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Attention Capture: Studying the Distracting Effect of 
One’s Own Name 

 
Erik Marsja 

 
This study examined the attention capturing effect by one’s own name using a 
cross-modal oddball task. It was hypothesized that one’s own name would 
yield more distraction than a familiar name and a random name. Twenty-one 
participants (mean = 23.48 year) took part in the experiment. A standard 
sound and three deviant sounds were used (own name, a familiar name and a 
random name). The results revealed that the deviant sounds yielded longer 
response times than the standard sound (all p's<.05), a familiar name yielded 
longer response time than one's own name (p=.036), but, no difference in 
response latencies between the random name and the other names were found. 
It’s concluded that the own name may speed up responses due to arousal, 
while the familiar name on the other hand act more distracting. Lack of power 
can possibly explain some of the results, and a reaction time task may 
disentangle possible differences not shown in this study. 

 
When you are sitting at your favourite coffeehouse, having your preferred beverage 

and reading your favourite journal you are able to do this despite the coffeehouse is 
crowded and there are many conversations going on around you. When someone 
suddenly utter your name it will probably automatically capture your attention, and 
you will maybe begin to listen to what the person who mentioned your name is 
talking about.  

Human attention can be seen as a filter, obtaining more information from the 
stimuli that is attended and inhibiting information extraction from the stimuli that is 
unattended (Broadbent, 1958; Treisman, 1964). This is referred in the literature as 
selective attention which enables humans to maintain focus on relevant inputs, 
thoughts, or actions while blocking irrelevant or distracting ones. The ability to 
maintain focus on, for example a conversation in an environment full of 
conversations is called the cocktail party effect. Still a sound that is highly relevant to 
the listener’s interest, for example the listeners name or a high sound can capture the 
listener’s attention (Cherry, 1953).  

One of the fundamental questions about the attention system is whether this 
filtering occurs before identification of stimulus, as assumed by early selection 
theories, or if they occur later, after identification of stimulus, as assumed by late 
selection theories. 

Broadbent (1958) proposed an early selection theory in which when two stimuli are 
presented at the same time they gain access in parallel, but that only one of the 
stimulus are getting through the filter on basis of its acoustical properties, whereas the 
other stimulus remains in the buffer for later processing. Triesman (1964) also 
developed an early selection theory but argued that analysis of the unattended 
information is reduced or attenuated by the filter. She further proposed that the 



 

 2

analysis of stimulus continues through a hierarchy in a systematic manner. The 
thresholds of all stimuli that correspond with the context of expectations are lowered. 
This eventuate in stimuli that are not fully processed sometimes exceed the threshold 
of conscious awareness. Furthermore, Treisman was also one of the first to show that 
the semantic content of a to be ignored message is processed, and that words of high 
importance to the listener such as the own name will much easier break through the 
filter. Based on the same theme, Deutsch and Deutsch (1963) proposed a late 
selection theory wherein all stimuli are fully analysed and according to their view the 
stimulus response is determined on how important or relevant it is to the listener. 

 
Dichotic listening task   

Past studies describing the involuntary processing of one's own name in a to be 
ignored message and other relevant signals have used the dichotic listening task 
developed by Cherry (1953). In the dichotic listening task participants are told to 
listen to a passage of speech through headphones. Further, they are told to shadow 
(repeat), the passage of speech in one channel and are to ignore the other channel. 
While participants are shadowing the speech, a message is presented in the 
unattended channel. Cherry's experiment showed presenting a message in the 
unattended channel captured participant's attention.  Moray (1959) followed up 
Cherry's experiment and the results from his study showed that most of the message 
presented in the unattended channel was successfully filtered out. However, when the 
subjects own name was presented it captured the subject’s attention of approximately 
a third of the subjects. The effect of presenting one's own name has been followed up 
and the results, in line with above mentioned studies, showed that presenting subjects 
own name serve as a distraction from the shadowing task. When participant’s own 
name was presented in the irrelevant channel, a third of the participant's, showed 
increased errors and response lags to the two words subsequent to the name (Wood & 
Cowan, 1995).  More recent studies have also showed that performance in irrelevant 
sound experiments using dichotic measurements may be mediated by individual 
differences. For example, Conway, Cowan and Bunting (2001) followed up the above 
mentioned study with an experiment in which the participant's working memory 
capacity was measured. The results from the experiments showed that participants 
with a low-span working memory capacity were more distracted by the irrelevant 
message than participants with high working memory capacity. 

 
Attention capture: Electrophysiological evidence 

That attention can be capture involuntarily by sudden changes in task-irrelevant 
sounds is well known. This has mostly been studied from an electrophysiological, as 
well as a cognitive perspective using an oddball paradigm, in which participants are 
being exposed to repeated auditory sounds. During most of the task, the same sound 
is repeated (standard). On rare and unpredictable occasions, a new sound is used, 
such as a different tone or a word (deviant or novel). The difference between a novel 
sound and a deviant sound is matter of definition: a sound is novel only the first time 
it is presented, by further presentation of a novel sound it is a deviant sound (Escera, 
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Alho, Winkler & Näätänen, 1998). From the electrophysiological perspective the 
deviants, are characterized by a pattern of three specific brain responses. First, there 
is the mismatch negativity (MMN), which is an event-related potential component 
that occur when presenting a deviant or a novel sound. The MMN response is only 
elicited when a deviant, or a novel, sound is presented subsequent to auditory 
stimulation and reflects a change-detection process comparing memory traces for 
preceding sound and current sound (e.g., Näätänen & Winkler, 1999). Second, if 
sound is sufficiently deviant, the MMN is followed by a positive event-related 
potential, the P3a. The P3a response indicates that the deviant, or novel, sound has 
captured attention in an involuntarily manner. Furthermore the deviant sound is likely 
to be in focus of attention (e.g., Friedman, Cycowicz, & Gaeta, 2001; Grillon, 
Courchesne, Ameli, Geyer, & Braff, 1990; Woods, 1992). Third, when participants 
must carry out a primary task a late event-related potential negativity occurs, the 
reorienting negativity (RON). RON reflects processing back from the task-irrelevant 
sound to the primary task (Schröger & Wolff, 1998). 

While research investigating attention capture have primarily focused on sound-
related electrophysiological responses, some studies have had a secondary aim to 
examine the impact of attention capture on behavior while participant's engage in an 
attention-demanding task. These attention-demanding tasks, called oddball tasks, 
usually involve presenting deviant sounds among standard sounds to an unattended 
ear and results in longer response times to target sound on the attended channel 
(Schröger 1996; Schröger 1998). In the next part the behavioral impact of a novel or a 
deviant sound will be explained.  

 
Attention capture: the behavioral impact 

Most oddball studies use a method in which targets (e.g., participants making 
judgments of a tones duration) (e.g., Berti, 2008) and to be ignored irrelevant 
distractors (deviants) have solely been presented in the auditory modality. Further, 
most of the research has been primary investigating the electrophysiological 
responses to a deviant or a novel sound while behavioral distraction is a secondary 
and mostly not discussed in detail. There are some studies that have elucidated the 
cognitive underpinnings of their behavioral impact.  Furthermore, some studies have 
shown that distraction is not only present in the auditory modality but also when 
using a cross-modal paradigm in which participants usually performs a visual task in 
which they are to categorize digits as odd or even. Preceding each digit a sound not 
relevant to the task is presented which participants are instructed to ignore (e.g., 
Escera, Yago & Alho, 2001; Andrés, Parmentier & Escera, 2006)  

In a study that aimed to find the cognitive locus of distraction Parmentier, Elford, 
Escera, Andrés & San Miguel (2008) reported that behavioral distraction reflects the 
time required for attention to switch to and back from the novel (or the deviant) sound 
rather than the slower processing of the target.  

Furthermore, in a study using a cross-modal oddball task in which the participants 
judged whether the direction of a presented arrow was left or right. On most trials, 
prior to each presentation of an arrow a standard sound was presented and on rare 
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trials a deviant sound, either “left” or “right”, was presented. On half rare trials the 
deviant sound and the arrow presented was congruent. On the remaining half of the 
trials the deviant sound and the arrow was incongruent. The results showed that the 
semantic content of the deviant lead to longer response latencies to the visual target 
(Parmentier, 2008). A study using a similar paradigm that only differed in the time 
span between the deviant sound and the visual target (“left” or “right”) confirmed the 
results of Parmentier’s experiment. Further, on the trials with longer duration between 
the deviant sound and the visual target the participants showed longer response 
latencies than on the trials with shorter duration between the deviant sound and the 
visual target (Parmentier, Turner & Elsley, 2011). The results from these studies 
implies that a deviant or a novel sound undergoes some semantic analysis and are not 
acting distracting merely because they deviate from the pattern of presented standard 
sounds. 

These findings are of key interest for the present study, since the oddball task has 
proved sensitive in capturing behavioral effects by spoken words content. One 
limitation in past research of for example the behavioral distraction by one's own 
name, may benefit by using this methodology since this effect have only been proven 
in the dichotic listening paradigm. Furthermore, most of these studies have not 
included a very strict methodological control. For instance, some studies lack of 
control in comparing the subject's own name to another name (Moray, 1959).  
Furthermore, the studies that did use both the subject's own name and another name 
do not appear to have done so in a very controlled way. For instance, they do not 
specify whether the names were matched in length or familiarity (Wood & Cowan, 
1995; Conway, Cowan & Bunting, 2001).  

If one's name genuinely has a special value and acts as a unique stimulus due to its 
reference to one's self, then it is essential to show that it distracts participants in 
various experimental settings, not only in the dichotic listening task. The present 
study seeks to test the stated generality of the effect by using the cross-modal oddball 
task in which participants are to categorize visually presented digits as odd or even 
while ignoring task-irrelevant sounds presented through headphones. 

Conway, Cowan & Buntings (2001) experiment suggests that the one third of 
subjects that are more easily distracted, by their own name, during the dichotic 
listening tasks have a low working memory capacity. Since, stimuli in a cross-modal 
paradigm are presented for short time periods it will reduce internal processing of 
stimuli. Therefore, the working memory component will be minimized and it will 
provide a purer measure of attention capture. In the cross-modal paradigm most of the 
participants probably will notice the presentation of their name.  

Based on past studies, using the cross-modal oddball task, it was expected that 
three names acting as deviant sounds (own name, familiar name and random name) 
should result in longer response time compared to a standard tone. Further, it was 
expected that the accuracy should be high for both deviants and standard tone 
(Parmentier et al, 2008; Parmentier, 2008).   

Based on the studies using participant's own name in a dichotic listening task the 
key aim with this study was to examine the attention capturing effects of one's own 
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name. Due to that previous studies have not controlled for familiarity, the present 
study used a familiar name to verify that one's own name does not capture attention 
merely as a result of the frequency it is heard. Further, a random name was used as a 
control for one's own name and the familiar name. Based on previous assumptions 
that one’s own name break through the filter and acts distracting, it was expected that 
one's own name should produce greater distraction than a familiar name, and that the 
familiar name, due to its familiarity, should produce greater distraction than the 
random name. 
 
 

Method 
Participants 

Twenty-one people (14 men and 7 women), with a mean age of 23.48 year (SD 
=2.9 year), took part in the experiment in exchange for a small payment. All were 
undergraduate students at Umeå University except two. They were native Swedish 
speakers and reported normal hearing and normal or corrected-to-normal vision. 

 
Stimuli 

Three deviant sounds spoken in a male voice were used in this experiment 
(participants own name, a name highly familiar to each participant, and a random 
name).  A screening procedure took place before the experiment in which the 
participants were asked to rank a list of their ten most familiar names. The highest 
ranked name that matched the number of syllables in the participant's own name and 
gender was used as a deviant sound (henceforth called “familiar name”). As a control, 
a random name was selected and matched in a similar way (henceforth called 
“random name”), that was not ranked among the familiar names of each participants 
list. 

The standard tone consisted of a sinewave tone of a frequency of 625 Hz, with 10 
ms intensity ramps at the onset and the offset. . 

 
Apparatus 

All sounds were recorded, normalized and digitally edited to have duration of 400 
ms, a sampling rate of 24100 Hz and16 bit mono-phonic using Audacity 1.3-beta 
software. The task was programmed in E-Prime, and executed on a computer running 
Microsoft Windows 7 Enterprise equipped with a 24-inch widescreen LCD-monitor. 
Sounds were presented between 68-74 dB, binaurally, through Peltor listen-only 
headset. 

 
Procedure 

Before the experiment started participants had to read and fill in an informed 
consent. They received written and oral instructions about the task and procedure 
were informed to respond as quickly and as accurately as possible and to ignore the 
sounds. Participants performed a cross-modal oddball task in which they were 
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presented with four blocks of 372 trials each (12 practice standard trials and 360 test 
trials). In each trial, participants had to categorize a digit (1–6) as odd or even. During 
each trial, except during the presentation of a digit, a fixation cross was presented at 
the center of the screen. The digits were presented for 300 ms in random order but 
with equal probabilities at the center of the screen. All were presented in black color 
against a grey background, with a viewing angle of approximately 2.6°.  In all trials, a 
400 ms sound was presented 100 ms before the onset of the visual stimulus. The time 
participants had to respond was 1000 ms from the onset of a digit. The adjacent trial 
was initiated automatically after 100 ms. For a schematic illustration of a trial see 
figure 1. To respond participants used the keys z and x on the computer keyboard 
using two fingers of their dominant hand. The mapping between the response keys 
and the odd/even responses was counterbalanced across participants.  The standard 
tone was presented on 70 % of trials, while the deviant sounds were presented on the 
remaining 30 % of trials (the participant’s name, a familiar name and the name 10% 
of the trial each). In each block of 360 test trials the participants own name, a familiar 
name and a random name were presented 18 times each. In the remaining 252 trials 
the standard tone was presented. The presentation of the standard and the deviant 
trials were otherwise random and different for each participant.  

 
 

 
 
 
Figure 1. A schematic illustration of a trial in the cross-modal oddball task. 

Subsequent to each sound offset (deviant or standard) a visual target (a digit) is 
displayed for 300 ms. From the onset of visual target there is a 1000 ms respond 
window. Subsequent trial begins after 100 ms. 
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Results 
Both mean accuracy and response times for correct responses for the standard and 

the deviant conditions were analyzed. Performance on the standard trials subsequent 
to a novel trial was excluded in the analysis, since standard trials that are subsequent 
to a deviant trial are known to contain a retained distraction (Parmentier & Andrés, 
2010). 

 
Response latencies  

A one-way ANOVA for repeated measures were carried out on the response 
latencies for correct responses (see Figure 2). Results showed that participants were 
significantly slower in the deviant condition compared to standard, F(3, 60)=15.739, 
MSE = 117.868 p<.001, ŋ 2

p =.435. A test of within-subjects contrasts revealed that 

each deviant condition yielded significantly longer response times than the standard 
condition (all p's<.05). Interestingly, exposure to participants own name showed 
significantly less distraction in terms of faster response times compared to the 
familiar name (p=.036). However, no significant difference in response times were 
found between the familiar names compared to the random names (p=.155). 
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Figure 2. Performance in the cross-modal oddball paradigm. The bars represent 
mean response latencies and the error bars represent one standard error of the mean.    
 
Accuracy 

The proportion of correct responses was, as expected, high (M = .897, SD = .036). 
A one-way ANOVA for repeated measures were carried out and showed no 
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significant main effect due to accuracy, F(3, 60), MSE = .001, p=.723, ŋ 2
p  =.022, (see 

Table 1).  
 
 

Table 1. Mean and standard deviation response accuracy for all the deviant sounds 
and the standard sound. 
 

 

 

Discussion 
The key aim with this study was to investigate if one’s own name capture attention 

to a larger degree than a familiar name and a random name. The rationale behind this 
study is based on that past research examining the behavioral effect of one's own 
name on attention have used dichotic listening tasks. In the dichotic listening task the 
names are usually embedded in other sounds.  Further, the studies using dichotic 
listening task have methodological shortcomings and do not examine attention 
capture. 

The present study used a different paradigm, the cross-modal oddball paradigm. 
This study used a familiar name to control that it is not merely the familiarity of one's 
own name that captures attention and a random name to control the familiar name. 
The study had three expectations. First, the expectation that all deviant sounds (own 
name, familiar name and random name) should yield longer response times compared 
to a standard tone. Second, that the participants own name should yield longer 
response times compared to a name familiar to the participants. Third, that a familiar 
name should result in longer response time compared to a random name.  

In line with previous cross-modal oddball studies no significant difference in 
accuracy arose and all deviant sounds yielded longer response time compared to the 
standard tone (Parmentier, 2008; Parmentier et al, 2008.). However, one interesting 
result revealed that two of the deviant sounds exhibited different degrees of 
distraction (own name and familiar name).  The results contradict the hypothesis that 
one's own name should result in more behavioral distraction than a familiar name. 
Instead, the results from the experiment show that a familiar name is more distracting 
than one's own name. A significant effect between the familiar name and one's own 
name were found (p=.036). 

Moreover, the random name did not act less distracting than either one's own name 
nor a familiar name. No significant effect was found between the random name and 
one's own name or between random name and the familiar name (although this effect 
may be significant with increased sample size, p=.155).  

Deviant
Standard Own name Familiar name Random name

Mean .896 .899 .9 .892
SD .048 .053 .051 .054
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There are few previous studies, using the cross-modal oddball paradigm, that have 
investigated the semantic properties of deviant and novel sounds. Furthermore, there 
is no study that has used a cross-modal oddball paradigm with names as deviants. 
Therefore, it is hard to draw any hard conclusions from the results in the present 
study. The next paragraphs will discuss the possible underlying effects for the results. 

 
Own name speeds up reaction? 

That the own name is less distracting than a familiar name may be due to the 
potency of one's own name to speed up the response compared to the familiar name. 
The commonsense notion is that when your own name is uttered you respond quickly. 
Possibly, one's own name is starting pre-motor actions in the brain. These pre-motor 
actions can arise through a burst of arousal. It has been demonstrated that a deviant 
sound sometimes can work facilitating rather than distracting. In a study, by San 
Miguel, Linden & Escera, (2010), using a cross-modal oddball paradigm consisting 
of three conditions of working memory load: no-load, load-2 and load-3. In all three 
conditions the participants were presented with an encoding array consisting of 
images that were either faces or scrambled images. The participants were to respond 
as accurately and as quickly as possible. In the load-2 and load-3 conditions the 
participants were to judge whether the target stimulus where present in the encoding 
array or not. In the no-load condition participants were to indicate whether the target 
stimulus had been a face or not. For the duration of each trial a standard tone was 
played and in with a probability of 1/12 a novel sound were played prior to the target 
stimulus. San Miguel et al. argued that the facilitating effect of a novel or deviant 
sound could arise due to alerting reflective responses. It was also argued that a surge 
of arousal is the underlying factor behind the facilitating stimulus. Although there is 
an essential difference between the method in above mentioned study and the method 
in the present study, for example it could be speculated that one’s own name exhibit a 
burst of arousal that triggers a pre-motor response. Moreover, there has been 
suggested that a bundle of nerves in the cochlea, olivocochlea bundle (OCB), fine 
tunes the auditory system to be more responsive to expected sounds than to less 
expected sounds. This fine tuning may also activate pre-motor response (Styles, 2005, 
pp. 190-191). One’s own name is probably a more expected sound in comparison to 
the other two sounds used in the present study. It could be speculated that this could 
be the reason why participant’s response time is faster for one's own name in 
comparison to the familiar name. For further investigation, a study designed to 
explore whether arousal may be a cause to the possible speed of responses in the 
subjects own name condition, a simple independent measure of reaction time may 
disentangle this question. 

 
Own name a call for urgency? 

Moreover, results from a similar oddball study by Ljungberg & Parmentier (2011) 
also showed facilitation effects by deviants. In their study 28 participants performed a 
computerized task in which they categorized arrows pointing to the left or to the right 
during exposure to infrequently and un-expected spoken words (urgently spoken or 
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calmly spoken, of neutral or negative content) presented through headphones. The 
results showed that while all words captured attention (longer mean response time 
than in baseline standard condition), urgently spoken words speeded up responses in 
the ongoing task compared to calmly spoken.  That something is perceived urgently 
depends not only on the acoustical features (e.g. pitch, speed and level) of a word but 
also the semantic properties of a word (Edworthy, Hellier, Walters, Clift-Mathews & 
Crowther, 2003). Although, the study by Ljungberg and Parmentier (2011) and the 
present study’s methods differ it is possible that one’s own name may yield a sense of 
urgency and mediated a similar effect as that found in Ljungberg and Parmentier’s 
study. Therefore, one’s own name resulted in faster response times in comparison to a 
familiar name.  

 
Familiar name prolongs semantic analysis? 

The familiar name on the other hand, showed more distraction than one's own 
name, and could undergo more semantic analysis due to its familiarity. In a study 
using a passive oddball task the deviant sounds used were the participant’s name 
uttered in a familiar voice or in an unfamiliar voice. The results from this study 
revealed that brain activity for one’s own name uttered in a familiar voice resulted in 
more brain activity (Holeckova, Fischer, Morlet, Delpuech, Costes, & Mauguière, 
2008). Although this study did not discuss any behavioral implications of the results 
and the increased brain activity was due to a familiar voice one could speculate that 
this could implicate that familiarity undergoes more analysis in the brain which could 
result in more distraction. However, carefulness should be exerted when attempting to 
relate electrophysiological and behavioral indexes of attention capture, especially 
given evidence that the two do not necessarily correlate (e.g., Corral & Escera, 2008; 
SanMiguel, Morgan, Klein, Linden, & Escera, 2010). 

 
Other methodological observations 

The fact that there were no significant difference between familiar name and 
random name could be a question of statistical power. There is a possibility that the 
number of participants were too few. On the other hand, it can also be due to 
methodological problems. Among the random names chosen there could also be some 
names familiar to the participant. One participant explicitly mentioned that the name 
that was used as a random name was the name of a former cohabitant. This name was 
probably highly familiar to the participant. Further, since the participants were from 
the same generation the random names chosen could be names that were common 
during their generation. Due to these two consequences the random names for several 
of the participants could be a name with relative high familiarity.  This could have 
resulted in that the random name undertook a deeper semantic analysis due to its 
familiarity.  

Since, all sounds (deviant and standard) had duration of 400 ms which resulted in 
that a few names with 4 or more syllables sounded rather urgently spoken in 
comparison to names with less syllables. This may have had an attention capturing 
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effect induced by these names, but since the names were matched to have the same 
number of syllables the effect would even out.  

 
Conclusions and implications 

To summarize, this study did not find that one's own name was more potent in 
capturing attention, than a familiar name and a familiar name was not more 
distracting than a random name. Instead the most distracting of the three deviants 
were the familiar name. One possibility is that the own name could be triggering a 
pre-motor activation, or is processed in a similar way as urgently spoken words 
(Ljungberg & Parmentier, 2011) and consequently speed up responses. Another 
explanation could be that one’s own name creates a burst of arousal (SanMiguel et al. 
2010). The results may benefit from a follow up study with increased sample size to 
be able to discriminate possible differences between the random name and the 
familiar name. A further step would be to use the same type of stimuli in a response 
time paradigm. In such paradigm no other components would interfere and it may be 
a good method to independently measure if arousal is explanatory factor behind the 
faster response times for one’s own name.  

Although, it is premature to draw any conclusions, this study indicates that one’s 
own name may not be so special after all. To determine this, it should be examined in 
a study with an increased sample size.   
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