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 A distinction between introspection and non-introspection is often viewed as a purely conceptual dis-

tinction. However we attempt to show that introspection and non-introspection not only differ conceptually 

and that there seems to be empirical support for such a distinction. We define non-introspection as a 

situation when we are conscious of something, say a cup. Introspection on the other hand is a mental 

state where we know we are conscious of something. So, when introspecting, we become conscious of 

our conscious states. 

 

 In a simple experimental set-up, Overgaard, Kauffmann & Ramsøy (2001) tested the hypothesis that 

we could make an empirical distinction between introspection and non-introspection. The subjects in their 

experiment were asked to report form, colour, and location of different stimuli, presented on a computer 

screen. However, instead of just recording accuracy in an all-or-non-fashion, they decided to investigate 

the degree of accuracy in introspecting subjects compared to non-introspecting subjects. The introspect-

ing group was instructed to report about their conscious experience of the stimulus whereas the non-

introspecting group made a forced choice task. In the studies by Overgaard, Kauffmann & Ramsøy (2001) 

as well as in our own (Overgaard & Sørensen, 2004), we have found a difference in behavioural data, 

which gives rise to empirical support for a distinction between introspection and non-introspection as two 

measurable mental states. We found that conditions in which subjects were to report about a stimulus, of 

which they were conscious, differed from conditions in which they were to report about their experience of 

the same stimulus.  

EXPERIMENT #1 

 Overgaard, Kauffmann & Ramsøy (2001) was criticized that their results were confounded by differ-

ences in attention. We set out to investigate this critique by replicating their experiment with the addition 

of two dual tasks, a visualisation task and a word repetition task (data is displayed in fig. 1 above). In the 

table above, data from the four conditions are listed. The red table contains data listed in an all-or-non-

fashion. Below in the blue boxes, data are listed in a semi qualitative fashion. Here we include two new 

categories “Near correct” (N1) and an extra for the colour category “Near correct 2” (N2) to indicate that 

subjects had been aware of some part of the stimulus. Stimulus could be presented in one of three posi-

tions (this limitation is the reason why we do not see any N1), however for colour and for form we could 

apply this semi qualitative analysis. Stimulus could be 1 of 34 different shapes made from simple forms 

(such as circle, triangle and square) and combinations of simple forms (such as half a square combined 

with half a triangle). Furthermore stimulus changed colour at random between red, green, yellow, blue 

and grey (each colour category could attain 8 different hue levels). Applying a semi qualitative analysis for 

colour would mean that if the subject reported the right colour and hue it would be recorded as a correct. 

If they reported the right colour but one hue level wrong it was categorized as an N1. Where they 2-3 hue 

levels away form the correct hue it would be recorded as an N2. 

 

 Our results indicate that the subjects who were introspecting were not just performing a divided atten-

tion task. The two new groups showed similar results as the non-introspection subjects and we still found 

a different data pattern in the subjects in the introspective group (Overgaard & Sørensen, 2004). Even 

though the non-introspective group showed the same data pattern as the two divided attention groups, the 

three groups seems to elicit different workloads on the system. It seems implausible that the differences 

data should be due to that subjects have to divide their attention.  
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CONCLUSION 

 We have found measurable differences between introspective and non-introspective reports, not only in 

behavioural data but also in electrophysiological data. Moreover, this can be obtained within subjects 

which strengthen the hypothesis that a distinction between introspection and non-introspection is not 

merely a conceptual dispute. Furthermore introspection seems to elicit a stronger negative wave in the 

early visual system and a stronger positive response in more parietal areas than non-introspection. 

 

 We claim that our findings have an impact on experimental psychology in general and especially in the 

search for neural correlates of consciousness. These findings must be taken into account when designing 

neuroscientific experiments on consciousness in order to avoid confounding the results. 
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EXPERIMENT #2 

 In a second experiment we wanted to test whether we could find the indications in a simpler design. 

The stimuli was changed from the report of colour, shape, and position to an experimental set-up, where 

the subject where to report either yes or no to whether they thought something had been presented on 

the screen or not - or, in the introspective condition, whether they had an experience of something (see 

the instructions in the box below). Furthermore we made EEG measurements during the experiment to in-

vestigate electrophysiological differences and their temporal resolution. This was inspired by Koivisto & 

Revonsuo (2003) who isolated EEG components of attention (LP) and awareness (VAN). We also wanted 

to investigate whether our two conditions elicited differences in LP and VAN components. 

FIG 2 - experiment #2 setup 

EXPERIMENT #2 - continued        FIG 4 - EEG cartoon 

FIG 3 - EEG waves for non-introspection, introspection and EEG difference waves 

  
Form Colour Position 

�on-intro Intro �on-intro Intro �on-intro Intro 

Correct 61 % 42 % 53 % 40 % 82 % 78 % 

Wrong 30 % 44 % 41 % 53 % 12 % 16 % 

Blank 9 % 14 % 6 % 7 % 6 % 6 % 

  
Form Colour Position 

Verbal Visual. Verbal Visual. Verbal Visual. 

Correct 47 % 34 % 40 % 33 % 73 % 71 % 

Wrong 41 % 58 % 53 % 61 % 20 % 23 % 

Blank 12 % 8 % 7 % 6 % 7 % 6 % 

  
Form Colour Position 

�on-intro Intro �on-intro Intro �on-intro Intro 

Correct 61 % 42 % 53 % 40 % 82 % 78 % 

Wrong 21 % 17 % 19 % 15 % 12 % 16 % 

�1 9 % 27 % 19 % 15 % 0 % 0 % 

�2 - - 3 % 26 % - - 

Blank 9 % 14 % 6 % 7 % 6 % 6 % 

  

Form Colour Position 

Verbal Visual. Verbal Visual. Verbal Visual. 

Correct 47 % 34 % 40 % 33 % 73 % 71 % 

Wrong 30 % 46 % 26 % 36 % 20 % 23 % 

�1 11 % 12 % 22 % 18 % 0 % 0 % 

�2 - - 5 % 7 % - - 

Blank 12 % 8 % 7 % 6 % 7 % 6 % 

FIG 1 - experiment #1 setup and data 

Differences in instructions 

Introspection: 

 “You are to report ‘yes’ if you had a visual experi-

ence of seeing a dot, that is, you saw a dot on the 

screen, and ‘no’ if you did not. It is crucial that your 

report concerns your experience. That means that 

you are not to perform any guesses.” 

Non-Introspection: 

 ”You are to report ‘yes’ if you believe that there 

has been a dot on the screen and ‘no’ if you do not. 

It is of no interest to us whether you actually see the 

dot or not – your task is simply to guess whether the 

dot was shown and to do so as correctly as possi-

ble.”  

 Behavioural data from the experiment replicated 

earlier findings. Furthermore this study measured 

within subjects and not between groups, as our 

earlier studies did. 

 

 Difference waves was calculated by subtracting 

misses from hits. This way we capture the condition 

where stimulus was present and the subject was ei-

ther not aware or aware of it. We found significant 

differences between the two instructions in the 

early peak in O1. Moreover, we also found signifi-

cant difference in the later processing around me-

dial parietal area measured in the Pz electrode. 

 

  The differences in instructions is also illustrated by the cartoon to 

the right (fig. 4), where non-introspection is illustrated in the two top 

rows and introspection in the two bottom rows. 


