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SHORT ABSTRACT:  28 
An experimental paradigm was created to measure the effects of self-distancing in young 29 
children (4‒6-year-olds). Self-distancing is a process through which individuals adopt a less 30 
egocentric perspective. This paradigm has been used to examine the effects of self-distancing on 31 
young children’s self-regulation.  32 
 33 
LONG ABSTRACT:  34 
Self-distancing (i.e., creating mental distance between the self and a stimulus by adopting a less 35 
egocentric perspective) has been studied as a way to improve adolescents’ and adults’ emotion 36 
regulation. These studies instruct adolescents and adults to use visual imagery or language to 37 
create distance from the self before engaging in self-regulation tasks and when thinking about 38 
past and future events. For example, adults are asked to recall past, negative emotional 39 
experiences from either a first-person perspective (no distance) or a third-person perspective 40 
(self-distanced). These studies show that a self-distanced perspective allows adults to cope more 41 
adaptively when recalling negative feelings. However, the self-distancing paradigm used with 42 
adults was not developmentally appropriate for young children. This modified self-distancing 43 
paradigm involves instructing children to think about their thoughts, feelings, and actions from 44 
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different perspectives that vary in their distance from the self while completing a self-regulation 45 
task. The paradigm involves randomly assigning children to use one of three perspectives: self-46 
immersed, third-person, or exemplar. In the self-immersed condition, children are asked to think 47 
about themselves using the first-person perspective (e.g., “How am I feeling?”) and no distance 48 
is created from the self. In the third-person condition, children are asked to create distance from 49 
the self by using the third-person perspective (e.g., “How is [child’s name] feeling?”). In the 50 
exemplar condition, the greatest distance from the self is created by asking children to pretend 51 
to be a media character and to think about that character’s thoughts and feelings (e.g., “How is 52 
Batman feeling?”). Studies using the self-distancing paradigm with 4‒6-year-olds have found that 53 
as the amount of distance from the self increases (self-immersed < third-person < exemplar), 54 
children perform better on self-regulation tasks. These findings suggest that the strategies 55 
implemented in the self-distancing protocol may be useful to include in self-regulation 56 
interventions for young children.  57 
 58 
INTRODUCTION:  59 
Self-regulation is the ability to deliberately control one’s thoughts, actions, and emotions. Self-60 
regulation involves the interaction between “reactive” and “deliberate” processes and is a 61 
general concept that includes several different types of skills such as emotion regulation, 62 
executive function, perseverance, and effortful control (i.e., parent-reported temperament 63 
measure of self-regulation)1. Several studies have found that self-regulation is associated with 64 
and predictive of many important cognitive and social outcomes2,3. Additionally, early self-65 
regulation skills have been found to be predictive of long-term wealth and health outcomes4. This 66 
previous research highlights the importance of intervening early to improve young children’s self-67 
regulation skills for more positive life outcomes later.  68 
 69 
One strategy for improving young children’s self-regulation is self-distancing. Self-distancing 70 
refers to creating mental distance between the self and a stimulus by having individuals think 71 
about their thoughts, feelings, or actions from an outsider’s perspective5. Self-distancing is one 72 
form of psychological distancing. Psychological distancing refers to creating mental distance 73 
between a stimulus and response. This distance allows individuals to reflect and demonstrate 74 
greater control of their emotions, actions, and thoughts6,7. Most of the previous research on 75 
psychological distancing with children has focused on creating distance by transforming the task 76 
stimuli. For example, having children think about treats in an abstract way such as imagining that 77 
marshmallows are clouds during a delay of gratification task8 or replacing actual treats with 78 
symbols (e.g., pile of rocks to represent a pile of jelly beans) during a reverse- contingency task9,10 79 
promotes better performance. However, a few studies have created psychological distance in 80 
other ways such as by having children make decisions for another person instead of for 81 
themselves11 or thinking about an individual who would perform well on the task, like 82 
Superman12. These studies also showed benefits of psychological distancing for children’s ability 83 
to delay gratification11,12. 84 
 85 
While self-distancing seems like another promising way to improve different aspects of children’s 86 
self-regulation, the majority of the research on self-distancing has been conducted with adults. 87 
Self-distancing has been studied with adults mainly in the domain of emotion regulation. In these 88 



 
  
studies, adults are asked to use visual imagery or language to create distance from the self13. For 89 
example, they are instructed to recall a past event that evokes negative emotions by visualizing 90 
it either through their own eyes (non-distanced) or from an outsider’s perspective or as if they 91 
were “a fly on the wall” (self-distanced)13,14,15. In other studies, adults are asked to use first-92 
person (non-distanced) or third-person speech (self-distanced) while thinking about past 93 
negative emotions16,17,18,19,20,21. These studies suggest that taking a distanced perspective helps 94 
adults focus on why they are feeling what they are feeling instead of focusing on the negative 95 
emotions themselves and results in better coping when recalling these past negative 96 
emotions13,14,15,16,17,18,19,20,21. 97 
   98 
Recently, a self-distancing paradigm for children was created by modifying the self-distancing 99 
conditions used in the adult literature to be developmentally appropriate for young children22 100 
and creating an additional self-distancing condition based on children’s love for role-play23. The 101 
self-immersed condition was adopted from the adult literature and is meant to elicit an 102 
exaggerated egocentric or first-person perspective. Theoretically, the self-immersed condition 103 
should be more detrimental to children’s performance than a control condition in which children 104 
are not given any distancing instructions. In the control condition, children may take on a first-105 
person perspective by default, but they are not as immersed in this perspective as children in the 106 
self-immersed condition. In both the self-immersed and control conditions, participants should 107 
not be creating distance from the self. The third-person condition creates some distance from 108 
the self by asking children to think about themselves using their own name. This condition allows 109 
children to think about their own thoughts, feelings, and actions from a distanced perspective. 110 
Finally, an additional condition called the exemplar condition was created by looking at past 111 
research with children on role-play such as a study by Karniol and colleagues12 in which children 112 
were asked to pretend to be Superman during a delay of gratification task. In the exemplar 113 
condition, children are instructed to take the perspective of another person by pretending to be 114 
a media character. Having children pretend to be someone else creates even more distance from 115 
the self than the third-person condition since it asks children to think as if they were someone 116 
else with different thoughts, feelings, and skills. It also allows children to use their love for role-117 
play, which peaks in early childhood23. During the target task, children are given either verbal or 118 
visual (e.g., stickers, costumes) reminders of their self-distancing condition. Allowing children to 119 
use the different self-distancing strategies while performing self-regulation tasks avoids children 120 
having to retrospectively remember situations in which they needed to exert self-regulation. 121 
While the adult literature allows researchers to study the difference between taking a non-122 
distanced and distanced perspective, this child self-distancing paradigm allows children to take 123 
on a broader range of distances from the self (self-immersed, third-person, and exemplar) and 124 
allows researchers to test the effectiveness of these varying amounts of distance from the self 125 
on the children's self-regulation. 126 
 127 
In this article, we describe the self-distancing paradigm in detail, including the materials needed 128 
and the procedure for using this paradigm with young children. Additionally, we discuss results 129 
from studies that have used the self-distancing paradigm to examine its effects on young 130 
children’s (3‒6-year-olds) self-regulation. Finally, we discuss ways that the self-distancing 131 



 
  
paradigm can be used in future research, potential modifications to the paradigm, and 132 
implications for using it.  133 
 134 
The target task that children complete while using the self-distancing instructions varies 135 
depending on the focus of the study. The following protocol demonstrates how the self-136 
distancing paradigm can be used during a perseverance task24. However, the self-distancing 137 
paradigm can be applied to a number of behavioral tasks that involve effort on the part of the 138 
child. The task must be sufficiently challenging so that not all children will succeed even without 139 
the task manipulation, and yet not too far beyond their developmental level such that they 140 
cannot understand the instructions or perform the task under any circumstances. The following 141 
illustration of the self-distancing paradigm was used with typically developing 4- and 6-year-142 
olds24. 143 
 144 
PROTOCOL:  145 
All methods described here were approved by the Institutional Review Board at the University of 146 
Minnesota and complied with guidelines for research with human subjects. Written informed 147 
consent was obtained from a parent or guardian of the child participants, and verbal assent was 148 
obtained from children given they were too young to provide written consent.  149 
 150 
1. Procedure 151 
 152 
1.1. Randomly assign 4‒6-year-old children to one of three experimental conditions: self- 153 
immersed, third-person, or exemplar.  154 
 155 
NOTE: It is optional to include a control group that receives no special modifications to the 156 
standard task instructions. 157 
 158 
1.2. Obtain written informed consent from a parent or guardian of the child participant.  159 
 160 
1.3. Build rapport with and obtain verbal assent from child participants. See Supplementary File 161 
1: Appendix A for an example of an assent script that can be used by the experimenter.  162 
 163 
1.4. Introduce the target task to the child. 164 
 165 
NOTE: The target task will vary depending on the study’s focus.  166 
 167 
1.4.1. Introduce the distracting task. Show a tablet computer (e.g., iPad) to the child and say, 168 
“Okay, I am going to show you a game on this before we start our work.”  169 
 170 
1.4.2. Ask the child, “Have you ever played on an iPad before?” to get a sense of the child’s 171 
experience with iPads or touchscreens.  172 
 173 
1.4.3. Open up the “Where’s My Water” app on the device to the second level and let the 174 
introduction play.  175 



 
  
 176 
NOTE: “Where’s My Water” is only one example of an app that could be used for the 177 
perseverance task described. The app used should be simple enough for children in the study’s 178 
age range to understand and be a game they would be tempted to play.  179 
 180 
1.4.4. Say, “This is the game. Have you ever played Where’s My Water before?” Wait for child’s 181 
response and then say, “In this game, you want to get the water into the pipes so the alligator 182 
can take his shower. To get the water to him, you have to move the dirt out of the way. See how 183 
moving my finger on the screen digs through the dirt?” Drag finger through dirt but only a little 184 
(not enough to complete the level).  185 
 186 
1.4.5. Say, “Sometimes there will be rocks in the way, like this” and point to the rock on the 187 
screen. Then say, “Then you have to move the dirt around the rock, like this” and demonstrate 188 
how to move dirt around the rock.  189 
 190 
1.4.6. Say, “After the dirt is out of the way, the water can flow to the pipes. I want the water to 191 
go to this pipe, so I am going to move my finger like this” and drag finger the rest of the way so 192 
that the water flows to the pipe. Watch the animation then restart the level by pressing the circle 193 
arrow.  194 
 195 
1.4.7. Say, “Did you see how I got the water to the pipe? Now you try.” Let the child try the level.  196 
 197 
1.4.7.1. If the child completes the level, say, “Good job! You got the water to the alligator.” 198 
 199 
1.4.7.2. If the child does not complete the level, say, “Good job, let’s try again. Try moving the 200 
dirt out of the way so that it gets to the pipe. Demonstrate the game again and let the child try 201 
again. Continue this process until the child is able to complete the level or they have tried 6 times.  202 
 203 
1.4.8. Say, “Good. Once you finish, you’ll see these buttons” and show buttons on the screen (if 204 
the child completed level) or on the script page (if the child did not complete the level). Then say, 205 
“If you want to play this level again, you can press the left button” and point to the left button 206 
that says “Replay.” 207 
  208 
1.4.8.1. Then say, “If you want to play the next level, press this button (point to the right button 209 
that says “Next”) and you’ll get a new screen.” Finally, say, “If you accidently press this button 210 
(press the middle button that says “Levels” so the game goes to the “box screen”), just pick a 211 
new box to play.” 212 
 213 
1.4.9. Ask the child, “Do you have any questions about this game?” Wait for the child to respond 214 
and then answer any questions that he or she has about the game.  215 
 216 
1.4.10. Say, “Great! That’s the game you will get to play later.” 217 
 218 



 
  
1.4.11. Open the “Where’s My Water” app to the first level on the device so that it is ready to 219 
play when the child chooses to. Place the device next to the computer so that it is easily accessible 220 
to the child while they are sitting at the computer.  221 
 222 
1.4.12. Introduce the work task to the child. Say, “Now, I’m going to show you the work that 223 
we’re going to do today. It would be helpful if you worked hard on this. This is a very important 224 
activity and it would be helpful if you worked hard on this for as long as you could. The reason I 225 
want you to do this activity is because you would be a good helper.” 226 
 227 
1.4.13. Ask the child a rule check question to make sure the child understands why the 228 
experimenter wants them to play the game. Say, “Can you tell me why I want you to do this 229 
activity? 230 
 231 
1.4.13.1. If the child responds incorrectly (i.e., does not say “to be a good helper” or something 232 
similar) or does not respond, say, “Oops! Remember, I want you to do this activity because you 233 
would be a good helper. So, why do I want you to do this activity?” Move on to the next step 234 
after the second try and correction.  235 
 236 
1.4.14. Say, “Now, I’ll show you how this activity works.” Start the computer program, select the 237 
child’s condition using the arrow keys, and then press the space bar twice to continue.  238 
 239 
1.4.15. Place a cardboard overlay on the keyboard to cover all non-relevant keys for the task.  240 
 241 
1.4.16. Say, “The goal of this activity is for you to feed pieces of cheese to a mouse. Whenever 242 
you see a picture of cheese on the computer screen you can feed the mouse by pressing the 243 
space bar” and then point to the space bar.  244 
 245 
1.4.17. Say, “But, sometimes there won’t be cheese, and instead a cat may appear! Whenever 246 
you see a picture of a cat, make sure you do NOT press the space bar.” 247 
 248 
1.4.18. Press the space bar twice to start the rule check phase.  249 
 250 
1.4.18.1. Ask the child, “What will you do when you see a picture of a piece of cheese on the 251 
computer screen?”  252 
 253 
1.4.18.2. If the child responds incorrectly (i.e., doesn’t say “press the button” or something 254 
similar), say, “Oops! Remember, when you see the cheese you press this button” and point to 255 
the space bar. Then say, “So, if you see the cheese, what do you do?” Move on to the next step 256 
after the second try and correction.  257 
  258 
1.4.18.3. Say, “What will you do if you see a picture of a cat?” 259 
 260 



 
  
1.4.18.4. If the child responds incorrectly (i.e., does not say “nothing” or something similar), say 261 
“Oops, remember when you see the cat you do nothing. So, when you see the cat what do you 262 
do?” Move on to the next step after the second try and correction.  263 
 264 
1.4.19. Say, “Great job! Let’s practice” and then press the space bar twice to begin the practice 265 
trials (4 trials with feedback). Then say, “When you see the cross on the screen, just look at it.” 266 
 267 
1.4.19.1. After the first practice trial runs, read the feedback on the screen, and press the space 268 
bar twice to continue. Continue running the rest of the practice trials and reading the feedback 269 
on the screen.  270 
 271 
1.4.20. Say “Good job! You are ready to start the real activity!” and press the space bar twice to 272 
start the activity. Allow the child to work on the work task for 1 min.  273 
 274 
1.4.21. Say, “Great. You did a good job! Remember, it would be helpful if you worked hard on 275 
this for as long as you could. But, this activity can get pretty boring. So, when you want, if you 276 
want, you can take a break by pressing this button. It’s your choice.” Then place the break button 277 
overlay (sticker with picture of the game) on the keyboard.  278 
 279 
1.4.22. Demonstrate how children can take a break. Say, “And then you can switch and play this 280 
game (motion to the tablet computer [e.g., iPad]) like this.” Then demonstrate moving over to 281 
the tablet and starting the game.  282 
 283 
1.4.23. Say, “Then, when you’re done taking a break you can come back to the activity and press 284 
this button again like this.” Point to the break button on the keyboard before pressing the break 285 
button.  286 
 287 
1.4.24. Ask the child a rule check question to make sure they know how to take a break. Say, 288 
“Now, what do you do when you want to take a break?” 289 
 290 
1.4.24.1. If the child responds incorrectly (i.e., does not say “press the break key” or something 291 
similar), say, “Remember, you press this button when you want to take a break” and point to the 292 
break key. Then say, “So, what do you do if you want to take a break?” Move on to the next step 293 
after the second try and correction.  294 
  295 
1.4.25. Ask the child a rule check question to make sure they understand what to do when they 296 
want to end a break. Say, “And what do you do when you’re done taking a break?” 297 
 298 
1.4.25.1. If the child responds incorrectly (i.e., does not say “press the break key” or something 299 
similar), say, “Remember, you press this button when you’re done taking a break” and point to 300 
the break key. Then say, “So, what do you do if you’re done taking a break?” Move on to the next 301 
step after the second try and correction.  302 
 303 
1.5. Introduce a self-distancing strategy based on the condition that children were randomly  304 



 
  
assigned to (self-immersed, third-person, or exemplar condition) by saying, “Before we get 305 
started, I’d like to tell you about something that you can do during this activity.”  306 
 307 
NOTE: The following example is for a child randomly assigned to the exemplar condition. Follow 308 
the scripts in Supplementary File 1: Appendix B based on the child’s assigned self-distancing 309 
condition.  310 
 311 
1.5.1. Say, “It would be helpful if you worked hard on this. This is a very important activity and it 312 
would be helpful if you worked hard on this for as long as you could. You would be a good helper 313 
if you worked on this activity for as long as you can, but it can be boring sometimes. Some kids 314 
like to pretend that they’re somebody else who would be a really hard worker on this activity, 315 
when it gets boring. That’s what I’d like you to do today.” 316 
 317 
1.5.2. Show the child a laminated sheet of paper with pictures of four characters that are familiar 318 
and popular in the participating children’s culture and age range and say, “Which one of these 319 
characters would you like to [pretend to] be for this activity?” 320 
 321 
NOTE: In past studies with 4‒6-year-olds from the United States, Batman, Superman, Bob the 322 
Builder, Rapunzel, Elsa (Frozen), and Dora the Explorer have been used.  323 
  324 
1.5.3. After the child chooses a character, say, “Okay, to help you pretend you get to wear this.” 325 
Then give the child the prop associated with their chosen character, so they can wear it.  326 
 327 
NOTE: Some examples of props used in past studies include a cape for Batman, a tool belt for 328 
Bob the builder, a tiara for Rapunzel, and a backpack for Dora the Explorer.  329 
 330 
1.5.4. Say, “So, if you get bored at any point during this task, ask yourself, “Is [character’s name] 331 
working hard?”  332 
 333 
NOTE: The phrase “Is [character’s name] working hard” can be modified based on the nature of 334 
the target task. For example, in an emotion regulation task, “How is [character’s name] feeling?” 335 
could be used.  336 
 337 
1.5.5. Tell the child about reminders to help them remember their self-distancing condition. Say, 338 
“You’re going to hear reminders to help you remember. The computer will say, “Is [character’s 339 
name] working hard? This sticker will help you remember too.” Place a sticker of the child’s 340 
chosen character on the computer used for the work task. Then say, “When you see the sticker, 341 
remember to ask, “Is [character’s name] working hard?”  342 
 343 
1.5.6. Make sure the child can repeat their self-distancing prompt. Say, “Now you try it. Say, “Is 344 
[character’s name] working hard?”” Continue to ask the child to say this prompt until they are 345 
successfully able to do so.  346 
 347 
1.5.7. Say, “So remember, while you are working on this activity, I just want you to think whether  348 



 
  
[character’s name] is working hard.  349 
 350 
1.6. After the child’s assigned self-distancing strategy has been explained, say,” Okay “I’m going  351 
to be in the corner doing some work. Do you have any questions now, before we start?” Wait for 352 
child to respond and answer any questions.  353 
 354 
1.7. Say, “It would be helpful if you worked hard on this for as long as you could. Remember, if 355 
you see the cheese, you press this button (point to space bar) and if you see the cat you don’t 356 
press any button. If you want to take a break press this button (point to break button). Make 357 
sure you stay in your seat while you’re on the computer or playing the game.” Then say, “Okay, 358 
go ahead and start the activity” and point to the computer.  359 
 360 
1.8. Sit in the corner of the room with back turned to the child and look busy doing work. Let the  361 
child work on the task for 10 min.  362 
 363 
NOTE: Make sure the child starts with the computer activity.  364 
 365 
1.9. After the task is over, ask the children questions about the tasks and their use of their 366 
assigned self-distancing strategy (See Supplementary File 1: Appendix C). 367 
 368 
NOTE: The questions included in Appendix C are specific to the perseverance task example 369 
described in this protocol. The questions asked after the target task should be modified to be 370 
relevant to the target task being used and can serve as a manipulation check to make sure that 371 
the children remembered their distancing strategy, to determine whether they were using that 372 
strategy, and to get information about their motivation and thoughts about the target task itself.  373 
 374 
REPRESENTATIVE RESULTS:  375 
 376 
Overall effectiveness of self-distancing  377 
The self-distancing paradigm has been used in several studies focusing on young children’s self-378 
regulation including executive function skills, perseverance, and emotion regulation. To 379 
determine the effectiveness of self-distancing, children’s performance on the target task is 380 
compared across the different self-distancing conditions (self-immersed, third-person, and 381 
exemplar). Studies with children between the ages of 3 and 6 years have found that children 382 
demonstrate better task performance when taking a self-distanced perspective (third-person or 383 
exemplar) than taking a self-immersed perspective22,24. For instance, White and Carlson22 tested 384 
3- and 5-year-olds and found that 5-year-olds’ performance on a card-sorting executive function 385 
task was better for children in the more distanced conditions (third-person and exemplar) than 386 
in the no distance conditions (self-immersed and control; 𝜂𝑝

2 = 0.26) Moreover, linear trend 387 

analyses revealed that children’s performance on the executive function task increased as the 388 
distance from the self increased (See Figure 1). In another study by White and colleagues24, there 389 
was a main effect of distancing for 4- and 6-year-olds’ persistence during a boring work task in 390 
the face of a distraction. A linear trend analysis showed children persisted longer as the distance 391 
from the self increased, with children in the exemplar condition showing the most perseverance 392 



 
  
(𝜂𝑝

2 = 0.05; See Figure 2). Moreover, the distancing effect on children’s perseverance was still 393 

found after controlling for verbal ability, gender, baseline executive function, and theory of mind.  394 
 395 
Individual differences in the effectiveness of self-distancing  396 
Some studies have begun to examine for whom the self-distancing strategy works best. Age has 397 
been the most studied factor. Studies that have compared the effectiveness of the self-distancing 398 
strategy for younger and older children have shown that children must be at least 4 years of age 399 
to benefit from the distancing strategy. For example, one study with 3- and 5-year-olds found 400 
that 5-year-olds but not 3-year-olds benefitted from self-distancing during an executive function 401 
task called the Minnesota Executive Function Scale (MEFS; 𝜂𝑝

2 = 0.26)22. The MEFS is a 7-level 402 

card sorting game in which children are tasked with sorting cards based on different rules such 403 
as sorting by color or by shape. Children’s MEFS scores indicate their highest level passed (range 404 
from 0 to 7) with higher levels passed indicating greater executive function skills. However, other 405 
studies have shown that 4-year-olds can benefit from self-distancing during a perseverance task 406 
as much as 6-year-olds (𝜂𝑝

2 = 0.05)24 and that 4-year-olds can benefit more from self-distancing 407 

than 6-year-olds during an emotion regulation task (𝜂𝑝
2 = 0.07)25, perhaps because the 6-year-408 

olds already were using intrinsic coping strategies in that task.  409 
 410 
A few studies also have looked at individual differences in specific cognitive skills and whether 411 
they predict how children respond to the self-distancing manipulation. For example, White and 412 
Carlson22 found that 3‒5-year-olds with better theory of mind or perspective-taking skills 413 
benefitted more from the self-distancing strategy, regardless of age (𝜂𝑝

2 = 0.09; See Figure 3). It 414 

is likely that higher theory of mind skills allowed them to be better able to adopt the perspective 415 
of the media character they were impersonating. In another study, Grenell and colleagues25 416 
found that 4‒6-year-olds with lower executive function (EF) and effortful control (EC) benefitted 417 
more from the self-distancing strategy, displaying less frustration during the attractive toy in a 418 
box task, even after controlling for children’s verbal ability (EF 𝜂𝑝

2 = 0.07; EC 𝜂𝑝
2 = 0.06; see 419 

Figure 4). Together, these findings suggest that age may be serving as a proxy for different levels 420 
of certain cognitive skills that may be necessary for using the self-distancing strategy and these 421 
levels may differ depending on the type of self-regulation task used. Therefore, certain 422 
individuals may benefit more from the self-distancing paradigm than others.  423 
 424 
FIGURE AND TABLE LEGENDS:  425 
 426 
Figure 1. Mean performance of 3- and 5-year-olds (N = 96) on an executive function task called 427 
the Minnesota Executive Function Scale (MEFS) by self-distancing condition and age group. In 428 
this study, children were randomly assigned to one of four self-distancing conditions: self-429 
immersed, control, third-person, or exemplar. Possible scores on the MEFS range from 0‒7. Bars 430 
represent 95% confidence interval (CI). ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05. This figure has been adapted from 431 
White and Carlson22. 432 
 433 
Figure 2. Percentage of time 4- and 6-year-olds (N = 180) spent on a boring work task by self-434 
distancing condition (self-immersed, third-person, and exemplar) and age group. During the 435 



 
  
boring work task, children were distracted by an entertaining game on the tablet computer, so 436 
the y-axis represents the percentage of time they worked on the boring work task and not the 437 
entertaining game on the tablet. Bars represent 95% CI. This figure has been adapted from White 438 
et al.24.  439 
 440 
Figure 3. Mean Minnesota Executive Function Scale (MEFS) scores by self-distancing condition 441 
and theory of mind score adjusted for age (N = 96). A median split was used to divide children 442 
into a low theory of mind or high theory of mind group depending on their performance on a 443 
battery of theory of mind tasks. Children in the not self-distanced group included children in the 444 
self-immersed and control groups, and the self-distanced group included children in the third-445 
person and exemplar conditions. ToM = theory of mind. Bars represent 95% CI. ** p < 0.01. This 446 
figure has been adapted from White and Carlson22. 447 
 448 
Figure 4. Self-distancing condition by executive function (EF) level interaction for mean global 449 
frustration rating controlling for age in months, verbal ability (Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test 450 
Scores), and time on task (in seconds). In this study, 4- and 6-year-olds (N = 139) were randomly 451 
assigned to one of four self-distancing conditions: self-immersed, control, third-person, and 452 
exemplar. The children completed a frustrating task while using their assigned self-distancing 453 
strategy. The frustrating task was coded, and children received a global frustration rating which 454 
was a score between 1 and 3 based on their ability to regulate their emotions and behaviors 455 
during the frustrating task. Bars represent standard error of the mean. This figure has been 456 
adapted from Grenell et al.25. 457 
 458 
DISCUSSION:  459 
The child self-distancing paradigm described herein is important because it is developmentally 460 
appropriate and capitalizes on young children’s love for role-play23. Previous research shows that 461 
this method can be successfully implemented with children between 4 and 6 years of age and 462 
that children who create the most theoretical distance from the self by pretending to be a 463 
popular media character show better performance on self-regulation tasks than children who 464 
use the first-person perspective22,24,25. 465 
 466 
Some of the critical steps of the protocol involve explaining the self-distancing strategies to young 467 
children and making sure they understand the rules of the game and their self-distancing strategy 468 
by asking rule check questions. It is also important that children have sufficient language ability 469 
to be able to understand the distancing instructions and to use language to create distance from 470 
the self, such as thinking about oneself in the third-person or thinking about someone else 471 
entirely. Therefore, it is recommended to use this paradigm with typically developing 4‒6-year-472 
olds who have sufficient verbal ability to understand the task and that a measure of vocabulary 473 
is collected to be able to control for verbal ability. It is also important that children are reminded 474 
of their self-distancing strategy during the target task to lessen the working memory demands 475 
and to ensure they do not forget the strategy they are supposed to be using. Researchers should 476 
take care in choosing the type of reminder that works best for the target task they are using. For 477 
example, in the study by Grenell and colleagues25, the use of audio reminders during an emotion 478 
regulation task that elicited frustration actually seemed to annoy some children. However, similar 479 



 
  
audio reminders used in the study by White and colleagues24 did not seem to annoy children 480 
while working on a persistence task. Therefore, depending on the nature of the target task and 481 
whether the task evokes an emotional context, the same type of reminder might affect 482 
participants differently.  483 
 484 
Another modification that researchers need to be aware of is making sure that children have 485 
background knowledge about the characters they are asked to pretend to be in the exemplar 486 
condition. Therefore, researchers should use media characters that are familiar and popular in 487 
the participating children’s culture. Alternatively, novel characters can be introduced with similar 488 
results, but children must be introduced to the characters and given background knowledge 489 
about the character’s personalities and competencies before introducing the target task and self-490 
distancing strategies27. Being familiar with the characters will allow children to be better able to 491 
impersonate the characters when asked to use that self-distancing strategy. It is also important 492 
that the characters that children are asked to pretend to be are competent. Research examining 493 
the effects of the character’s competency on the effectiveness of pretending to be someone else 494 
for children’s self-regulation suggests that the competency of the character matters and that 495 
there can be different effects of pretending to be someone else depending on the character’s 496 
traits. For example, there is some evidence that children perform better on self-regulation tasks 497 
when they are wearing a cape and asked to pretend to be someone who would be good at the 498 
target task than when they wear a cape and are asked to pretend to be someone who would not 499 
be good at the target task12,26. It is possible that having children pretend to be an exemplar media 500 
character allows them to identify with the character that is generally good at everything, which 501 
in turn leads children to take on a more competent self-image during the target task. However, 502 
the third-person condition also has children create distance from the self and has also been found 503 
to be more beneficial for children’s self-regulation than the self-immersed condition, and yet 504 
there is no identification with an exemplar character in the third-person condition22,24. Therefore, 505 
it is most likely a combination of distancing and identifying with the character that makes the 506 
exemplar condition most effective12,26.  507 
 508 
Another way the self-distancing paradigm can be modified is by including a control group that 509 
does not receive any manipulation during the target task in addition to the three self-distancing 510 
conditions (self-immersed, third-person, and exemplar). Adding a control group is advantageous 511 
because it allows researchers to compare children’s standard performance on the target task to 512 
children’s performance when they use the self-distancing strategies. However, there can be 513 
unanticipated consequences of using a control group if the lack of self-distancing strategies is not 514 
the only way the control and experimental self-distancing conditions differ. For example, there 515 
may be an effect of having additional instructions to remember in the experimental groups, but 516 
not the control group, or the reminders used in the experimental groups may influence children’s 517 
behaviors in unexpected ways such as children finding verbal reminders of their self-distancing 518 
strategies annoying during certain tasks. Additionally, children in the control group may use 519 
specific strategies spontaneously that influence their performance on the target task. Any 520 
unexpected differences between the control and experimental groups can make differences in 521 
performance challenging to interpret.  522 
 523 



 
  
One potential concern with the self-distancing paradigm is making sure that self-distancing itself 524 
is being manipulated across conditions. A few studies using this self-distancing paradigm found 525 
that the third-person and exemplar conditions were more beneficial for children’s self-regulation 526 
than the self-immersed perspective22,24. Given that children are asked to create distance from 527 
the self in both of these conditions, this evidence suggests that manipulating self-distancing itself 528 
is effective. Moreover, linear trend analyses suggest that task performance improves as the 529 
theoretical distance from the self increases22,24. While these results suggest that self-distancing 530 
is being manipulated as expected, it is also important that studies using the self-distancing 531 
paradigm include a way to check to make sure that children are engaging in self-distancing in the 532 
third-person and exemplar conditions. One type of manipulation check that has been used in 533 
previous studies is asking children questions after the target task about their self-distancing 534 
strategies and their performance on the task24,25. For example, one previous study found that 535 
78% of the children correctly remembered their distancing prompt (e.g., “How is Batman 536 
feeling?”) suggesting they were keeping their distancing strategy in mind during the target task25. 537 
The researchers also reported anecdotal evidence suggesting that children were creating 538 
distance from the self by thinking about how another person such as Batman would approach 539 
the task. For example, a 6-year-old told the experimenter that he persisted during a frustrating 540 
task because “Batman never gets frustrated.”25 Therefore, it is recommended that researchers 541 
include a manipulation check to ensure children were engaging in self-distancing during the task 542 
according to their self-distancing condition.  543 
 544 
One limitation of the self-distancing paradigm is that there are numerous ways that children 545 
might be using the self-distancing strategies during the target task. Although children’s self-talk 546 
during the target task provides evidence that they are using the self-distancing strategies and 547 
most children remembered the self-distancing prompt they were supposed to be asking 548 
themselves during the task (e.g., “Am I working hard?”) when asked by the experimenter, a more 549 
in-depth examination of how children are using the self-distancing strategies would be ideal. For 550 
example, it would be useful to know if children are using the self-distancing strategies to distract 551 
themselves from the difficulty they are having with the target task or if they are using the self-552 
distancing strategies to reflect on their thoughts, feelings, and actions while working on the 553 
target task. Future studies could modify the self-distancing paradigm to give researchers a better 554 
understanding of exactly how using the self-distancing strategies are affecting children’s self-talk 555 
and behavior during the target task. This information will allow researchers to have a better sense 556 
of how children are using the self-distancing strategies and if there are potential ways to modify 557 
the paradigm to make sure all children are engaging in using the strategies.  558 
 559 
We see several other avenues for future research. One important direction would be to conduct 560 
studies with an active control group in which children engage in an activity that is not self-561 
distancing but involves similar cognitive processes such as using mental transformation. This type 562 
of research would provide additional evidence that self-distancing itself is being manipulated in 563 
the self-distancing paradigm. Previous research has shown that other forms of psychological 564 
distancing such as mentally transforming stimuli by thinking about them in different ways 565 
positively influence children’s performance on a delay of gratification task8. There is also 566 
evidence that certain psychological distancing strategies may be more beneficial at different 567 



 
  
ages. For example, a study found that 3-year-olds can benefit from replacing stimuli (e.g., 568 
replacing jelly beans with rocks) during a reverse-contingency task before they are able to benefit 569 
from mentally transforming the stimuli or the self9. Therefore, studies that include an active 570 
control group would provide stronger evidence on the effectiveness of self-distancing and allow 571 
researchers to compare the effects of self-distancing to other potentially effective cognitive 572 
strategies across development. More research is needed to better understand the mechanisms 573 
and processes required to successfully use the self-distancing strategy. This type of research is 574 
especially important since self-distancing may require the use of certain self-regulation skills such 575 
as working memory, cognitive flexibility, and inhibition. The study by Grenell and colleagues25 576 
collected baseline measures of children’s executive function and found that individual 577 
differences in children’s executive function skills moderated the effectiveness of the distancing 578 
strategy. Therefore, additional research is needed to better understand the contribution of 579 
individual differences in self-regulation to using the self-distancing strategy versus the 580 
contribution of engaging in distancing itself. Training studies are also needed in which young 581 
children are trained to use the self-distancing strategies to determine if children’s self-regulation 582 
improvements persist after the training. By collecting measures of children’s self-regulation 583 
before and after engaging in self-distancing, these studies would also provide stronger evidence 584 
of the potential effects of self-distancing on children’s self-regulation. Training studies can also 585 
help determine if the effects of self-distancing training can be generalized to contexts outside of 586 
the lab such as in classrooms or home environments. These types of studies are important to 587 
explore the potential long-term benefits of self-distancing in children. It would also be useful to 588 
conduct research using the self-distancing paradigm with a broader range of self-regulation tasks 589 
and to compare the effectiveness of self-distancing across them. These studies would allow 590 
researchers to better understand if the self-distancing strategy is most effective for certain types 591 
of self-regulation tasks and could be implemented as part of interventions targeting specific self-592 
regulation skills. Additional research is also needed to examine individual differences in the 593 
efficacy of self-distancing to determine how this strategy can be implemented using a more 594 
personalized intervention approach. In sum, it is important for future research to determine 595 
exactly how self-distancing can best be utilized to improve young children’s self-regulation.  596 
 597 
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Name of Material/ Equipment Company Catalog Number Comments/Description

Child-sized table
2 Child-sized chairs (one for child 

and one for experimenter) 
Camera to record children

working on the task for coding

their behaviors later
A laminated sheet of paper with 

pictures of four media characters 

that are popular with children of 

the study’s age range in their 

specific culture

In past studies, Batman, Superman, Bob the

Builder, Rapunzel, Elsa (Frozen ), and Dora the

Explorer have been used.

Props associated with each media 

character that children can wear 

while working on the target task

For example, a cape for Batman, a tool belt for Bob 

the Builder, a tiara for Rapunzel, and a backpack 

for Dora the Explorer. 

Laptop/computer to play audio 

reminders if audio reminders are 

used

These recordings should say the following for each 

condition every 60 seconds: 

Self-immersed: “Am I working hard?” 

Third- person: “Is [child’s name] working hard?” 

Exemplar: “ Is [media character’s name] working 

hard?” 

This is one option for reminding children of their 

distancing condition. The type of reminder used 

will depend on the target task and if the 

experimenter will be present in the room during 

the target task.               
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Plain stickers to write "I" or the 

child's name to be used as 

reminders for the self-immersed 

and third-person condition

Stickers can be placed on the apparatus being used

or on children's hands to remind them of their self-

distancing strategy. These stickers would have the

letter “I” for the self-immersed condition or their

name spelled out for the third-person condition.

This is one option for reminding children of their

distancing condition. The type of reminder used

will depend on the target task and if the

experimenter will be present in the room during

the target task.  

Stickers with pictures of 4 media 

characters chosen for exemplar 

condition

Stickers with pictures of the media characters used

in the study can be purchased and placed on the

apparatus being or on the children's hands to

remind them of their self-distancing strategy. This

is one option for reminding children of their

distancing condition. The type of reminder used

will depend on the target task and if the

experimenter will be present in the room during

the target task. 

Ipad or tablet with 

developmentally approariate and 

entertaining game for children in 

the age range being studied 

downloaded onto it

"Where's My Water" is one example of an app that

can be used for 4-6-yea-olds. The app should be

developmentally appropariate for the age range

being studied and a game that children of that age

want to play. This is only needed if the

perseverance target task is used. 

Laptop/computer with go/no-go 

task program described in the 

protocol 

This is only needed if the perseverance target task

is used. 



Cardboard keyboard overlay to 

cover keys that are not needed for 

the go/no-go task

This is only needed if the perseverance target task 

is used. 
Sticker illustrating iPad game to 

put on the "break" key on the 

computer keyboard

This is only needed if the perseverance target task 

is used. 
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set forth in, the CRC License.
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ARTICLE AND VIDEO LICENSE AGREEMENT 

4. Retention of Rights in Article.  Notwithstanding the
exclusive license granted to JoVE in Section 3 above, the
Author shall, with respect to the Article, retain the non-
exclusive right to use all or part of the Article for the non-
commercial purpose of giving lectures, presentations or
teaching classes, and to post a copy of the Article on the
Institution’s website or the Author’s personal website, in each
case provided that a link to the Article on the JoVE website is
provided and notice of JoVE’s copyright in the Article is
included.  All non-copyright intellectual property rights in and
to the Article, such as patent rights, shall remain with the
Author.

5. Grant of Rights in Video – Standard Access.  This Section 5
applies if the “Standard Access” box has been checked in Item
1 above or if no box has been checked in Item 1 above.  In
consideration of JoVE agreeing to produce, display or
otherwise assist with the Video, the Author hereby
acknowledges and agrees that, Subject to Section 7 below,
JoVE is and shall be the sole and exclusive owner of all rights of
any nature, including, without limitation, all copyrights, in and
to the Video.  To the extent that, by law, the Author is
deemed, now or at any time in the future, to have any rights
of any nature in or to the Video, the Author hereby disclaims
all such rights and transfers all such rights to JoVE. 

6. Grant of Rights in Video – Open Access.  This Section 6
applies only if the “Open Access” box has been checked in
Item 1 above.  In consideration of JoVE agreeing to produce,
display or otherwise assist with the Video, the Author hereby
grants to JoVE, subject to Section 7 below, the exclusive,
royalty-free, perpetual (for the full term of copyright in the
Article, including any extensions thereto) license (a) to publish,
reproduce, distribute, display and store the Video in all forms,
formats and media whether now known or hereafter
developed (including without limitation in print, digital and
electronic form) throughout the world, (b) to translate the
Video into other languages, create adaptations, summaries or
extracts of the Video or other Derivative Works or Collective
Works based on all or any portion of the Video and exercise all
of the rights set forth in (a) above in such translations,
adaptations, summaries, extracts, Derivative Works or
Collective Works and (c) to license others to do any or all of
the above.  The foregoing rights may be exercised in all media
and formats, whether now known or hereafter devised, and
include the right to make such modifications as are technically
necessary to exercise the rights in other media and formats.
For any Video to which this Section 6 is applicable, JoVE and 
the Author hereby grant to the public all such rights in the
Video as provided in, but subject to all limitations and
requirements set forth in, the CRC License.

7. Government Employees.  If the Author is a United States
government employee and the Article was prepared in the
course of his or her duties as a United States government
employee, as indicated in Item 2 above, and any of the
licenses or grants granted by the Author hereunder exceed the
scope of the 17 U.S.C. 403, then the rights granted hereunder
shall be limited to the maximum rights permitted under such

statute.  In such case, all provisions contained herein that are 
not in conflict with such statute shall remain in full force and 
effect, and all provisions contained herein that do so conflict 
shall be deemed to be amended so as to provide to JoVE the 
maximum rights permissible within such statute. 

8. Likeness, Privacy, Personality.  The Author hereby grants
JoVE the right to use the Author’s name, voice, likeness,
picture, photograph, image, biography and performance in any
way, commercial or otherwise, in connection with the
Materials and the sale, promotion and distribution thereof.
The Author hereby waives any and all rights he or she may
have, relating to his or her appearance in the Video or
otherwise relating to the Materials, under all applicable
privacy, likeness, personality or similar laws.

9. Author Warranties.  The Author represents and warrants
that the Article is original, that it has not been published, that
the copyright interest is owned by the Author (or, if more than
one author is listed at the beginning of this Agreement, by
such authors collectively) and has not been assigned, licensed,
or otherwise transferred to any other party. The Author
represents and warrants that the author(s) listed at the top of
this Agreement are the only authors of the Materials.  If more
than one author is listed at the top of this Agreement and if
any such author has not entered into a separate Article and
Video License Agreement with JoVE relating to the Materials,
the Author represents and warrants that the Author has been
authorized by each of the other such authors to execute this
Agreement on his or her behalf and to bind him or her with
respect to the terms of this Agreement as if each of them had
been a party hereto as an Author. The Author warrants that
the use, reproduction, distribution, public or private
performance or display, and/or modification of all or any
portion of the Materials does not and will not violate, infringe
and/or misappropriate the patent, trademark, intellectual
property or other rights of any third party.  The Author
represents and warrants that it has and will continue to
comply with all government, institutional and other
regulations, including, without limitation all institutional,
laboratory, hospital, ethical, human and animal treatment,
privacy, and all other rules, regulations, laws, procedures or
guidelines, applicable to the Materials, and that all research
involving human and animal subjects has been approved by
the Author's relevant institutional review board.

10. JoVE Discretion.  If the Author requests the assistance of
JoVE in producing the Video in the Author’s facility, the Author
shall ensure that the presence of JoVE employees, agents or
independent contractors is in accordance with the relevant
regulations of the Author's institution.  If more than one
author is listed at the beginning of this Agreement, JoVE may, 
in its sole discretion, elect not take any action with respect to
the Article until such time as it has received complete,
executed Article and Video License Agreements from each
such author.  JoVE reserves the right, in its absolute and sole
discretion and without giving any reason therefore, to accept
or decline any work submitted to JoVE.  JoVE and its
employees, agents and independent contractors shall have
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full, unfettered access to the facilities of the Author or of the 
Author’s institution as necessary to make the Video, whether 
actually published or not.  JoVE has sole discretion as to the 
method of making and publishing the Materials, including, 
without limitation, to all decisions regarding editing, lighting, 
filming, timing of publication, if any, length, quality, content 
and the like. 
 
11.  Indemnification.  The Author agrees to indemnify JoVE 
and/or its successors and assigns from and against any and all 
claims, costs, and expenses, including attorney’s fees, arising 
out of any breach of any warranty or other representations 
contained herein.  The Author further agrees to indemnify and 
hold harmless JoVE from and against any and all claims, costs, 
and expenses, including attorney’s fees, resulting from the 
breach by the Author of any representation or warranty 
contained herein or from allegations or instances of violation 
of intellectual property rights, damage to the Author’s or the 
Author’s institution’s facilities, fraud, libel, defamation, 
research, equipment, experiments, property damage, personal 
injury, violations of institutional, laboratory, hospital, ethical, 
human and animal treatment, privacy or other rules, 
regulations, laws, procedures or guidelines, liabilities and 
other losses or damages related in any way to the submission 
of work to JoVE, making of videos by JoVE, or publication in 
JoVE or elsewhere by JoVE.  The Author shall be responsible 
for, and shall hold JoVE harmless from, damages caused by 
lack of sterilization, lack of cleanliness or by contamination 
due to the making of a video by JoVE its employees, agents or 
independent contractors.  All sterilization, cleanliness or 
decontamination procedures shall be solely the responsibility 
of the Author and shall be undertaken at the Author’s 

expense.  All indemnifications provided herein shall include 
JoVE’s attorney’s fees and costs related to said losses or 
damages.  Such indemnification and holding harmless shall 
include such losses or damages incurred by, or in connection 
with, acts or omissions of JoVE, its employees, agents or 
independent contractors. 
 
12.  Fees.  To cover the cost incurred for publication, JoVE 
must receive payment before production and publication the 
Materials. Payment is due in 21 days of invoice. Should the 
Materials not be published due to an editorial or production 
decision, these funds will be returned to the Author. 
Withdrawal by the Author of any submitted Materials after 
final peer review approval will result in a US$1,200 fee to 
cover pre-production expenses incurred by JoVE.  If payment is 
not received by the completion of filming, production and 
publication of the Materials will be suspended until payment is 
received. 
 
13.  Transfer, Governing Law.  This Agreement may be 
assigned by JoVE and shall inure to the benefits of any of 
JoVE’s successors and assignees.  This Agreement shall be 
governed and construed by the internal laws of the 
Commonwealth of Massachusetts without giving effect to any 
conflict of law provision thereunder.  This Agreement may be 
executed in counterparts, each of which shall be deemed an 
original, but all of which together shall be deemed to me one 
and the same agreement.  A signed copy of this Agreement 
delivered by facsimile, e-mail or other means of electronic 
transmission shall be deemed to have the same legal effect as 
delivery of an original signed copy of this Agreement.   
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Dr. Alisha DSouza 

Senior Review Editor, JoVE 

1 Alewife Center, Suite 200 

Cambridge, MA 02140 

 

November 23, 2018 

 

Dear Dr. DSouza, 

 

My co-authors and I greatly appreciate the opportunity to revise and resubmit our manuscript, 

titled, “Experimental Paradigm for Measuring the Effects of Self-Distancing in Young Children” 

(JoVE59056). We have addressed the reviewers’ comments and suggestions in this revised 

version as best we could. Below, we detail these changes in relation to the specific comments.  

 

Please let me know if you have any additional questions. We look forward to hearing from you. 

 

Sincerely, 

[blinded] 

 

 

Editor’s Comments (E) 

 

E: Please take this opportunity to thoroughly proofread the manuscript to ensure that 

there are no spelling or grammar issues. 

 

Author Response: We have proofread the manuscript for spelling and grammar issues.  

 

E: Line 39: Please do not include reference(s) in the Abstract. 

 

Author Response: We have removed the reference in line 39. 

 

E: Please adjust the numbering of the Protocol to follow the JoVE Instructions for 

Authors. For example, 1 should be followed by 1.1 and then 1.1.1 and 1.1.2 if necessary. 

Please refrain from using bullets, dashes, or indentations. 

 

Author Response: We have adjusted the numbering of the Protocol section to follow the 

Instructions for Authors.  

 

E: Please revise the protocol to contain only action items that direct the reader to do 

something (e.g., “Do this,” “Ensure that,” etc.). The actions should be described in the 

imperative tense in complete sentences wherever possible. Avoid usage of phrases such as 

“could be,” “should be,” and “would be” throughout the Protocol. Any text that cannot be 

written in the imperative tense may be added as a “Note.” Please include all safety 

procedures and use of hoods, etc. However, notes should be used sparingly and actions 

should be described in the imperative tense wherever possible. 

 

Rebuttal Letter Click here to access/download;Rebuttal Letter;JoVE59056
Revision_Letter to Editor_11.23.18.docx

http://www.editorialmanager.com/jove/download.aspx?id=934540&guid=bdd97b37-4327-4e1b-bd95-d7dd496b732b&scheme=1
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Author Response: We have edited the protocol so that it only includes actions items. 

 

E: Steps 1, 2, and substeps: The Protocol should contain only action items that direct the 

reader to do something. Please either write the text in the imperative tense as if telling 

someone how to do the technique (e.g., “Do this,” “Ensure that,” etc.), or move the 

solutions, materials and equipment information to the Materials Table. 

 

Author Response: We have moved the materials and equipment information to the Materials 

Table.  

 

E: Line 193: Please specify the age range of children included in this protocol. 

 

Author Response: We have added the age range of children included in the protocol to line 193. 

 

E: Please describe in the protocol how the MEFS scores were obtained. 

 

Author Response: We have added a more detailed description of the MEFS task and how the 

scores were obtained in the section titled, "Individual Differences in the Effectiveness of Self-

Distancing.” 

 

E: Please obtain explicit copyright permission to reuse any figures from a previous 

publication. Explicit permission can be expressed in the form of a letter from the editor or 

a link to the editorial policy that allows re-prints. Please upload this information as a .doc 

or .docx file to your Editorial Manager account. The Figure must be cited appropriately in 

the Figure Legend, i.e., "This figure has been modified from [citation]."  

 

Author Response: We have uploaded the link to the policy and process for requesting reprints for 

Wiley journals. All three articles that we want to reuse figures from (Developmental Science, 

Child Development, and the British Journal of Developmental Psychology) are all published by 

Wiley. If the article is accepted, there is a formal process for requesting explicit permission to 

reprint the figures from each article. However, this process requires certain information that we 

do not have available to us at this time such as the expected publication date and the number of 

pages of the article. 

 

 

Reviewer #1 Comments (R1) 

 

Minor Concerns: 

 

R1: The authors may want to address the "chicken or egg" problem that appears on page 

1, lines 69-74. Specifically, as described, self-distancing seems to require working memory, 

which depending on the view taken, is either required for self-control or is an aspect of self-

control (see Bridgett et al., 2015; Nigg, 2017 for conceptual work considering the ontology 

of self-regulation, including self-control and working memory). Thus, description of 

existing studies could be enhanced such that it is clear that self-control or self-regulation is 

enhanced in mixed subjects designs that include a pre-test/post-test of regulation.  



 

Author Response: It is important to note that the protocol for the self-distancing paradigm 

described, includes audio or visual reminders of the children’s distancing condition to lessen the 

working memory demands during the task and to ensure that children are keeping the distancing 

instructions in mind. Nevertheless, the question of which cognitive skills are required to engage 

in self-distancing still needs to be further studied. The majority of the studies that focus on self-

distancing have only examined its benefits for improving self-regulation during a task without 

considering children’s initial level of self-regulation skills or measuring the change in children's 

self-regulation as a result of engaging in self-distancing. A few studies have examined whether 

specific cognitive skills such as theory of mind (White & Carlson, 2015) and executive function 

(Grenell et al., 2018) moderate the effectiveness of the self-distancing strategy which suggest 

that for certain types of self-regulation tasks, individual differences in children’s executive 

function (which includes working memory) and theory of mind influence the effectiveness of 

taking a distanced perspective. These findings suggest that an important area of future research is 

to understand better the potential cognitive processes that may be required to engage in self-

distancing successfully. 

 

 

R1: On page 8, the authors indicate the executive functioning skills include emotion 

regulation. While EF is certainly important for emotion regulation, these are usually 

treated as separate self-regulatory constructs. 

 

Author Response: We changed this sentence on page 8 to clarify that executive function skills 

and emotion regulation are examples of different self-regulation constructs.  

 

R1: Similar to my point made in the first item (above), on page 9, Discussion, I wondered if 

any of the studies employed an approach that included a baseline assessment of self-

regulation. Such work would be positioned to rule-out the influence of individual 

differences in self-regulation affecting self-distancing, and show that self-regulation could 

be improved using self-distancing (an important prerequisite for use in interventions). 

 

Author Response: As we note in the manuscript, one of the studies cited (Grenell et al., 2018) 

used a baseline measure of self-regulation (i.e., cool measures of executive function) to 

determine if individual differences in the effectiveness of self-distancing depended on children's 

executive function skills. They found that children with relatively lower executive function and 

effortful control skills benefitted more from pretending to be a media character than children 

who used first-person speech. These findings suggest that individual differences in aspects of 

self-regulation such as executive function and effortful control do influence the effectiveness of 

the self-distancing strategy.   

 

None of the studies to date have measured children's self-regulation before and after using the 

self-distancing strategies. Instead, researchers have examined children's performance on a self-

regulation task while they are using self-distancing to see if there are differences in their 

performance depending on the self-distancing strategy used in vivo. We believe this is an 

important first step in this line of research and future research should employ training studies in 

which pre-and post-intervention measures of self-regulation are collected, and children are 



trained on how to use the self-distancing strategies to see if children's self-regulation improves 

after this type of training. We now note this in the Discussion. 

 

 

R1: On page 10, top of the page, I wondered if use of the self-distancing procedure requires 

that children have adequate receptive and expressive language (e.g., one might need to 

exclude children without adequate language ability, and be restricted to samples old 

enough to possess adequate language)? 

 

Author Response: The self-distancing paradigm described asks children to use language to create 

distance from the self by thinking about their thoughts and feelings during the target self-

regulation task by thinking about themselves in the first-person or third-person or by thinking 

about someone else entirely. We chose to use this paradigm with typically developing 4-6-year-

olds because they have sufficient language ability to be able to understand the self-distancing 

paradigm. In the revision, we have added that it is important to make sure that children have 

sufficient language ability to be able to understand the distancing instructions in the Discussion 

section. Additionally, two of the studies discussed (White et al., 2016; Grenell et al., 2018) 

collected a measure of children’s receptive language ability (Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test, 

4th edition) and found that the results held after controlling for children’s verbal ability.  This 

suggests there are still effects of the self-distancing paradigm on children’s self-regulation after 

accounting for children’s verbal ability.  

 

 

R1: Related to some of the points made by the authors at the end of the manuscript, I 

wondered if self-distancing has shown evidence of generalizing outside of the lab. That is, 

can children trained to use self-distancing in the lab, generalize these skills to the 

classroom, or other setting? If this is an important direction for future work, it may be 

worthwhile explicitly pointing readers in this direction. 

 

As we mention earlier in the Discussion, there are no training studies using this self-distancing 

paradigm. Therefore, we do not know if children can be trained to use the self-distancing 

strategy and whether they would be able to generalize those skills to other contexts. We agree 

that studying whether self-distancing training generalizes to contexts outside of the lab is an 

important direction for future research, so we have added this to the Discussion. 
 

 

Reviewer #2 Comments (R2) 

 

Major Concerns: 

 

R2: It's confusing to me why so much time is spent on explaining the locked box task, when 

this manuscript is describing the distancing paradigm in Appendix B. 

 

Author Response: The self-distancing paradigm can be applied to any target task that is effortful 

for the child and relevant to the researchers’ interest. In our original submission, we chose to 

demonstrate how the self-distancing paradigm can be applied to the Attractive Toy in a 



Transparent Box task. Based on this comment and a few others, however, we decided it might be 

clearer to describe how the self-distancing paradigm can be applied to a perseverance task that 

was used by White and colleagues (2016) instead of the Attractive Toy in a Transparent Box 

task. We have also added more steps to the protocol relevant to implementing the self-distancing 

paradigm instead of only including that information in Appendix B. The protocol now reflects 

more of a balance between the description of the target task and the self-distancing paradigm.  

 

 

R2: Relatedly, it's a little confusing that one study (Grenell et al., 2018) reported that some 

children might be annoyed by the audio reminders, but this protocol only mentions this in 

"future directions". It seems like figuring out the optimal method for exposure for each 

distancing condition would be critical before publishing the paradigm. 

 

Author Response: Depending on the target task and whether the experimenter will be in the 

testing room or not, the way in which children are reminded of their self-distancing condition can 

vary. In the studies discussed, stickers (with “I,” the child’s name, or a picture of the media 

character children were pretending to be), verbal reminders (either by the experimenter if they 

were in the room or via audio reminders played on a computer), or both were used. In the White 

et al. (2016) study, there was no evidence that children were annoyed by the audio reminders 

during a boring work task. In the context of a frustrating task such as that used by Grenell and 

colleagues (2018), however, these same reminders might have been experienced negatively by 

children. Given that we anticipate other investigators might want to apply the self-distancing 

paradigm to a wide variety of tasks, the “optimal” method of reminding children of their mantra 

during the task cannot be fixed. We note this issue as something for researchers to consider in the 

context of their own target tasks in the Discussion section.    

 

R2: The validity evidence for this paradigm is relatively weak. It is described in three 

manuscripts, which all present different results and use different moderators and 

questionable practices (such as median splits) to obtain an effect (age, EF, theory of mind), 

varying results on some of those moderators (such as at distancing being better and worse 

for younger children), and none of which seems to replicate one another. Indeed, each of 

these findings is presumed to be true in spite of appearing in only a single, non-

preregistered manuscript. 

 

Author Response: These studies each were inspired by different research questions, but they all 

have in common this self-distancing paradigm. None was intended to be a faithful replication of 

a previous study, but rather a conceptual replication in different self-regulation situations, as well 

as an examination of the boundary conditions on the self-distancing effect. The published studies 

were peer-reviewed and are not being re-litigated here. Indeed, our intention to publish and 

codify the protocol itself in JoVE is to invite more investigators to study this phenomenon 

(replication plus extension) while ensuring it is done correctly.   

 

E1: Moreover, no effect sizes are presented, only bar graphs, which don't provide intuitive 

insight into the expected magnitude and precision of effects. 

 



Author Response: We have added the effect sizes for the three studies reported on in the results 

section.  
 
Minor Concerns: 

 

R2: There is no consideration of using an active control group. It seems that providing 

some alternative control that is not thought to be self-distancing but does involve some 

mental imagining or transformation (especially if it involved some costume, as the 

"Batman" condition does) would improve researchers' inferences about what exactly is 

being manipulated. 

 

Author Response: We agree that future studies should include an active control group to provide 

stronger evidence that it is actually self-distancing that is improving young children’s self-

regulation. It is important to mention that a couple of studies (White et al., 2015; White et al., 

2016) using this paradigm found that the third-person condition (self-talk using their own name) 

was also more beneficial for children’s self-regulation than the self-immersed perspective. Given 

that children are asked to create distance from the self in both the third-person and exemplar 

conditions, this evidence suggests that manipulating self-distancing itself is effective, but the 

linear trends suggest there is still a greater benefit of pretend role-play. Studies with active 

control groups could also be used to compare the effectiveness of self-distancing to similar 

strategies that have been shown to improve children’s self-control such as mentally transforming 

stimuli. Therefore, we have added this suggestion to the future directions section of the 

Discussion.  

 

 

Reviewer #3 Comments (R3) 

 

Major Concerns: 
 

R3: It is not entirely clear to me if the authors modified their paradigm from the adult 

literature (as mentioned on p. 2, 2nd paragraph), or if they drew on earlier research with 

children using this or very similar paradigms (cf. Prencipe & Zelazo, 2005; Karniol et al., 

2011 - as mentioned on p. 1, 3rd paragraph)? 

 

Author Response: The self-distancing paradigm that we described was created by modifying the 

self-distancing paradigm in adults and adding the exemplar condition to take advantage of young 

children’s love of role-play. The adult self-distancing paradigm compared a non-distanced 

perspective (first-person or self-immersed perspective) to a self-distanced perspective (third-

person) when recalling past emotionally negative events. The exemplar condition was created by 

looking at past research with children on role-play such as the study by Karniol et al. (2011) that 

asked children to pretend to be Superman during a delay of gratification task. The study by 

Prencipe and Zelazo (2005) was an example of a study that created a self/other distinction by 

asking children to make decisions about whether to delay gratification or not either for 

themselves or another person but did not ask children to engage in role-play. The two studies that 

created distance from the self with children used the delay of gratification task, so it was not 

clear how creating distance from the self may influence children's performance during different 



types of self-regulation tasks. The modified self-distancing paradigm described compares these 

three different distances from the self (no distance from the self, thinking of oneself using the 

third-person perspective, and thinking of someone entirely different). This paradigm allows 

children to take on a broader range of distances from the self and to test the effectiveness of these 

varying amounts of distance from the self on children's self-regulation. We have clarified these 

points in the paragraph in the Introduction that describes how our self-distancing paradigm was 

developed.  

 

 

R3:  It would probably be helpful if the authors stated more clearly how they define self-

regulation and which constructs they subsume under this very broad construct. In the 

abstract they mention as outcome measures "challenging tasks', "coping with negative 

emotions", and "self-regulation tasks". In the short abstract, the constructs "executive 

function", "perseverance", and "emotion regulation" are used, whereas in the introduction 

(1st paragraph), where the authors define self-regulation, they do not mention these other 

constructs. Also, in the 2nd paragraph of the introduction, they talk about self-control - yet, 

another term for self-regulation where the reader does not know to which process/ skill the 

authors exactly refer. 

 

Author Response: We appreciate this observation and have clarified how we define self-

regulation and which constructs we consider part of self-regulation in the Introduction. We have 

also tried to explain what we mean when we use different terms that are sometimes used 

synonymously with self-regulation in the literature (e.g., self-control) or could be referring to 

different types of processes or skills.  

 
 
Minor Concerns: 

 

R3: On p. 3 (point 2.1) it should be added that the media characters are not only popular 

with children of the study's age range but also popular in the specific culture children grow 

up in. 

 

Author Response: We have moved the description of the materials needed to the Materials Table 

as the editor suggested. However, we added that the media characters should be popular in the 

child’s specific culture in the table and also mention this in the Discussion section when we talk 

about considerations researchers should keep in mind when choosing the characters children are 

asked to pretend to be.  

 

 

R3:  On p. 5 (point 6.4) it does not seem plausible that the experimenter says "(…) I forgot 

that I locked the box", especially since shortly before the experimenter and the child had 

extensively locked and unlocked the box. 

 

Author Response: In the study that used the Attractive Toy in a Transparent Box task, 30 minutes 

had passed between when the box was locked and when the box was brought out again, so this 

part of the script was believable to children. During the delay, children completed control 



measures. As mentioned in our response to an earlier comment, however, we have edited the 

Protocol section to demonstrate how the self-distancing paradigm can be used with a 

perseverance task instead of the Attractive Toy in a Transparent Box task. Therefore, this 

comment is no longer applicable. 

 

R3: On p. 4 two sentences are stated to remind children of their assigned self-distancing 

strategy, whereas in Appendix B only one sentence ("How is xx feeling?") is mentioned. 

 

Author Response: This information has now been moved to the Materials Table. The two 

sentences were examples of reminders used in different studies with different target tasks. We 

have edited this information so the only sentences are the sentences used to remind children of 

their assigned self-distancing strategy for the perseverance task (described in the Protocol) and 

they match the reminders in the scripts in Appendix B.  

 

R3: It would be helpful if in the abstract the age range of the children would be mentioned. 

 

Author Response: We have added the age range of children (4-6-year-olds) in both the short and 

long abstracts. 

 

 

Reviewer #4 Comments (R4) 

 

Major Concerns: 
 

R4: I had one major concern, though. I am having a little bit of a hard time following the 

authors in their argument that the "exemplar" condition induces the highest level of 

distancing. Neither previous research by the authors (White & Carlson, 2015; Grenell et 

al., in press; White et al., 2016) nor the protocol suggests a possibility to test this assertion. 

In fact, this condition really seems messy to me, as the authors themselves admit in the 

discussion section. In addition to the alternative explanations of the authors, the 

"exemplar" condition could also be simply more fun and motivating, as kids even are 

allowed to wear a prop. I get that this condition has demonstrated benefits for improved 

self-regulation and executive functioning in children, which - by itself - makes it an 

interesting and useful paradigm. I just don't think the authors can make a clean claim 

about the incremental effect on self-distancing over and above third-person condition. The 

introduction needs to clearly reflect that issue. Alternatively, adding a way of testing this 

incremental effect on self-distancing, e.g., in the form of a "manipulation" check, would be 

beneficial for the protocol. 

 

Author Response: Theoretically, the exemplar condition induces the greatest amount of 

distancing. In the third-person condition, they are still being asked to think about themselves but 

by using third-person speech (e.g., “How is [child’s name] feeling?”). However, in the exemplar 

condition, children are asked to pretend and act as if they are someone else entirely. They are no 

longer being asked to think about themselves and their own thoughts and feelings from either a 

first-person or third-person perspective, but instead are being asked to think about the 

characteristics, thoughts, and feelings of an entirely different person. As we noted above, the 



benefit of this increase in theoretical distance from the self has been confirmed using linear trend 

analyses.  

 

Regarding adding a manipulation check to ensure that children were pretending to be their 

chosen character and thinking about the character during the target task, a few of the studies 

described asked children questions after the task was over about the task such as whether they 

remembered their distancing strategy. For example, in the study by Grenell and colleagues 

(2018), 78% of children correctly remembered the distancing prompt (e.g., “How is Batman 

feeling?”) they were supposed to be asking themselves during the task. In that paper we also 

reported anecdotal evidence from a 6-year-old boy who said he did not give up trying to find the 

right key to open the locked box because, “Batman never gets frustrated.” We have added asking 

the post-target task questions to the Protocol section and have included the importance of this 

manipulation check as a way to see if children are using self-distancing in the Discussion.  

 

Minor Concerns: 
 

R4:  Why is the self-immersed condition called "self-immersed" and not simply "first-

person?" There are subtle differences in experimental paradigms related to both 

conceptualizations of a first-person perspective. I think the introduction needs to be clearer 

on that front. 

 

Author Response: The term "self-immersed" is used in the self-distancing studies with adults 

(e.g., Kross, Ayduk & Mischel, 2005; Kross et al., 2011). We use the term “self-immersed” 

instead of “first-person” because the self-immersed condition was created to immerse children in 

their sense of self and to elicit an exaggerated first-person perspective. This condition asks 

children to focus on their first-person perspective by asking them to use “I” when thinking about 

their thoughts and feelings during the target task. The control condition in which children are not 

given any distancing instructions may also elicit a first-person “default” perspective, but children 

are not explicitly told to focus on this perspective. Therefore, while children may take an 

egocentric perspective in the control condition, the self-immersed condition primes children to 

take on an exaggerated egocentric perspective. In both conditions, no distance is created from the 

self. Additionally, in the study by Grenell and colleagues, they coded children’s use of first-

person speech during the Attractive Toy in a Transparent Box task and found that regardless of 

the child’s distancing condition, a higher frequency of first-person self-speech was associated 

with more frustration during the task, further demonstrating the negative effects of a self-

immersed perspective. We have added more information on the self-immersed condition to the 

introduction to better explain why we use the term “self-immersed.”  

 

 

R4: In the procedure, I had a little bit of a hard time understanding what the authors 

meant with "making a big show." (4.4) Consider giving more details. 

 

Author Response:  This comment is no longer applicable since we no longer describe the 

Attractive Toy in a Transparent Box task in the Protocol section. However, that phrase was 

meant to describe how the experimenter should make it very obvious how the key goes into the 

lock and exaggerate their actions, so children would understand how the key goes into the lock. 



The script for the Attractive Toy in a Transparent Box also includes phrases where the 

experimenter is narrating their actions and explaining how the key can be used to unlock and 

lock the box. 

 

 

R4: I 100% admit that this just a pet-peeve of mine and I want to apologize if this comment 

sounds a little bit patronizing as I am very well aware that the authors on this protocol are 

accomplished writers, but please re-consider use of the demonstrative pronoun "this." A 

couple of times in the manuscript, the authors use "this" in an ambiguous way, and 

disentangling what the pronoun is referencing to is only possible by way of context. 

 

Author Response: We have identified the instances in which "this" was used ambiguously and 

edited these sentences.  

 
 
 
 

 

 



         

Appendix A: Child Verbal Assent Script 1 
 2 
After establishing rapport with the child, the examiner says the following: 3 

We have some fun toys here, don't we?  Now I'd like to show you some other neat things 4 
in the next room and ask you some questions.  Some of the questions will be really easy, 5 
and you'll know the answer right away.  Other questions might be kind of hard, and you 6 
might not know the answer, and that's okay.  We'll also play some games.  Some of them 7 
are easy and some are kind of hard to do, but that's okay.  We can try them anyway.  You 8 
can tell me whenever you want to stop, or if you need to go to the bathroom, or be with 9 
your (mom/dad/guardian). 10 
 11 
Does that sound okay?  Do you have any questions for me? 12 
 13 
 14 

 15 

 16 
 17 
 18 
 19 
 20 
 21 
 22 
 23 
 24 
 25 
 26 
 27 
 28 
 29 
 30 
 31 
 32 
 33 
 34 
 35 
 36 
 37 
 38 
 39 
 40 
 41 
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Appendix B: Scripts for Self-Distancing Strategies 42 
 43 

Immersed 44 
 45 
E: Before we get started, I’d like to tell you about something that you can do during this activity. It would 46 
be helpful if you worked hard on this. You would be a good helper if you worked on this activity for as 47 
long as you can, but it can be boring sometimes. Some kids like to focus on what they are thinking and 48 
how they feel when it gets boring. That’s what I’d like you to do today. 49 
 50 
In other words, if you get bored at any point during this task, ask yourself, “Am I working hard?” 51 
 52 
You’re going to hear reminders to help you remember. The computer will say “Are you working hard?” to 53 
help you remember to ask yourself, “Am I working hard? This sticker (E places “I” sticker on computer) will 54 
help you remember too.  When you see the sticker remember to ask, “Am I working hard?” 55 
 56 
Now you try it. Say, “Am I working hard?”   C repeats: Yes No      #tries_____ 57 
 58 
So, remember, while you’re working on this activity I just want you to think about whether you’re working 59 
hard. 60 
 61 
 62 
 63 

3rd Person Distanced 64 
 65 

__________________________Child’s Name 66 
 67 

E: Before we get started, I’d like to tell you about something that you can do during this activity. It would 68 
be helpful if you worked hard on this. This is a very important activity and it would be helpful if you worked 69 
hard on this for as long as you could. You would be a good helper if you worked on this activity for as long 70 
as you can, but it can be boring sometimes. Some kids like to talk to themselves using their own name, 71 
when it gets boring. That’s what I’d like you to do today. 72 
 73 
In other words, if you get bored at any point during this task, ask yourself, “Is [participant’s name] working 74 
hard?” 75 
 76 
You’re going to hear reminders to help you remember. The computer will say, “Is [participant’s name] 77 
working hard?” to help you remember to ask yourself, “Is [participant’s name] working hard?” This sticker 78 
(E places name sticker on computer) will help you remember too.  When you see the sticker remember to 79 
ask, “Is [participant’s name] working hard?” 80 
 81 
Now you try it. Say, “Is [participant’s name] working hard?”  82 
 83 

C repeats: Yes No      #tries_____ 84 
 85 
So, remember, while you’re working on this activity I just want you to think about whether [participant’s 86 
name] is working hard?” 87 
 88 



 
  
 89 

Exemplar Distanced 90 
 91 
E: Before we get started, I’d like to tell you about something that you can do during this activity. It would 92 
be helpful if you worked hard on this. This is a very important activity and it would be helpful if you worked 93 
hard on this for as long as you could. You would be a good helper if you worked on this activity for as long 94 
as you can, but it can be boring sometimes. Some kids like to pretend that they’re somebody else who 95 
would be a really hard worker on this activity, when it gets boring. That’s what I’d like you to do today. 96 
 97 
Which one of these characters would you like to [pretend to] be for this activity? 98 
 99 
 (E shows C laminated page with character options.) (Batman, Bob the Builder, Rapunzel or Dora the 100 
Explorer) 101 
 102 
Okay! To help you pretend you get to wear this. (E gives C character prop) 103 
 104 
So, if you get bored at any point during this task, ask yourself, “Is [character’s name] working hard?” 105 
 106 
You’re going to hear reminders to help you remember. The computer will say, ““Is [character’s name] 107 
working hard?” to help you remember to ask yourself, ““Is [character’s name] working hard?” This sticker 108 
(E places character sticker on computer) will help you remember too.  When you see the sticker remember 109 
to ask, “Is [character’s name] working hard?” 110 
 111 
Now you try it. Say, “Is [character’s name] working hard?” 112 
  113 

C repeats: Yes No      #tries_____ 114 
 115 
So, remember, while you’re working on this activity I just want you to think whether [character’s name] 116 
is working hard. 117 
 118 
 119 
 120 
 121 
 122 
 123 
 124 
 125 
 126 
 127 
 128 
 129 
 130 
 131 
 132 
 133 
 134 



 
  
Appendix C: Post-Target Task Questions for Perseverance Task 135 
 136 

1. What was the question you were supposed to be asking? 137 
 138 

Response: ________________________________________________ 139 
 140 

2. How much did you ask it? A little or a lot? 141 
 142 
       Response:    A little      A lot 143 
 144 

3. Did you want to play the cat and cheese game? Why or why not? 145 
Response:    Yes      No 146 

 147 
Why/why not?: ________________________________________________ 148 

 149 
4. Did you want to play Where’s My Water? Why or why not? 150 

 151 
                                            Response:    Yes      No 152 

 153 
Why/why not?: ________________________________________________ 154 

 155 
5. Which game did you like better? 156 

 157 
Response:    Cat/Cheese      Where’s My Water 158 

 159 
6. Did you have a choice of which game you played? 160 

 161 
Response:    Yes      No 162 
 163 

7. How hard did you try on the cat and cheese game? Not hard or really hard? 164 
 165 
Response:    Not Hard      Really Hard 166 

 167 
8. Why did you pick to play the cat and cheese game sometimes? 168 

 169 
Response: ________________________________________________ 170 

 171 
9. Do you remember why I wanted you to do this activity? 172 

 173 
Response: ________________________________________________ 174 

 175 
10. How important was it to you to work hard? 176 

 177 
 178 

Response: _______________________________________________ 179 
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