
The two-way experiment 

The two-way experiment is a way of demonstrating to yourself what happens when you 

become self-conscious. It also gives you good practice in directing, and redirecting your 

attention. It involves trying things out in two completely different, contrasting ways, and 

comparing what you felt and what you noticed on the two occasions. The comparison is 

between paying attention exclusively to yourself, even exaggerating what happens when 

you feel self-conscious, and then doing the opposite. That means using your attention-

switching skills to give someone else or something outside of yourself your full attention. It 

takes some courage to carry out this experiment in a real social situation, so practise 

attention-switching first, and think carefully about where and when you could do it 'for 

real'. Adopting an attitude of curiosity when you try this out is extremely helpful. 

The plan is to try out two different ways of having a conversation, and after each one to 

make ratings of how 'good' the conversation felt to you (e.g. 0-100, bad to good), and of 

how anxious you felt at the time: (e.g. 0-100). 

First choose a relatively easy situation for you, such as talking to someone unthreatening, 

who you feel relatively comfortable with. You might even explain to them what you are 

doing. Start by getting into conversation about something that is not too difficult for you, 

like a holiday, or weekend plans, or a sporting event or TV programme, or buying 

something like an iPhone, or a pair of jeans. Then focus on yourself for the next three to 

five minutes while you talk to each other. 

The internal focus: If you know how to make yourself self-conscious then do that. Or use 

the following suggestions to increase your self-awareness:  

 Notice the sound of your own voice.  

 Become super-aware of what you are saying, and whether it makes sense.  

 Think about how you are coming over, and how that feels inside.  

 Check your inner feelings: your tension level, heart rate, sense of shaking, etc.  

 What emotions are you aware of?  

 What thoughts or images or memories come to mind? 

If your mind wanders (as is only natural), then just switch back to the internal focus. 

After three to five minutes, stop the conversation and make your ratings: How good was 

the conversation (0-100)? How anxious did you feel (0-100)? 

Then reverse the experiment. For the next three to five minutes try to focus your attention 

outside yourself while you keep up the conversation. 

The external focus: Notice something about the person you are talking to. Without 

obviously staring, look at how they are dressed, at their hair-style or spectacles; see if you 

can be sensitive to something about them, such as how they might feel, how lively or 

energetic or lethargic they seem — anything you can think of that might be of interest to 



you. Listen to what they have to say, and try to respond to it. Allow your curiosity to lead 

the way. 

After three to five minutes, stop the conversation and make your ratings again: How good 

was the conversation (0-100)? How anxious did you feel (0-100)? Make sure your answers 

are clear by making either a mental or a written note. 

Compare your answers to the two sets of ratings. Which conversation went better? When 

were you most, or least, anxious?  Could you do it again, in more demanding situations? 

Finally, what did you notice about the two conversations? Which one do you remember 

best? As you improve you will find that your memory becomes better for conversations in 

which you focused externally, and also that you pick up more useful and more accurate 

information during those times. 

When you are able to switch your attention in and out, as described, you will find that self-

consciousness retreats, and you feel more comfortable the better you get at using an 

external focus to reduce self-focused attention. 

Box 7.2: Summary of the two-way experiment 

1. The internal focus: pay full attention to yourself while talking to someone else, e.g. for 

three to five minutes. 

2. Make your ratings: 

 How well did the conversation go? (0-100)? 

 How anxious did you feel (0-100)? 

Make a mental or written note of your ratings. 

3. The external focus: pay attention to the other person and to things outside yourself 

while talking with them (for three to five minutes). 

4. Make your ratings again: 

 How well did the conversation go? (0-1 00)? 

 How did you feel (0-100)? 

Make a second mental or written note of your ratings. 

5. Compare the two: 

6. Summarise your conclusions: 

 Which way made the conversation better? 

 Which way made you feel better? 

 Which way gave you more of the information that helps you along, socially? 

You may need to carry out a few two-way experiments to gain the maximum benefit from 

them. Rather like pulling a pendulum back before swinging it in the other direction, this 

experiment allows you to compare two extreme ways of paying attention, and you might 

want to think about achieving a happy medium in the end, allowing your attention to come 

and to go more naturally and spontaneously. 


