Eyal, 2013; Moran et al., 2021).

For example, one investigation considered the
effect of physical distance on feelings of sadness
and anxiety in response to the Sandy Hook elemen-
tary school shooting in Newtown, Connecticut
(Doré et al.,, 2015). Although sadness and anxiety
are both negative emotions, they differ in their
defining appraisal. Loss is a defining theme for
sadness whereas uncertain threat is a defining
theme for anxiety (Lazarus, 1991). It was predicted
that by highlighting the specific details of how the
event unfolded, concrete construal would heighten
a focus on the tragic loss of life, whereas by high-
lighting broader concerns about the causes of the
event, abstract construal would heighten a focus
on the negative uncertainty posed by ongoing
threat of gun violence in the United States. Thus,
given the effect of distance on abstraction, distance
should reduce sadness but increase anxiety. Indeed,
evidence for this prediction emerged across analysis
of tweets based on physical distance from the
location of the shooting and an experimental
study that manipulated whether people thought
about the event in concrete or abstract terms.

This evidence that distancing has the potential to
increase or decrease emotion, depending on the
basis for that emotion, casts doubt on the assump-
tion that third-person imagery necessarily has an
emotion-dampening effect, suggesting that this
assumption may reflect an incomplete picture of
perspective’s basic psychological function.

Third-person imagery as a representation of
how the self appears to others

So far, the approaches we have reviewed emphasise
how the third-person perspective reduces people’s
access to certain types of information, such as
experiential details or emotion. However, other
research has focused on the idea that third-person
imagery, via the content it highlights by its very

nature, enhances the accessibility of key types of
information for understanding events in people’s
lives. Specifically, third-person imagery affords
people the opportunity to consider how their
bodily self and actions appear to others, encoura-
ging them to ensure that their behaviour is appro-
priate and to consider the world from a less
egocentric vantage point (Cohen et al., 2007). Con-
sistent with the hypothesis that the third-person
perspective affords greater access to information
about how one’s actions appear to external obser-
vers, research shows that when participants are
induced to adopt the third-person (vs first-person)
perspective while recalling specific actions that
they did in a prior session, they are more likely to
recall details that would be salient to external obser-
vers, such as their physical appearance, what actions
they did, and the location of various objects in the
setting (Eich et al., 2009; Mclsaac & Eich, 2002).
Focusing on how third-person imagery provides
distinctive information about how one’s self and
actions appear to others, various researchers have
suggested that people who are particularly con-
cerned with considering others’ opinions may be
more likely to use third-person imagery. Indeed,
consistent with this interpretation, people from col-
lectivist cultures that emphasise an interdependent
view of the self and value group harmony show an
increased preference for using third-person
imagery, relative to individualistic cultures that
emphasise an independent view of the self (e.g.
Cohen et al., 2007; Cohen & Gunz, 2002; Martin &
Jones, 2012). Further, participants from cultures
that emphasise interdependence, report that the
majority of the images that they experience
during episodes of mind-wandering are experi-
enced from the third-person perspective; by con-
trast, those from cultural backgrounds that
emphasise independence report majority first-
person images (Christian et al., 2013). Additionally,
this preference appears to stem from the value
third-person imagery can provide in seeing the
self through others’ eyes, as people from these cul-
tures do not always show a preference for third-
person imagery, but specifically do so when think-
ing about situations in which their behaviour is
likely to be viewed by others or when they are
primed to think about their close others (Cohen
et al., 2007). Furthermore, within a given culture,
norms and influences can lead certain individuals
to be more likely to use third-person imagery. For
example, cultural practices of sexually objectifying



women’s bodies can become internalised, leading
women to be more likely to use third-person
imagery to think about themselves, particularly in
objectifying situations (Huebner & Fredrickson,
1999).

Other research in the clinical domain has shown
that people suffering from mental conditions that
cause them to be particularly concerned with how
they appear also tend to be more likely to use
third-person imagery. For instance, people with
body dysmorphia and bulimia nervosa (that is,
people who have obsessive concerns with how
they look) are more likely to use third-person
imagery when thinking about themselves (Cili &
Stopa, 2015; Osman et al., 2004). Similarly, people
with social anxiety disorders and social phobia,
which often encompasses a preoccupation with
self-relevant thinking and concern for how one is
perceived in social situations (Clark & Wells, 1995;
Rapee & Heimberg, 1997), also use more third-
person imagery than non-anxious controls (Coles
et al,, 2002; D’'Argembeau et al., 2006; Wells et al.,
1998). And, similar to the cultural work discussed
above, this preference for third-person imagery is
not a general indiscriminate tendency: people with
social phobia show this tendency when thinking
about social situations where it is relevant, but not
when thinking about non-social situations (D’Ar-
gembeau et al., 2006).

Furthermore, taking a third-person (vs first-
person) perspective during situations where
people commonly experience social anxiety
appears to exacerbate thoughts about being
harshly evaluated by others. For instance, partici-
pants who were induced to take a third-person
visual perspective while giving a speech reported
more negative self-evaluative thoughts (“People
will think badly of me.”) and greater anxiety com-
pared to participants who were induced to take a
first-person perspective (Spurr & Stopa, 2003). That
is, in contexts where individuals are prone to experi-
ence negative social emotions, adopting the third-
person perspective can cause them to experience
heightened concerns about what others think of
them, rather than the alternative possibility that
individuals who are particularly prone to evaluative
concerns use the third-person perspective in order
to distance themselves from these concerns.
Further supporting this interpretation, other
research shows that, rather than necessarily distan-
cing people from the pictured self, among people
who have particularly positively-biased views of
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the self (i.e. narcissists), viewing the self from a
third-person (vs first-person) vantage point
increases the positivity they feel (Robins & John,
1997).

Thus, by focusing on how the third-person per-
spective provides information about how the self
appears in a situation, researchers in this area
have documented numerous cases in which third-
person (vs first-person) imagery is associated with
greater concern about how one’s self and actions
are likely to be judged by others. Thus, based on
this evidence, one might assume that adopting
the third-person (vs first-person) perspective on an
event would necessarily lead people to base their
responses to the event more on their beliefs about
how other people would perceive them and less
on their own personal values and attitudes.
However, this is not always the case. For instance,
the research on narcissists found that these individ-
uals were even more prone to engage in self-
enhancement when judging their behaviour after
viewing it from a third-person (vs first-person)
vantage point, indicating that they were basing
their evaluations more strongly on their inflated
self-views with third-person imagery (Robins &
John, 1997). Additionally, other research with
visual perspective indicates that, rather than ampli-
fying people’s tendency to take into account how
others might view their actions, third-person
imagery may instead enhance the tendency to inter-
pret actions in terms of their personal beliefs and
attitudes (Libby et al., 2014). Specifically, a manipu-
lation of the visual perspective that White partici-
pants used to visualise themselves interacting with
a Black partner did not moderate the relation
between the motivation to avoid appearing preju-
diced to others and forecasted anxiety about the
interracial interaction, which is contrary to the
assumption that third-person imagery magnifies
people’s tendency to take into consideration
others’ views of their actions. Instead, participants’
forecasted anxiety about the interaction was pre-
dicted more strongly by their personal motivation
to avoid prejudice in the third-person condition
than in the first-person condition, which indicates
that visual imagery perspective may enhance the
tendency to apply one’s own values and attitudes
when interpreting events.

This latter finding fits with research on construal
level theory which shows that other variables that
lead people to construe a situation more abstractly
reduce the likelihood that they align their
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interpretations with the perspective of other rel-
evant parties and increases the likelihood that
they will base their interpretation on their own dis-
tinctive beliefs and attitudes (Ledgerwood et al.,
2010). Indeed, in a series of studies (Ledgerwood
et al., 2010), when individuals were induced to con-
strue an issue in abstract (vs concrete) terms, they
were less likely to align their attitudes with the
known attitudes of an interaction partner and
instead their attitudes towards the issue were
more consistent with their personal beliefs and
attitudes.

Thus, by narrowly-focusing on how third-person
imagery affords people access to information
about how the self appears from an outside
vantage point (Eich et al., 2009; Mclsaac & Eich,
2002), researchers have designed studies to demon-
strate how this can cause people to focus on what
others may think of them and their actions.
However, additional empirical evidence suggests
that this provides an incomplete picture of third-
person imagery's effects, as a third-person perspec-
tive does not necessarily cause people to focus on
what others think of them and their actions, but
can instead focus them on what they think about
themselves and their own actions. This suggests
that third-person imagery may do more than
simply provide information about how the self
appears in a given situation. Specifically, next, we
will discuss how, beyond adding information
about the self's appearance, the use of third-
person imagery might provide deeper, qualitative
shifts in how people understand events.

Perspective and processing style: an
integrative model of imagery perspective
effects

We have reviewed the research on three major
effects of third-person imagery: reduced episodic
detail, reduced emotional reactions to the specifics
of the pictured event, and increased awareness of
how the self appears to others. However, as dis-
cussed above, there is reason to doubt whether
any of these effects represent the primary under-
lying function of third-person imagery. Further,
given the disparate array of findings when looking
across the research on each of these effects, this
possibility seems even less likely. That is, it would
be difficult to explain all the findings in each
research area as being reducible to one of third-
person imagery's other effects. Indeed, in certain

places, the findings in these research areas
produce seemingly-contradictory results:  for
instance, although third-person imagery is often
assumed to dampen-emotionality, it has also been
shown to increase emotion in certain situations
(e.g. Spurr & Stopa, 2003). Thus, it is productive to
consider whether there are more fundamental pro-
cesses that might account for the seemingly dispa-
rate effects of third-person imagery. Doing so
provides the opportunity to not only gain a
deeper understanding of the psychological function
of third-person imagery, but also offers novel pre-
dictions about other effects third-person imagery
might have that would otherwise go untested.

Together with our collaborators, we have been
investigating one such mechanism in a long-stand-
ing programme of research. In this work, we have
identified a function of imagery perspective that
operates not by depicting different informational
content about the scene, but by shaping the way
people process that content. Specifically, our pro-
gramme of research converges on the notion that
the two perspectives differentially facilitate two
qualitatively distinct styles of processing. According
to our account, perspective influences processing
by determining the starting point in the under-
standing of events (Libby & Eibach, 2011b). First-
person imagery supports a processing style in
which people’s understanding of, judgments
about, and emotional reactions to an event
emerge from the low-level associations and particu-
lar sensations evoked by the concrete features of
the pictured event. Third-person imagery supports
a processing style in which people’s understanding
of, judgments about, and emotional reactions to an
event follow from a coherent integration of the pic-
tured event with other high-level relevant knowl-
edge according to the logic that governs an
abstract belief system.

This conceptualisation connects with a wide
array of research in other domains highlighting
how different modes of processing can create diver-
gence in people’s reactions to a given event
(Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2007; Gilead et al.,
2020; Olson & Fazio, 2008; Rydell & McConnell,
2006). When factors cause people to process infor-
mation in ways that encourage reliance on intui-
tions (Jordan et al.,, 2007), gut reactions (Kendrick
& Olson, 2012), their immediate experience
without elaboration (Koole et al.,, 2009), etc., they
tend to form judgments in accordance with their
implicitly-measured low-level associations toward



stimuli (Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2007; Gilead
et al,, 2020; Olson & Fazio, 2008; Rydell & McConnell,
2006). In contrast, when factors cause people to
process information in ways that encourage them
to consider how information relates to their
broader self-narrative (e.g. Zunick et al., 2015) or
respond in ways that match their endorsed beliefs
(Olson & Fazio, 2008), they tend to form judgments
in accordance with their explicitly-measured prop-
ositional beliefs and that cohere with their high-
level belief systems (Gawronski & Bodenhausen,
2007; Gilead et al., 2020; Olson & Fazio, 2008;
Rydell & McConnell, 2006).

Similarly, our model proposes that first-person
and third-person imagery differentially evoke
these distinct types of processing styles, thereby
qualitatively shifting the basis for people’s judg-
ments about a pictured event. Consistent with this
account, we find that visual perspective fundamen-
tally changes how people construe actions: instruct-
ing people to use third-person (vs first-person)
imagery to visualise the same hypothetical action
causes them to construe the action more abstractly
(Libby et al., 2009; cf., Hart-Smith & Moulds, 2019).
Further, these shifts in abstraction driven by
imagery perspective can hold important conse-
quences for people’s subsequent motivation to
actually carry out goal-directed actions they
picture (Libby et al, 2007; Vasquez & Buehler,
2007). Additionally, just as abstract (vs concrete)
thinking increases the impact of people’s self-the-
ories on their judgments, so to do manipulations
of third-person (vs first-person) imagery (Kille
et al,, 2017). Thus, these findings provide initial evi-
dence that third-person imagery may have its
effects via more fundamental shifts in changing
the starting point of how people process a pictured
scene. Next, we outline two approaches we have
taken to further test this processing style mechan-
ism while highlighting the novel insights it provides
about third-person imagery.

Testing processing style in domains where
low-level associations and high-level beliefs
diverge

Following the model of other research on distinct
processing styles, one way to detect processing
style effects of each perspective is to assess
people’s judgments in situations where their associ-
ations and endorsed beliefs diverge (Gawronski &
Bodenhausen, 2007; Gilead et al., 2020; Olson &
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Fazio, 2008; Rydell & McConnell, 2006). For
example, people may genuinely endorse egalitar-
ianism and, at the same time, experience negative
associations toward outgroup members. Consistent
with the idea that the two perspectives differentially
facilitate reliance on distinct processing styles, per-
spective determines the extent to which people’s
construction of events reflects their high-level
endorsed beliefs vs their low-level associative evalu-
ations (Libby et al., 2014; Niese, Libby, Eibach, & Car-
lisle, 2019; Niese, Libby, Fazio, Eibach, & Pietri, 2019).

For instance, as discussed above, when imagin-
ing an interracial interaction, people’s expectations
about how anxious they would be reflect their
implicit interracial attitudes more when they are
induced to picture the interaction from the first-
person (vs third-person) perspective; but reflect
their explicit racial attitudes more when they are
induced to picture the interaction from the third-
person (vs first-person) perspective (Libby et al,
2014). Similarly, people’s beliefs about their opti-
mism (Niese, Libby, Fazio, Eibach, & Pietri, 2019),
personal interests (Niese, Libby, Eibach, & Carlisle,
2019), attachment anxiety (Marigold et al., 2015),
self-esteem (Kille et al., 2017; Libby et al., 2011), pol-
itical preferences (Libby et al., 2014), and theories of
self-change (Libby et al., 2005) all shape people’s
reactions to life events more strongly when they
picture them from the third-person versus first-
person perspective. Notably, third-person imagery’s
facilitation of the impact of people’s broader high-
level belief systems holds while accounting for its
effect of dampening the impact of people’s low-
level experiential reactions to objects in the pic-
tured scene.

Thus, our processing style account of third-
person imagery’s psychological function predicts
(and finds robust evidence for) another effect of
third-person imagery which may initially seem
counter-intuitive: because it leads people to evalu-
ate an event in relation to broader beliefs systems,
adopting a third-person vantage point (vs one’s
own first-person vantage point) causes people’s jud-
gements to align more closely with their self-beliefs.
That is, when people are picturing events in their
own lives, this effect of perspective on subjective
meaning shapes how memories and imagined
future events relate to the self. Indeed, memory
and imagination are critical parts of the self (e.g.
Conway, 2001; Neisser, 1994; Tulving, 2002), and it
has long been noted that the human sense of self
is dual-faceted, involving an experiential awareness
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of the present moment (“I-self”) and a conceptual
representation of the self as an entity that persists
across time (“me-self”; e.g. Damasio, 1994; Epstein,
2003; Gallagher, 2000; James, 1890/1950; LeDoux,
2003; Wilson, 2002). So, it is necessary to consider
which facet of the self that memory and imagination
connect with. By representing events concretely,
first-person imagery should be well-suited to repre-
senting an event in terms of the I-self. By represent-
ing events abstractly, third-person imagery should
be well-suited to representing an event in terms of
the me-self: When picturing an event in one’s own
life, the self-concept is a ready structure to guide
abstraction. In this way, by testing a processing-
style account of the effects of visual perspective,
our work suggests another critical effect of third-
person imagery in the facilitation of linking
specific events to narratives and themes that
define the self-concept.

Testing processing style via carryover effects

Another way to detect processing style effects is to
test if a manipulation (in this case, third-person vs
first-person imagery) influences people’s judgments
on a subsequent unrelated task (Fujita et al., 2006).
Along with our collaborators, we have also used this
approach to test the hypothesised processing style
function of visual perspective. This research uses
pairs of photographs to manipulate imagery per-
spective. These photographs depict everyday
actions (e.g. wiping up a spill, wrapping a gift). For
each action, there is a photograph shot from the
first-person and from the third-person perspectives
(see Figure 1). While varying perspective, the photo-
graphs for each action hold constant the objects in
the scene, distance to the action, and visual angle.
Thus, this manipulation isolates the effect of orien-
tation on an action, apart from the scope of the
image, the objects included, and who the actor/
observer is. We have used these photographs to
obtain converging evidence that our predicted
effects of perspective reflect processing style
rather than information in the image specific to
the target judgment. We present a series of action
photographs as primes, manipulating perspective
between participants. Then, we test for carryover
effects on responses to an unrelated target event,
as an indicator of a processing style mechanism
(similar to Fujita et al., 2006). Using this procedure,
we replicate effects from studies that instructed par-
ticipants to mentally picture the target event from

the first-person or third-person perspective (Niese,
Libby, Eibach, & Carlisle, 2019, Niese, Libby, Fazio,
Eibach, & Pietri, 2019; Shaeffer et al., 2015).

For example, using the photograph primes, we
conceptually replicated the finding that memory
perspective influences the basis for people’s
memory of how interesting they found a past
activity (Niese, Libby, Eibach, & Carlisle, 2019).
When people picture themselves engaging in a
past activity from the third-person perspective,
their memory of how interesting it was reflects
their self-beliefs about how interesting they find
the domain. However, when they use the first-
person perspective, their memory reflects how
interesting they actually found that particular task
to be. This effect is important because people’s
self-beliefs about their interests can reflect influ-
ences, such as internalised cultural stereotypes,
other than their actual experience of interest. We
explored these implications in a study that concep-
tually replicated the effect of mental imagery with
the photograph manipulation (Niese, Libby,
Eibach, & Carlisle, 2019). In this study, female stu-
dents completed an ecosystem simulation game,
then immediately viewed the photo primes for a
few minutes before reporting how interesting the
game was. Third-person photos made the women
insensitive to how interesting the game actually
was; their reports reflected their preconceived
beliefs about their interest in science. First-person
photos made the women put aside those beliefs;
their reports reflected how interesting the game
actually was. Thus, this work not only provides con-
vergent evidence for the processing style function
of visual perspective, but it also highlights how a
theory about third-person imagery’s psychological
function as being based in a more fundamental pro-
cessing shift provides novel predictions and insight.
Specifically, rather than the effects merely being
driven by third-person imagery shifting people’s
focus on different information in the pictured
scene, conceptualising each perspective as
evoking a distinct processing style allows for the
prediction that these processing styles can be
evoked by external images (vs only via mental
imagery) and can affect people’s judgments and
behaviours in subsequent tasks unrelated to the
third-person (vs first-person) image itself.

Thus, seeking to explain the specific effects of
visual perspective via more basic underlying pro-
cesses can prove a generative approach to provid-
ing novel insights about the function of third-
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Figure 1. An example of the photograph pairs used to depict everyday actions (here, wrapping a gift) from the first-person
(left) or third-person (right) perspective while holding constant the number of objects in the scene, distance to the action,

and visual angle.

person imagery, as illustrated here using a model
that seeks to understand the psychological func-
tions of imagery perspective as being driven by
shifting more basic processing styles. Indeed, this
approach has provided evidence for numerous
novel effects of third-person imagery (e.g. increas-
ing abstraction, increasing the impact of self-
beliefs, creating carry-over effects on subsequent
judgments).

Integrating previously-documented
effects of third-person imagery

Developing a model of the psychological function
of third-person imagery also offers the opportunity
for integrating various disparate effects of third-
person imagery into a unified model. To illustrate,
we next return to each of the three major effects
of third-person imagery explored in other research
(i.e. reduced episodic detail, reduced emotional
reactions to the specifics of the pictured event,
and increased awareness of how the self appears
to others) and discuss how our processing style
model accounts for these findings. In doing so, we
seek to not only integrate these various effects,
but also highlight how a processing style model
offers novel, testable predictions in each of these
research areas that have the potential to deepen
our understanding of third-person imagery.

New insights into third-person imagery as
episodic representation

As reviewed earlier, people may sometimes use
third-person imagery because they lack the experi-
ential detail to form an episodic representation

from the first-person perspective. Such an expla-
nation is consistent with our processing style
account: because first-person imagery evokes a pro-
cessing style that is grounded in details of the
specific event, lacking these details may cause
people to rely on third-person imagery to construct
an understanding of the scene instead. Thus, our
processing style account makes predictions sup-
ported by work suggesting that people sometimes
use third-person imagery due to a lack of experien-
tial detail.

However, reasons other than a lack of episodic
detail could prompt people to use the type of pro-
cessing style evoked by third-person imagery (e.g.
Conway, 2001; Trope & Liberman, 2010; Wakslak
et al., 2008; Zunick et al., 2015). As such, an
account that highlights the role of third-person
imagery in facilitating this type of processing
suggests another independent effect of the third-
person perspective in episodic representation:
emphasising the high-level broader meaning of
events. Such an effect may be overlooked in existing
research testing differences in memory quality
between first and third-person imagery if the
study designs limit the operation or measurement
of high-level meaning goals.

For example, some experiments test memory for
experiential details of target events that have
limited “broader meaning”, such as a series of
manual tasks defined by an experimenter (e.g. Mar-
cotti & St. Jacques, 2018; Mclsaac & Eich, 2002). The
act of lifting a barbell because the experimenter
directed you to has little potential for bigger
meaning, compared with the same act carried out
as part of a personal effort to get in shape. Thus,
measuring the effect of perspective on memory
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for lab tasks may not allow for capturing an advan-
tage with third-person for defining the bigger
meaning of the event. Further, in order to capture
such an effect, it is necessary to measure it. Regard-
less of whether they focus on memory for lab tasks
or real life events, studies documenting a deficit of
memory for detail associated with third-person
imagery have not, to our knowledge, included
measures of memory for broader implications or
accessibility of thematically related events.
However, studies that have focused on third-
person imagery’s function of facilitating a more
coherence-seeking processing style have produced
evidence that third-person imagery enhances
recall of thematically related events (Libby et al,
2011). In short, if not allowing for or measuring
bigger meaning, then its relation to third-person
imagery goes undetected.

Thus, our processing style account suggests an
avenue for future research to design studies that
allow for simultaneous detection of how both a
lack of detail and an interest in bigger meaning
can independently influence perspective. Further,
by primarily focusing on studies that test memory
accuracy via people’s ability to recall specific
details of an event, the current literature may give
the impression that third-person imagery is necess-
arily a marker of distorted or inaccurate memory.
However, memory accuracy should not merely be
defined in terms of the amount of specific details
one can remember; it is also critical to consider
how well the memory corresponds with the past
event (Conway et al., 2004; Koriat & Goldsmith,
1996). Importantly, our model suggests that third-
person imagery, by evoking a processing style that
is concerned with understanding the bigger
meaning of events, has the potential to improve
memory on this dimension. Thus, it is important to
test these predictions as it may suggest that rather
viewing one perspective or the other as being an
indicator for better memory overall, they may
instead each enhance memory for different
aspects (e.g. verbatim memory for specific details
vs gist memory for the broader meaning) of a past
event.

New insights into third-person imagery and
emotionality

As reviewed earlier, numerous studies document
instances in which third-person imagery can
dampen emotionality. However, research

investigating the effect of psychological distance
on emotional intensity demonstrates that the
effect depends on the nature of the appraisal under-
lying that emotional response. When an emotion
reflects a concrete appraisal, distance dampens
emotion; however, when an emotion reflects an
abstract appraisal, distance can intensify the
emotion. Our model’s proposed effect of perspec-
tive on processing style leads to a parallel hypoth-
esis about the effect of perspective on emotion.
Specifically, the effect of third-person (vs first-
person) imagery depends on the nature of the
appraisal underlying that emotional response:
When an emotion reflects a concrete appraisal,
third-person imagery dampens emotion; however,
when an emotion reflects an abstract appraisal, dis-
tance could intensify emotion.

Our model is not the only one to predict con-
ditions under which third-person imagery should
increase emotion. By a competing account, the criti-
cal modifier of perspective’s impact on emotion is
whether emotions are self-conscious (e.g. pride,
embarrassment, shame) or hedonic (e.g. excite-
ment, sadness, distress; Hung & Mukhopadhyay,
2012). The proposed mechanism has to do with
the effect of imagery perspective on the visual con-
tents of images. Because third-person imagery visu-
ally focuses on the self, self-conscious emotions
should be greater with third-person (vs first-
person) imagery; because first-person imagery visu-
ally focuses on the situation (the assumed trigger of
hedonic emotions), hedonic emotions should be
greater with first-person (vs third-person imagery).
Evidence seeming to support this prediction
emerged when participants recalled and imagined
self-control successes and failures, and when they
imagined an exciting, but potentially embarrassing,
experience (Hung & Mukhopadhyay, 2012).

By our account, a critical mechanism by which
perspective influences emotion is via processing
style, apart from the content that the image
depicts, and the implications processing style has
for the appraisals underlying emotions. To the
extent that, on average, self-conscious emotions
may follow from more abstract appraisals than
hedonic emotions do (Katzir & Eyal, 2013), our
account could explain why, on average, third-
person imagery might facilitate self-conscious
emotions and dampen hedonic ones. However, evi-
dence demonstrates that third-person imagery does
not always heighten self-conscious emotions (Katzir
& Eyal, 2013), and can even reduce self-conscious



emotion (Libby et al., 2011; Valenti et al., 2011),
depending on how the event relates to the
person’s broader meaning frameworks that are acti-
vated by third-person imagery according to our
model. Considering the full range of evidence for
the role of perspective on emotion, our processing
style account offers a more coherent explanation
than does the idea that the effect of perspective
depends on whether the emotion is self-conscious
or hedonic. Our account also identifies novel ques-
tions for future research.

Considering the range of evidence where third-
person imagery produces greater emotional
response reveals that the moderating effect of
emotion on perspective’s effect corresponds better
with the nature of the appraisal underlying the
emotion than with whether the emotion is self-con-
scious or hedonic. For example, the positivity of
individuals’ general self-beliefs shapes their experi-
ence of the self-conscious emotion, shame, in
response to failure: those with low self-esteem are
more prone to experience shame (Brown & Marshall,
2001; Kernis et al., 1989). Our account predicts that,
due to perspective’s effect on processing style, pic-
turing a personal failure from the third-person (vs
first-person) perspective would facilitate appraisal
of failure’s meaning in relation to general self-
beliefs, thus increasing shame for those with low
self-esteem but decreasing shame for those with
high self-esteem. Indeed, data reveal such a
pattern, both when manipulating the perspective
people use as well as when measuring the perspec-
tive they spontaneously adopt (Libby et al., 2011).

Another example of third-person imagery
increasing emotional response involves the
emotion of regret. Regret is a self-conscious
emotion, but it can take different forms depending
on whether it pertains to an action or inaction, and
the pattern of these differences is relevant to dis-
tinguishing between accounts of how perspective
shapes emotional response. When actions are
regrettable, it tends to be due to their immediate,
concrete consequences experienced at the time
the action occurred, whereas when inactions are
regrettable, it tends to be due not to immediate
consequences (there are often none) but rather to
the broader implications of the event for the trajec-
tory of one’s life (Gilovich & Medvec, 1995).
Regret also has distinct experiential differences
depending on whether it stems from action or inac-
tion: action regret tends to be “hot” whereas inac-
tion regret is more “wistful” (Gilovich et al., 1998).
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It might be expected that the hotter quality of
action (vs inaction) regret would be defined by
greater intensity of hedonic emotions such as
anger and frustration. However, in fact, it is the
greater intensity of self-conscious emotions (e.g.
shame and embarrassment) that characterises the
hotter experience of regret of action vs inaction,
and to the extent that the two types of regret
differ in the experience of non-self-conscious hot
emotions (anger, disgust, frustration, irritation), it
is regrets of inaction that are higher (Kedia &
Hilton, 2011).

Given these differences in the temporal dynamics
and experiential qualities of the two types of regret,
our account of perspective’s function and the
alternative account lead to opposite predictions
about perspective’s effect on regret about actions
vs inactions. If the self-conscious vs hedonic
nature of the emotion is critical, third-person
imagery should increase regret over actions, but
not inactions (by amplifying self-conscious
emotion, which is more characteristic of action vs
inaction regret). On the other hand, if our proposed
effect of perspective on processing style is critical,
third-person imagery should decrease regret over
actions (by dampening the experiential simulation
of the original event) but increase regret over inac-
tion (by facilitating abstract appraisal of the event'’s
meaning in the context of one’s life). Indeed, evi-
dence confirms the predictions of our model
(Valenti et al., 2011).

In other cases, third-person imagery has been
shown to increase emotions that do not clearly
involve a self-conscious component. The alternative
in which third-person imagery’s increasing emotion
depends on the emotion’s self-conscious nature
cannot explain such findings, although our model
can. For example, the effect of perspective on dis-
tress about relationship transgressions depends on
attachment anxiety in a pattern that is analogous
to that observed for shame in response to failure.
Third-person (vs first-person) imagery produces
greater distress amongst those high in attachment
anxiety whereas, if anything, third-person imagery
produces lesser distress amongst those low in
attachment anxiety (Marigold et al., 2015). Consider-
ing the role of general relationship-beliefs in
shaping reactions to relationship transgressions
(Collins et al., 2006; Feeney, 2004), this pattern is
analogous to that observed for shame in response
to failure, yet with an emotion that is not inherently
self-conscious.
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Another example of third-person imagery
increasing a non-self-conscious emotion comes
from research that manipulated the perspective
individuals used to picture themselves voting in
an upcoming presidential election (Libby et al.,
2007). Third person imagery caused individuals to
feel more excited about the election as they pic-
tured themselves voting, and this greater positive
arousal with third-person imagery accounted for
the stronger commitment to voting that third-
person imagery produced (feelings of commitment
that carried over to higher rates of actually voting
on election day; Libby & Eibach, 2011b). This result
is in stark contrast to the idea that third-person
imagery increases self-conscious emotion and
decreases hedonic emotion. However, it is entirely
consistent with the idea that third-person imagery
increases emotions that follow from abstract apprai-
sals. The act of voting surely holds more positive
emotional meaning when appraised on an abstract
level (participating in the democratic process, sup-
porting one’s candidate) than a concrete level
(waiting in line, checking off names on a ballot),
and our account predicts third-person imagery
would facilitate this abstract appraisal of voting.

In addition to coherently explaining the range of
examples in which third-person imagery has been
found to produce greater emotional response, our
account also raises a number of novel questions
about the role of perspective in emotion. As
reviewed earlier, numerous studies document
instances in which third-person imagery can
dampen emotionality. To the extent that the orig-
inally experienced emotion emerged from the par-
ticular sensations and associations involved in the
concrete experience of the event, our processing
style account suggests that third-person imagery
should indeed dampen emotion. However, it is
notable that the literature contains many more
examples of third-person imagery dampening
emotion than of third-person imagery increasing
emotion. Why is this, if third-person imagery holds
the potential to increase or decrease emotion?
Exploring this question has the potential to offer
insights about the mechanisms contributing to
emotion and emotional disorders as well as about
the function of perspective.

One factor to consider is that much of the evi-
dence linking third-person imagery to reduced
emotional response is from correlational studies in
clinical populations. It is possible that these
samples bias the picture of imagery perspective’s

function by focusing on a context in which the
recalled events (trauma) may tend to involve
emotions based on concrete appraisals (an assump-
tion also worthy of study). In such a context, we
would expect third-person imagery to reduce the
intensity of emotion, thereby serving avoidant
goals. Thus, it seems important to explore imagery
perspective’s emotional effects in a wide range of
contexts, including those that afford other effects
of third-person imagery’s processing function.

One example that suggests the context and
motivations shape the effects of imagery perspec-
tive's processing function comes from research in
non-clinical samples, manipulating individuals’
motivation to understand the broader meaning of
events in their lives (Libby & Eibach, 201 1a). Instruct-
ing participants to think about the broader meaning
of events in their lives (vs the concrete details of the
event) makes them more likely to picture those
events from the third-person perspective, consistent
with the idea that third-person imagery facilitates
abstract processing. This effect held regardless of
whether the pictured events were positive or nega-
tive, suggesting that in a context where people’s
epistemic motivations are heightened, they may
employ the processing function of third-person
imagery in the service of making meaning rather
than in the service of avoiding emotion.

This example highlights the potential for greater
insights that could be gained by exploring the role
of context and motivation in shaping imagery per-
spective’s emotional effects. Indeed, initial work
affirms the value of this approach, orthogonally
manipulating imagery perspective and positive
reappraisal instructions as participants recalled sha-
meful life events. For high shame-prone individuals,
third-person (vs first-person) imagery decreased
shame only when combined with positive reapprai-
sal; in the absence of appraisal instructions, third-
person (vs first-person) imagery increased shame
(Krishnamoorthy et al., 2020).

Another possibility that our analysis raises is that
even within a clinical context, people’s use of third-
person imagery could reflect diverse motives. The
worse outcomes that third-person recall of trauma
predicts have been interpreted as avoidance inter-
fering with exposure therapy (Williams & Moulds,
2007b). However, the negative prognosis for indi-
viduals who use third-person imagery could also
or instead reflect heightened anxiety resulting
from third-person imagery (analogous to the
finding that psychological distance can evoke



anxiety; Doré et al., 2015) or increased sense of the
trauma’s self-concept centrality (Berntsen et al.,
2003; Berntsen & Rubin, 2006; Berntsen & Rubin,
2007). It is possible that all three mechanisms
could contribute, and differentially across individ-
uals. Therefore, it may be productive for therapy
to identify which mechanism is at play to tailor
therapy. For example, if the problematic emotions
reflect abstract appraisals, third-person imagery
rather than first-person could be more effective in
exposure therapy that seeks to integrate emotions
into trauma event representations (Foa & Roth-
baum, 1998).

New insights into third-person imagery and
other’s (vs one’s own) view of the self

Third-person imagery can also function to provide
information about how the self appears to others.
That is, when people are concerned with the visual
details of what they look like, they may adopt a
third-person visual perspective to understand the
visual content of others’ viewpoint. However, even
when the focus is on the literal visual appearance
of the self, the mere adoption of a third-person per-
spective itself serves as a reminder that other view-
points on the situation exist and that other's
thoughts should be taken into consideration
(Cohen et al., 2007). That is, consistent with the pre-
dictions of our model, the mere prompt to consider
other vantage points has the potential to impact a
person’s cognition (Noah et al, 2018). Indeed,
because third-person imagery evokes a processing
style based in high-level belief structures, it should
be better suited (vs first-person imagery) to process
the information that is relevant to considering how
the self will be perceived by others (e.g. by enhan-
cing the accessibility of beliefs about cultural
norms, how others might perceive an action, etc.).
That is, to the extent that third-person imagery
evokes a processing style that better allows people
to understand an event in relation to these broader
belief systems, as our model proposes, it makes
sense that people would use third-person imagery
in these situations.

It is worth noting, though, that our account posits
a broader function for third-person imagery and the
information it causes people to rely on. That is, our
model proposes that third-person imagery evokes
a processing style that functions to help people
form an abstract interpretation of one’s actions.
And, although understanding others’ abstract
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interpretations of those actions is one important
type of understanding that people sometimes seek,
people might also sometimes want to develop
understanding of their actions based on their own
abstractinterpretations. That is, given the processing
function of perspective, an interest in the abstract
interpretation of one’s actions more generally
should promote third-person imagery, and the indi-
vidual’s goal in the moment should then determine
which high-level beliefs are utilised: when one's
goal is to understand how the self will appear to
others, people should rely on their high-level
beliefs about cultural norms and appropriate behav-
iour, but when one’s goal is to understand how an
event fits in one’s broader life narrative, people
should rely on their own high-level self-beliefs.

Indeed, in some cases, it appears that it is one’s
own rather than others’ abstract interpretations that
shape third-person imagery. For instance, in the
research mentioned earlier on self-esteem and
failure, third-person vs first-person imagery showed
greater activation of self-knowledge (Libby et al,
2011). Additionally, as discussed earlier, in research
that manipulated the perspective people used to
imagine themselves in an interracial interaction,
people’s forecasted anxiety in the imagined interracial
interaction situation corresponded more closely with
their own explicit self-standards to be non-prejudices,
controlling for any concerns about appearing preju-
diced to others, when they used the third-person vs
first-person perspective (Libby et al,, 2014). Thus, it
appears that although sometimes third-person
imagery may involve seeing the self through others’
eyes (i.e. using others’ standards to make meaning
of one’s actions), other times third-person imagery
involves seeing the self through one’s own eyes (i.e.
using self-standards to make meaning of one’s
actions). However, the common theme across all
these findings is that third-person imagery supports
a focus on the interpretation of the meaning of
one’s actions or the evaluation of those actions
against a standard. This mode of evaluation relies on
abstraction, which raises the possibility that people
use third-person in order to facilitate a more abstract
understanding of their actions, regardless of whether
it's one’s own or another person’s understanding.

Insights into overlooked effects of first-
person imagery

Our model seeks to provide a comprehensive
account for understanding the function of third-
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person imagery by positing a distinct processing
style for each imagery perspective. However, in
doing so, our model also raises questions about
the function of first-person imagery that many
approaches do not consider because they treat
first-person imagery as the default. That is, in
addition to asking why people sometimes adopt a
third-person imagery perspective (rather than first-
person), we might also ask why people sometimes
adopt a first-person imagery perspective (rather
than third-person). What functional value does
first-person imagery provide, and how does this
shape our understanding of the psychological func-
tion of mental imagery more broadly?

Our model suggests that first-person imagery
evokes a processing style that leads people to rely
on their low-level experiential reactions to objects
in the pictured scene. This can provide value as
people’s memories are not always based in their
past experiential reactions, but can instead be
biased by their pre-existing beliefs (Bartlett, 1932;
Robinson & Clore, 2002; Ross, 1989). Similarly,
people’s beliefs about themselves fail to accurately
predict how their experientially-based biases (e.g.
implicit racial biases) will impact their behaviour in
future situations (e.g. Gawronski & Bodenhausen,
2007; Olson & Fazio, 2008; Rydell & McConnell,
2006). As such, guiding people to use first-person
imagery can help them recall their experiences in
a way that better matches their actual past reactions
and is less biased by their self-beliefs (Niese, Libby,
Eibach, & Carlisle, 2019) and help people better
recognise how their implicit biases might impact
their future behaviour (Libby et al., 2014).

However, this does not mean first-person
imagery should always increase the accuracy of
people’s memories or judgments about a pictured
scene. In particular, just as people’s memories are
sometimes shaped by their self-beliefs, so too can
people’s experiences in the moment be shaped by
their self-beliefs (e.g. Critcher & Dunning, 2009).
Indeed, people do not always engage in experiential
processes governed by their low-level associative
reactions in the moment, as evidenced by various
studies that employ experimental manipulations
to increase reliance on these processes (e.g.
Gawronski & LeBel, 2008; Jordan et al., 2007; Ken-
drick & Olson, 2012; Koole et al., 2009). That is, the
effectiveness of these approaches to enhance
experiential processing suggests that a processing
style focused on one’s experiential reactions might
not always be the default state. Thus, the processing

style evoked by first-person imagery may some-
times differ from how people actually processed a
past event in the moment. And, when recalling situ-
ations where such a mismatch exists, third-person
imagery should create more accurate memories by
leading people to rely on the self-beliefs that
shaped their actual experience in the moment,
whereas first-person imagery might produce a
biasing effect on memory in these situations by
enhancing reliance on experiential processes that
people were not attuned to in the moment. That
is, contrary to the assumption that first-person
imagery is a default that necessarily more closely
reflects past experience, our model suggests
instances in which it could become a source of
bias. In this way, our model suggests avenues for
future research exploring the function of each
type of imagery perspective that provides novel pre-
dictions about when each might cause people’s
mental images to more accurately reflect their
actual experiences.

Conclusion: recommendations for
systematic research into imagery
perspective functions

People’s capacity to step outside a recalled or ima-
gined action and watch it unfold from an external
vantage point is a fascinating mental trick. Since
Nigro and Neisser (1983) originally documented
this phenomenon of third-person visual imagery,
researchers have learned that such imagery func-
tions to shape social cognition in surprisingly rich
and varied ways. In this paper, we sought to highlight
the value of taking a more systematic approach that
studies how these various effects interrelate due to
common underlying social-cognitive function that
links them, rather than studying these effects in iso-
lation of each other. When a particular effect of third-
person imagery is examined in isolation, this can give
a distorted understanding of how third-person
imagery shapes social cognition. The integrative,
social-cognitive process model that we propose
can help to reconcile seemingly discrepant patterns
in the literature—e.g. the relation between perspec-
tive and emotional response. A process model also
can help direct attention to distinctive social-cogni-
tive functions of perspective to ensure that its
effects are not neglected.

Another approach that will be essential to
gaining a complete understanding of the role
that perspective plays in social cognition is to



experimentally test both the determinants and
consequences of perspective. The majority of the
evidence we reviewed treats imagery perspective
as the independent variable, while the research
that has measured perspective is primarily correla-
tional, leaving the direction of these effects
ambiguous. That is, far fewer studies follow the
example of Nigro and Neisser's (1983) approach
of also testing whether manipulating people’s
goal (e.g. as in their work directing people to
focus on feelings vs objective details) impacts
the perspective they adopt. It is critical for
researchers to use this two-pronged research strat-
egy in order to systematically examine the hypoth-
esised functions of imagery perspective. Studies in
which first-person vs third-person perspective is
the independent variable and the hypothesised
functional effect is the dependent variable allow
researchers to test whether effects corresponding
to the hypothesised function emerge when the
perspective that participants use to visualise an
event is experimentally controlled. To establish
that people capitalise on a potential function, it
is essential to conduct a parallel set of studies in
which the presence vs absence of the hypoth-
esised functional demand is the independent vari-
able and the visual perspective that the person
reports using is the dependent variable (e.g.
Cohen et al,, 2007; Libby & Eibach, 2011a).

As the field continues to explore the functions of
first-person and third-person imagery and integrate
them into more comprehensive models, we are
learning that this imagery is intimately connected
to our sense of self. In particular, the integrative fra-
mework that we reviewed suggests that the distinc-
tion between first-person and third-person imagery
maps onto the distinction between the I-self, corre-
sponding to concrete, momentary sensation of self
that is evoked in particular moments, and the me-
self, corresponding to the abstract conception of
oneself that integrates events into a coherent
sense of self-identity (see Libby & Eibach, 2011b).
Visual perspective may thus be a useful tool to
more directly investigate the distinction between
the I-self and me-self, which has been a long-stand-
ing theoretical framework for understanding the self
that has not been the subject of much direct empiri-
cal investigation. Ultimately, a deepened under-
standing of the functions of mental imagery thus
may contribute to the broader project of developing
a more comprehensive and nuanced understanding
of the self.
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