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Unconscious Sources of Familiarity Can Be Strategically Excluded
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University of Sussex
What factors contribute to subjective experiences of familiarity, and are these
subject to unconscious selection? We investigated the circumstances under which
judgments of familiarity are sensitive to task-irrelevant sources using the artificial
grammar learning paradigm, a task known to be heavily reliant on familiarity-based
responding. In 2 experiments, we manipulated ‘free-floating feelings of familiarity’
by subliminally priming participants with either a subjectively familiar stimulus
(their surname) or unfamiliar stimulus (a random letter string). In Experiment 1,
after training on an artificial grammar, participants were required to rate the
familiarity of a new set of grammar strings where the subliminal priming manipulation preceded each rating. Under these instructions the manipulation significantly altered ratings of familiarity. In Experiment 2, the training, the request for
familiarity ratings, and the subliminal manipulation were all unchanged. In addition, however, participants were informed about the presence of rules dictating the
structure of the training strings and were required to judge both whether each
test-string conformed to those rules and to report the basis for their judgment. This
broader decision context eliminated the effect of subliminal primes on ratings of
familiarity even when participants’ reported basis for their judgments revealed no
conscious knowledge of the rule structure. These results demonstrate that unconscious sources of familiarity can be selected or excluded according to conscious
task contexts. The findings are incompatible with theories that equate familiarity
with automaticity and those that state people must always be aware of the structural
antecedents of metacognition.
Keywords: familiarity, strategic control, unconscious priming, non-conscious

Implicit learning is a process by which one
acquires knowledge of rules or regularities
without intention to learn those rules and much
of the acquired knowledge cannot easily be
expressed (see P. Reber, 2013; Rebuschat,
2013, for recent reviews). In a typical artificial
grammar learning (AGL) study, participants are
exposed to a number of letter strings that look
more-or-less randomly ordered but are gener-
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ated by a rule-based grammar structure (the
training phase). They are then informed of the
existence of rules governing strings, but not
what those rules are, before classifying novel
strings in terms of whether they conform to or
violate the studied structure (see Dienes [2012a]
and Pothos [2007] for reviews and Scott and
Dienes [2010a] for a dual-process model of
AGL). Judging whether a given test string follows the same regularities as training strings is,
to a large extent, based on familiarity with the
materials (e.g., Higham, Vokey, & Pritchard,
2000; Scott & Dienes, 2008, 2010a, 2010b;
Servan-Schreiber & Anderson, 1990; Whittlesea & Leboe, 2000). Norman, Price, and Duff
(2006, 2010) argued that familiarity serves the
function of indicating to people that they have
knowledge about a stimulus, even when they do
not consciously know what that knowledge is.
Familiarity thus forms a useful basis for classification when a person possesses what is termed

229

This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
This article is intended solely for the personal use of the individual user and is not to be disseminated broadly.

230

MEALOR, DIENES, AND SCOTT

‘unconscious structural knowledge.’ Unconscious structural knowledge is said to exist
when a person discriminates accurately, as in
the case of AGL the individual may know that
a given string is ungrammatical, but lack conscious access to the underlying structural
knowledge permitting that judgment. For example, the person may not consciously realize that
the lack of grammaticality is attributable to the
repetition of a particular letter. Thus, a feeling
of familiarity arising from consistency in the
grammar structure but which exists without
conscious knowledge of the features contributing to that feeling, indicates unconscious structural knowledge.
Familiarity is a feeling indicating a continuous degree of oldness arising from the structural
coherence of the stimulus (i.e., how well the
structure of the stimulus matches structural representations in memory, Dienes, Scott, & Wan,
2011; Scott & Dienes, 2008, 2010b). The feeling depends on the extent to which a stimulus is
consistent with previously learned structures
(e.g., Chubala & Jamieson, 2013); for example,
it could be based on the ability of a neural
network to auto-associate the presented stimulus (i.e., a neural network that tries to predict the
same stimulus from itself, Cleeremans &
Dienes, 2008). The extent to which a network
can auto-associate a stimulus may give rise to
feelings of familiarity either because the stimulus is processed fluently or because a graded
representation is generated carrying the content
that the stimulus is well formed, regardless of
the time taken to process the stimulus. Biasing
judgments through processing fluency can increase claims of semantic coherence (e.g., Topolinski & Strack, 2009) and affect familiarity
associated with recognition (e.g., Jacoby &
Whitehouse, 1989). However, Scott and Dienes
(2010c) provide an example of when fluency
has almost no influence on feelings of familiarity. In AGL, processing fluency manipulations
can bias judgments of grammaticality (e.g., Johansson, 2009). Thus, the context in which decisions are made appears crucial to the subjective processes leading to the decision.
Certain processing manipulations may induce
a nonspecific global, ‘free-floating’ sense of coherence or familiarity. Crucially, this freefloating feeling of familiarity can expose judgments (e.g., of memory, coherence, regularity)
to bias. When the source of the feeling is not

obvious to the participant, it can be misattributed to a salient source such as the task at hand.
When the source of bias is noticed, its influence
on judgment is discounted (Jacoby & Whitehouse, 1989; Schwarz & Clore, 2007; Whittlesea & Williams, 2001; Whittlesea, Jacoby, &
Girard, 1990). For example, Goldinger and
Hansen (2005) additively increased claims of
familiarity-based recognition (defined as difficult to remember stimuli) for both hits and false
alarms when an undetected low-amplitude buzz
was synchronized with recognition trials. The
control group were aware of the buzz and did
not show the same effect. Ziembowicz et al.
(2013) paired melodies constructed from a musical grammar with 3D shapes on a monitor
which would be possible or impossible in the
real world. One of these modalities was irrelevant to the task at hand. When participants were
trained on melodies from a musical grammar,
pairing possible but task-irrelevant 3D shapes
during test trials increased claims that both
grammatical and ungrammatical passages conformed to the training grammar. When the modalities reversed, the same effect occurred: after
incidental musical grammar training, grammatical and ungrammatical sequences played as
background noise. When paired with a grammatical passage, claims that the shape was possible increased regardless of whether it was or
not. That is, coherence between modalities additively increased claims of pattern recognition
or possibility. Thus processing of coherence
stemming from sources other than the immediate focus of attention can bias judgment, which
can potentially lead one to believe the salient
stimulus shares some property (e.g., coherence,
regularity) with the source of bias, particularly
when one is not aware of the source.
Because a feeling of familiarity does not in
itself indicate why a stimulus elicits that feeling,
it can be difficult in some (but not all) situations
to attribute the feeling to the correct source. Put
another way, if there are two possible sources of
familiarity, a person might find it hard to know
which one of the sources was really responsible— even if the intention is to respond only on
the basis of one of the sources. For this reason,
Jacoby (1991) operationally defined familiarity
as the type of memory insensitive to intentions.
By this approach, responses brought about without (or in opposition to) the intention of the
participant indicate the objective presence of
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familiarity and distinguishes familiarity from
intentional uses of memory such as recollection
orthe application of hypothesized rules that can
be used strategically.
In the context of AGL, Higham et al. (2000)
trained participants on two grammars but instructed participants to ignore strings from one
of those grammars. Despite participants’ intentions, the to-be-ignored strings were endorsed
more often than strings conforming to neither
grammar (although not to the same extent as
to-be-endorsed strings under unspeeded response conditions). This finding was interpreted
as obligatory familiarity acquired and elicited as
a result of experience with the materials. However, equating automaticity with familiarity has
recently been questioned in AGL, specifically in
studies in which subjective measures of familiarity have been assessed (Mealor & Dienes,
2013a; Norman, Price, & Jones, 2011; Scott &
Dienes, 2008; Wan, Dienes, & Fu, 2008).
The extent to which familiarity is relied upon
in AGL (e.g., without additional recollective
experience) depends on the conscious status of
the underlying structural knowledge guiding
classifications (Dienes & Scott, 2005; Scott &
Dienes, 2008). Structural knowledge is considered to be conscious when people claim to classify strings on the basis of, for example, the
presence or absence of elements remembered
from training or hypothesized rules. This form
of knowledge would be considered available to
strategic control, by virtue of being conscious
(Jacoby, 1991). In contrast structural knowledge is considered to be unconscious where
people claim to classify strings on the basis of
intuitive feelings, the relative familiarity of a
test string, or random guessing and the antecedents of these feelings cannot be explicated. Note
that while objective similarity measures such as
repetition structure and associative chunk
strength can predict familiarity ratings (Scott &
Dienes, 2008), this does not imply that participants are conscious of these regularities being a
source of familiarity. Indeed, Scott and Dienes
(2008) demonstrate that such objective features
influence rated feelings of familiarity even
when participants report not knowing the basis
for those feelings, clearly indicating unconscious structural knowledge.
Is this form of knowledge applied automatically? In fact, intentional control of unconscious
structural knowledge has been demonstrated in
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AGL. For example, when participants are exposed to training strings derived from two
grammars during training and subsequently required to endorse test-strings conforming to just
one of those grammars, their familiarity ratings
and endorsements attributed to familiarity are
found to reflect the target grammar more than
the to-be-ignored grammar (Mealor & Dienes,
2013a; Norman et al., 2011; Wan et al., 2008).
Thus, the source of familiarity is to some degree
under intentional control, which would be expected on general computational grounds: Neural networks are context sensitive, and the ability of a network to auto-associate a stimulus
could naturally be expected to be responsive to
context to some extent.
Given familiarity can be sensitive to context,
its relation to unconscious knowledge needs to
be considered. The claim that structural knowledge (e.g., the knowledge embedded in the synaptic strengths of a neural network) is unconscious when participants use familiarity partly
rests on a claim by participants that they are not
aware of the source of their feelings. Specifically, when participants have been asked to
indicate the basis of their classifications in artificial grammar learning, they will often choose
the attribution that it was based on familiarity
for reasons they cannot explicate further (e.g.,
Scott & Dienes, 2008; Wan et al., 2008). A
skeptic of the existence of unconscious knowledge (e.g., Dulany, 2012; Shanks, 2005) may
claim that, contrary to what participants say,
participants are always consciously aware of the
structural features of a situation that led to the
generation of a feeling of familiarity; indeed,
being consciously aware of the stimulus and the
relevant structural properties caused the familiarity.
Here we address this potential criticism by
attempting to manipulate familiarity using a
subliminal stimulus. If participants always have
conscious knowledge regarding the source of
feelings of familiarity, then such unconscious
manipulation should fail. On the other hand, if
participants can be unaware of the basis of their
feelings of familiarity, it should be possible to
create a free-floating familiarity capable of being misattributed to conscious sources. Such a
subliminal familiarity manipulation would in
turn permit a key test, namely that reliably
unconscious sources of familiarity (subliminal
sources) can be strategically excluded accord-
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ing to the task context. Here we manipulate the
task context by placing the familiarity judgment
either alone or in the wider context of judgments relating to structural adherence to the
grammar rules. Priming manipulations have
previously been employed in AGL as a means
to manipulate fluency. For example, Johansson
(2009) found that, for speeded judgments, test
strings subliminally primed by the same versus
a different target resulted in increased endorsement rates. Our manipulation is, however, quite
distinct from this kind of fluency manipulation
in that we sought to create a free floating feeling
of familiarity derived from a stimulus unrelated
to the task at hand. We chose the participant’s
surname as the highly familiar prime because
this is a stimulus one has enormous previous
experience with but is in no overt way related to
grammar knowledge (cf. Pfister, Pohl, Kiesel, &
Kunde, 2012). The unfamiliar prime was a
string of letters, randomized between trials to
ensure participants would not acquire any familiarity with this prime type. We used the
grammar cross-over design of Dienes and Altmann (1997), which employs two grammars
acting as controls for each other, therefore ungrammatical strings in this design do, in fact,
conform to a structure that participants can become sensitive to over the course of testing
(Mealor & Dienes, 2013a; Rohrmeier & Cross,
2014). Thus, random letter primes and ungrammatical strings were conceptually distinct.
Experiment 1 examined whether the familiarity
manipulation was effective in the absence of any
wider decision context; that is, participants rated
the familiarity of each test string without any
further judgments required. Experiment 2 asked
for precisely the same ratings but now placed
these judgments in a wider decision context with
additional, qualitatively different decisions; that is,
participants were required to judge also whether
the test strings conformed to the rules present
in the training grammar and to report the basis for
their judgment.
Experiment 1
Method
Design and participants. Twenty participants were recruited from the University of
Sussex (60% female) in exchange for course
credit. Mean age was 22 years (SD ⫽ 4.82

years). The two grammar cross-over design of
Dienes and Altmann (1997) was used whereby
half the participants were trained on grammar A
and half on grammar B. At test all participants
classified the same test strings, exactly half of
which conformed to each grammar. In this way
the nongrammatical test strings for one group
were grammatical for the other group, thereby
eliminating the need for an untrained control
group. The within-subject independent variables of interest were test string grammaticality
(grammatical vs. ungrammatical) and prime
type (surname vs. random).
Materials. The set of test and training
strings were generated from the same grammars
as used by Scott and Dienes (2008). String
length was between five and nine characters.
The training lists comprised 15 training strings
from the respective grammar. Each list was
repeated three times and randomized separately
among participants. The test materials consisted
of 30 novel test strings from each grammar
presented twice, once preceded by the surname
prime, once preceded by the random prime. The
presentation order was randomized between
each participant. Each participant’s subjective
threshold of awareness was determined using
three-letter words randomly selected from a
pool of 351. Surnames were chosen as the consistently familiar name prime as these are both
personally relevant and added plausibility to the
cover story that names were recorded during the
experimental session merely so the experimenter could keep details of remuneration.
Procedure. Participants were tested individually at a computer. All participants in both experiments were tested by the first author in the
context of a short-term memory task. At the beginning of the experiment, they were required to
input age, surname (in upper case letters), and
gender and were told this was merely for the
experimenter’s records. During the training phase,
the training strings appeared on the monitor centrally in black text for 5000 ms followed by a
blank screen for 5000 ms. Participants were instructed to memorize the string while it was present and then write down as much as they could
recall once the screen went blank (not before).
Their written responses were removed at the end
of the training phase. The procedure for determining each participant’s subjective threshold of
awareness then commenced. On each trial, a forward mask was presented for 350 ms. This mask
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consisted of a row of pound signs (£) equal in
length to the participant’s surname. This was followed by a randomly selected three letter target
word presented for 500 ms. The word was presented in gray to reduce contrast against the white
background. Finally, the word was followed by a
backward mask, the same as the forward mask,
presented for 350 ms. There was an intertrial interval of 150 ms. If the participant could report the
displayed target, they pressed the 1 key; if not they
pressed the 0 key. When pressing 1, they were
asked to type in what they saw. They were advised
to press 1 even if they simply thought they saw a
word and could not reproduce it; they were permitted to guess or simply leave the input blank in
these instances. Five practice trials ensured
participants were accustomed to the protocol
before the threshold trials began. Once the
threshold trials began the initial duration of
500 ms was reduced by one screen refresh
(13.33 ms) each time the participant reported
having seen a word; this was irrespective of
whether they correctly entered the word. The
reduction in display duration continued until
there had been five consecutive trials where
the participant reported not having seen a
word. This final duration was used in the
subsequent test phase. Each test trial began
with a forward mask, prime, and backward
mask before the grammar string appeared.
The surname prime was set to the surname
entered at the beginning of the experiment. The
random letter prime was set to the same length
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as the surname and consisted of randomly selected capital letters. A new random letter prime
was created for each random prime trial to avoid
the possibility of participants becoming familiar
with this prime type. Again, the prime was
displayed in gray text. The display duration for
the prime was set to the individual subjective
threshold identified in the previous stage. After
the backward mask the participants were asked
whether they believed they could see the prime
and were asked to input what they saw. They
were asked to select how familiar the string felt
relative to those previously copied on a 1 to 9
scale (where 1 ⫽ not at all familiar; 5 ⫽ somewhat familiar; 9 ⫽ very familiar). Note that no
reference to grammar rules or structure was
made during Experiment 1. Surname trials and
random letter prime trials were coded with arbitrary numbers before analyses ensuring anonymity.
Results
The mean display time of the prime was 64 ms
(SD ⫽ 16 ms). Test trials in which participants
reported seeing the prime (regardless of whether
the prime was surname or random letters) were
excluded from the subsequent analyses; these constituted 6% (SD ⫽ 24%) of all test trials.
A 2 (Grammaticality: grammatical vs. ungrammatical) ⫻ 2 (Prime type: surname vs. random
letter) repeated measures ANOVA was conducted
on familiarity ratings (n ⫽ 20). See Figure 1 for

Figure 1. Mean familiarity ratings as a function of prime type and grammaticality in
Experiments 1 and 2. Bars show ⫾1 standard error.
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descriptive statistics. There was a significant
main effect of grammaticality, with grammatical strings rated as more familiar (M ⫽ 5.29,
SE ⫽ 0.24) than ungrammatical strings (M ⫽
4.01, SE ⫽ 0.30), F(1, 19) ⫽ 31.18, p ⬍ .001,
2p ⫽ .62. There was a significant main effect of
prime type. Strings preceded by the surname
prime were rated as more familiar (M ⫽ 4.75,
SE ⫽ 0.25) than those preceded by the random
prime (M ⫽ 4.55, SE ⫽ 0.25), F(1, 19) ⫽ 6.34,
p ⫽ .021, 2p ⫽ .25. These variables did not
significantly interact, F(1, 19) ⫽ 0.53, p ⫽ .477,
2p ⫽ .03.
Discussion
Experiment 1 demonstrated that masked priming with a stimulus with high preexperimental
subjective familiarity (the participant’s surname)
elevated familiarity ratings toward stimuli with
differing levels of familiarity (grammatical and
ungrammatical strings) relative to priming with a
consistently unfamiliar stimulus. This finding suggests the priming manipulation was successful in
creating free-floating feelings of familiarity that
were misattributed to target stimuli (cf. Ziembowicz et al., 2013). A main effect of grammaticality
on familiarity ratings was also obtained, with
grammatical strings receiving higher ratings than
ungrammatical strings. Even when knowledge is
not directly tested, strings obeying the training
structure were generally rated as more familiar.
This further supports the notion that a major
source of responding in AGL is the relative familiarity of test strings (Scott & Dienes, 2008), which
can be elicited even when classification performance is not directly assessed and supports the
use of familiarity ratings as an indirect test of
knowledge sensitive to grammaticality (cf. Wan et
al., 2008). See Newell and Bright (2001) and
Zizak and Reber (2004) for similar analyses employing liking ratings.
The findings of Experiment 1 mimic those of
many perceptual fluency manipulations in AGL,
insofar as the increases in familiarity were independent of grammaticality (e.g., Johansson, 2009;
Topolinski & Strack, 2009; Scott & Dienes,
2010c). However, our approach involved creating
nonspecific free-floating familiarity through priming with stimuli not related to the current task (cf.
Ziembowicz et al., 2013). Further, the prime was
unlikely to have changed the fluency with which
the target stimulus was processed; rather it con-

tributed to feelings of familiarity by way of a
graded representation that coherence existed. The
subliminal stimulus affected the metacognitive experience of familiarity through the combination
and confounding of inputs from quite dissimilar
sources. The additional, irrelevant source of
(un)familiarity from the prime was attributed to
the salient source, that is, the current test string.
Thus, participants cannot always be aware of
the structural sources of the feelings of familiarity: Some structural knowledge must be unconscious, consistent with, for example, Dienes
(2012a). The results contradict claims that all
structural knowledge must be conscious (e.g.,
Dulany, 2012).
Experiment 1 demonstrated that, under conditions in which participants were unaware of the
structured nature of the letter strings, the subliminal manipulation could bias their ratings of familiarity. Experiment 2 examined whether the same
bias would occur, or would be unconsciously excluded, under conditions where the structured nature of the stimuli was made apparent and the
familiarity ratings placed in a wider decision context. Specifically, participants were informed that
the training strings conformed to a set of rules and
were required to judge which of the test strings
obeyed those same rules and report the basis for
their decision. The decision basis is captured by a
structural knowledge attribution requiring participants to attribute the judgment of grammaticality
to one of several sources (Dienes & Scott, 2005):
random responding (it had no basis), feelings of
intuition or familiarity, or rules and recollections.
The attributions have been used extensively in
implicit learning research to separate conscious
from unconscious structural knowledge, that is, to
separate responses based on random selection, intuition, or familiarity, on the one hand, or on rules
or recollection, on the other (as used by e.g.,
Hamrick & Rebuschat, 2012; Kemény & Luckacs, 2013; Neil & Higham, 2012; Norman &
Price, 2012; Rebuschat, Hamrick, Sachs, Riestenberg, & Ziegler, 2014; Williams & Rebuschat,
2012).
Experiment 2
Method
Design and participants. Eighty-four participants were recruited from the University of
Sussex (78% female). Mean age was 21 years
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(SD ⫽ 4.14 years). None had participated in
Experiment 1. An a priori power analysis based
on the effect size observed in Experiment 1
(dz ⫽ .57) indicated that we would need an n of
42 to have confidence of replicating the priming
effect (power ⫽ .95). We chose to double this
figure on the basis that we wanted sufficient
power to examine the effect when responses
were split into conscious and unconscious structural knowledge attributions, such that the total
trials where split into roughly two halves. The
same grammar cross-over design was used as in
Experiment 1.
Materials and procedure. The materials,
training phase, and subjective threshold procedure were the same as those in Experiment
1. After participants’ subjective threshold of
awareness had been determined, they were
provided with an instruction sheet pertaining
to the grammaticality judgment portion of the
test phase which they read through before the
trials commenced. After the prime display,
first they inputted how familiar the string felt
relative to those copied during training in the
same manner as Experiment 1. Second, they
were asked if they thought the string obeyed
the same rules as the training strings (1 ⫽ yes;
0 ⫽ no). Third, they were asked for the source
of their grammar judgment based on the five
options from Scott and Dienes (2008), which
corresponded to five numbers on the keyboard: (1) random selection; (3) familiarity;
(5) intuition; (7) rule(s); (9) memory. The
definition of these categories was as follows:
Random – You picked yes or no completely at
random; Familiarity – You picked yes or no
based on the relative familiarity of the string;
Intuition – You picked yes or no based on a
hunch or feeling but couldn’t explain its nature; Rule(s) – You picked based on one or
more rules or partial rules learned during the
first part of the experiment and could state the
nature of those rules if asked to do so; Memory – You picked yes or no based on a specific
memory of the strings from the first part of
the experiment (e.g., remembering definitely
having seen or not seen part or all the string
earlier). Participants were permitted to remind themselves of what these categories represented from the information sheet during
the knowledge attribution decision.
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Results
Two participants were excluded on the basis
that the number of trials for which they reported
being aware of the primes was greater than 2.5
SD from the mean (both reported awareness
greater than 50% of trials). The mean display
time of the prime was 57 ms (SD ⫽ 14 ms). Test
trials in which participants reported seeing the
prime were excluded from the subsequent analyses and constituted 7% (SD ⫽ 26%) of all test
trials, comparable with the 6% excluded from
Experiment 1.
Familiarity ratings. We first repeat the
key analysis from Experiment 1, examining the
influences on familiarity ratings. A 2 (Grammaticality: grammatical vs. ungrammatical) ⫻ 2
(Prime type: surname vs. random letter) repeated measures ANOVA was conducted on
familiarity ratings (n ⫽ 82). See Figure 1 for
descriptive statistics. There was a significant
main effect of grammaticality, with grammatical strings receiving higher ratings (M ⫽ 5.22,
SE ⫽ 0.14) than ungrammatical strings (M ⫽
3.99, SE ⫽ 0.15), F(1, 81) ⫽ 134.32, p ⬍ .001,
2p ⫽ .62. The main effect of prime was not
significant, with strings following the surname
prime receiving extremely similar ratings (M ⫽
4.61, SE ⫽ 0.14) to those following the random
prime (M ⫽ 4.60, SE ⫽ 0.14), F(1, 81) ⫽ 0.11,
p ⫽ .746, 2p ⬍ .01. The interaction was also
nonsignificant, F(1, 81) ⫽ 0.12, p ⫽ .729, 2p ⬍
.01. This result is in stark contrast to the influence of prime type on familiarity ratings observed in Experiment 1. To determine whether
the nonsignificant effect of prime reflected experimental insensitivity or evidence for the null
hypothesis (here, no difference between prime
types upon familiarity ratings), a Bayes factor
was calculated. Bayes factors indicate continuous degrees of support for hypotheses, where
values over 3 can be considered substantial support for the experimental hypotheses; values
less than 1/3 can be considered substantial evidence for the null and values around 1 indicate
no strong support in either direction, suggesting
data insensitivity (see Dienes, 2008, 2011, 2014
for rationale). The alternative hypothesis (i.e.,
that there was an effect of prime on familiarity
ratings) was modeled as a half-normal with the
standard deviation set to the difference found
for the same comparison obtained in Experiment 1 (.186). The mean difference between
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familiar and unfamiliar primes found in Experiment 2 (.013, SE of the difference ⫽ .039)
yielded a Bayes factor, B ⫽ 0.27, indicative of
substantial evidence for the null. Thus, a reliable effect was found in Experiment 1, which
was eliminated in Experiment 2 (note the larger
sample size in Experiment 2 and the standardized effect sizes for the prime comparison of
2p ⫽ .25 and 2p ⬍ .01 in Experiments 1 and 2,
respectively).
Second, influences on familiarity ratings
were analyzed as a function of structural knowledge attribution (see Figure 2). Random selection, intuition, and familiarity responses index
unconscious structural knowledge attributions
and, as such, were pooled into a single category.
Rules and memory responses index conscious
structural knowledge attributions and thus were
pooled into a separate category. See Dienes
(2012a) for evidence that these are qualitatively
different types of knowledge, in ways expected
by theories of consciousness. Conscious and
unconscious structural knowledge attributions
were examined separately to allow all relevant
data to be used for each knowledge type. Note
the degrees of freedom: not all participants used
all response types and hence could be included
in the analyses. A grammaticality ⫻ prime type
ANOVA on the familiarity ratings associated
with unconscious structural knowledge attributions revealed an expected significant main ef-

fect of grammaticality, F(1, 78) ⫽ 87.38, p ⬍
.001, 2p ⫽ .53, but no significant effect of
prime, F(1, 78) ⫽ 0.04, p ⫽ .847, 2p ⬍ .01, nor
an interaction, F(1, 78) ⫽ 0.67, p ⫽ .416, 2p ⫽
.01. The mean difference between surname and
random letter primes within unconscious structural knowledge attributions collapsed over
grammaticality was ⫺.013 (as mean familiarity
was slightly lower following the familiar context, SE of the difference ⫽ .067). A Bayes
factor was calculated with the same parameters
as for the data collapsed over structural knowledge attribution. This yielded B ⫽ 0.29, thus the
data favor the null in the case of unconscious
structural knowledge.
We sought to establish whether responses
specifically attributed to familiarity would or
would not show the priming effect from Experiment 1 (cf. Wan et al., 2008, for strategic
control of familiarity). A total of 69 participants
used at least one familiarity attribution for both
prime types and grammaticality conditions (see
Figure 3). The ANOVA revealed a significant
main effect of grammaticality, F(1, 68) ⫽ 56.
18, p ⬍ .001, 2p ⫽ .45. There was no significant
effect of prime, F(1, 68) ⫽ 0.93, p ⫽ .336. 2p ⫽
.01, nor a significant interaction, F(1, 68) ⫽
0.01, p ⫽ .917, 2p ⬍ .01. Collapsed over grammaticality, the mean difference between surname and random letter primes was ⫺.096
(again, as mean familiarity was slightly lower

Figure 2. Mean familiarity ratings as a function of prime type and structural knowledge type
in Experiment 2. Bars show ⫾1 standard error.
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Figure 3. Mean familiarity ratings within familiarity attributions as a function of prime type
and grammaticality in Experiment 2. Bars show ⫾1 standard error.

following the familiar context, SE of the difference ⫽ .099). A Bayes factor was calculated
with the same parameters as for the data collapsed over structural knowledge attributions,
yielding B ⫽ 0.26. The data favor the null in the
case of responses specifically attributed to familiarity. The same analyses on conscious
structural knowledge attributions reveal a significant main effect of grammaticality, F(1,
67) ⫽ 79.28, p ⬍ .001, 2p ⫽ .54 and no significant effect of prime, F(1, 67) ⫽ 0.08, p ⫽ .785,
2p ⫽ .01, nor an interaction, F(1, 67) ⫽ 0.49,
p ⫽ .487, 2p ⫽ .01. Modeling the mean difference collapsed over grammaticality (.035, SE of
the difference ⫽ .126), with the same parameters as for unconscious structural knowledge
attributions gives a B ⫽ 0.68; thus indicating
the data are largely insensitive in the case of
conscious structural knowledge, though predictions are, in any case, less strong in relation to
the conscious structural knowledge attributions.
Distribution of response types. Next we
examine how the proportion of conscious versus unconscious structural knowledge attributions was influenced by the familiarity manipulation. A significantly greater proportion of
grammaticality judgments were attributed to
conscious structural knowledge following the
surname prime (M ⫽ .32, SE ⫽ .02) than the
random prime (M ⫽ .30, SE ⫽ .03), t(81) ⫽
2.36, p ⫽ .021, dz ⫽ 0.26.
Discrimination and response criterion.
Next we examine whether discrimination sensi-

tivity or response bias were influenced by the
subliminal manipulation. Figure 4 shows signal
detection descriptive statistics. In signal detection theory as applied to AGL, discrimination
ability, d=, corresponds to the difference in standardized hits minus false alarms. Increasing discrimination is shown as d= exceeds 0. This was
calculated and entered into a 2 (Prime type:
surname vs. random letter) ⫻ 2 (Structural
knowledge attribution: conscious vs. unconscious) repeated measures ANOVA (n ⫽ 63, as
not all participants had relevant data for hit and
false alarm rates broken down by structural
knowledge and prime type). This analysis revealed only a significant main effect of response
type, with conscious structural knowledge attributions resulting in better discrimination (M ⫽
0.84, SE ⫽ .10) than unconscious structural
knowledge attributions (M ⫽ 0.57, SE ⫽ .07),
F(1, 62) ⫽ 7.91, p ⫽ .007, 2p ⫽ .11. The main
effect of prime was nonsignificant, as was the
interaction, Fs ⬍ 1.5. Response criterion, C,
indicates the tendency for participants to respond in an affirming manner irrespective of
whether trials are grammatical or ungrammatical. As C decreases, a more liberal response
criterion is indicated and demonstrates a bias to
accept strings as grammatical, which may be
expected following the surname prime relative
to the random letter prime (cf. Ziembowicz et
al., 2013). However, a 2 (Prime type: surname
vs. random letter) ⫻ 2 (Structural knowledge
attribution: conscious vs. unconscious) repeated

This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
This article is intended solely for the personal use of the individual user and is not to be disseminated broadly.

238

MEALOR, DIENES, AND SCOTT

Figure 4. Mean discrimination, d=, and response criterion, C, as a function of prime type and
structural knowledge type in Experiment 2. Bars show ⫾1 standard error.

measures ANOVA (n ⫽ 63) revealed this was
not the case with no significant main effects of
prime or structural knowledge type, nor an interaction, Fs ⬍ 1. The signal detections statistic,
C, as calculated above, is the typical measure of
response bias. However, to permit a more direct
comparison with relevant previous research, we
also examine bias in terms of the proportion of
strings endorsed as grammatical. Ziembowicz et
al. (2013, Experiments 1 and 2) found that presenting possible 3D shapes alongside a musical
grammar increased claims that musical strings
obeyed the grammar (irrespective of grammaticality) compared with pairing with impossible
three-dimensional shapes. The observed influence resulting from an unrelated source of coherence has at least superficial similarity to our
own manipulation and therefore warrants comparison. The arithmetic mean increase over
these experiments in the proportion of accepted
strings was .11. A 2 (Grammaticality: grammatical vs. ungrammatical) ⫻ 2 (Prime type: surname vs. random letter) ⫻ 2 (Structural knowledge attribution: conscious vs. unconscious)
ANOVA (n ⫽ 65)1 on the proportion of strings
accepted as grammatical in the current experiment revealed no significant main effect of
prime. The overall accepted proportion of trials
following the surname prime was .439 and following the random letter prime was .437, F ⬍ 1.
The difference reported by Ziembowicz et al.
was taken as a rough estimate of the expected
effect size, should there be one; thus the alternative hypothesis was modeled as a half-normal
with the SD set to the mean found by Ziembo-

wicz et al. The obtained difference (.002, SE of
the difference ⫽ .014) yielded B ⫽ 0.14. In
contrast to Ziembowicz et al., our data favor the
null hypothesis that the surname prime did not
increase the acceptance of strings as grammatical.
Discussion
The effect of priming on familiarity ratings
obtained in Experiment 1 was not replicated in
Experiment 2. In fact, for this same ratings task
we obtained substantial evidence for the null for
unconscious structural knowledge attributions
and for familiarity collapsed over structural
knowledge types. The key procedural difference
between Experiments 1 and 2 was that in Experiment 2 the familiarity judgments were
placed into a wider decision context where the
underlying grammatical structure of the strings
was made salient. The results are consistent
with the notion that the task context can result in
the unconscious selection or exclusion of different sources of familiarity; in Experiment 2,
the irrelevant source of familiarity differences
resulting from the subliminal prime no longer
1
Here an expected main effect of grammaticality was
also obtained. The proportion of grammatical strings accepted as such was significantly higher than that of ungrammatical strings, F(1, 64) ⫽ 93.31, p ⬍ .001. There was also
a significant Structural knowledge attribution ⫻ Grammaticality interaction, F(1, 64) ⫽ 12.58, p ⫽ .001. The difference between the proportion of accepted grammatical and
ungrammatical strings was higher for conscious than unconscious structural knowledge attributions. Other Fs ⬍ 1.15.
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influenced explicit familiarity ratings. Following the familiar prime, participants also reported
a small (2% of trials), but significant, increase in
reliance on conscious structural knowledge than
following the unfamiliar prime. Although this is
only a preliminary result, a free-floating feeling
of familiarity could enhance conviction in salient recollections or hypothesized rules
whereas an unfamiliar context decreases this
conviction, or disrupts conscious access to
stored knowledge. Note that this does not imply
disruption of accurate conscious structural
knowledge as we did not obtain evidence for
changes in discrimination; rather, priming could
affect the subjective experience of applying
knowledge or give the illusion that responses
are based on memory, rather than intuitions. In
other words, the prime resulted in a change in
metacognitive criterion between conscious and
unconscious structural knowledge attributions,
but not response criterion as in endorsement or
rejection of sequences. Future research could
investigate this further.
General Discussion
There was a striking difference in the effects of
priming with familiar and unfamiliar stimuli between the current experiments. Averaging over
grammaticality, the effect of the surname prime
versus random prime on familiarity ratings was
significantly different between Experiment 1 and
Experiment 2, t(100) ⫽ 2.11, p ⫽ .037, Cohen’s
d ⫽ 0.53. Using an indirect test of knowledge in
Experiment 1, priming did influence subjective
reports of familiarity, that is, metacognitive experience. This finding is consistent with the notion
that the context under which judgments (e.g., regularity, memory) are made can be biased by irrelevant, global factors (Goldinger & Hansen, 2005;
Ziembowicz et al., 2013). In contrast, however,
this effect vanished in Experiment 2 where the
ratings of familiarity occurred in a wider decision
context highlighting the salience of the grammar
structure. This prima facie contradicts a number of
studies, which have shown conditions designed to
increase fluency do influence recognition or classification judgments (e.g., Jacoby & Whitehouse,
1989; Topolinski & Strack, 2009; Whittlesea et
al., 1990). Our familiarity manipulation is, however, different from these fluency manipulations.
Whereas the fluency manipulations aim to influence the processing of the target stimulus, our
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manipulation sought to generate a feeling of familiarity from an entirely unrelated source. It appears that, where the familiarity source is distinct
and unrelated to the goal of the conscious task,
then that source can be excluded even where the
source itself is not consciously perceived.
The apparent importance of the conscious
context is consistent with previous findings. Johansson (2009) found perceptual primes increased claims of grammaticality in AGL only
under speeded conditions designed to increase
nonanalytic processing (and consequently reduce conscious task focus). Similarly, Mealor
and Dienes (2012, 2013b) found that people
tend to dwell on their response to get the most
from their familiarity-based knowledge when
given the opportunity to do so (see also Dewhurst, Holmes, Brandt, & Dean, 2006, for similar interpretations of recognition memory data).
It is quite possible that participants in Experiment 2 were operating in a more analytical
frame of mind than in Experiment 1, given the
additional task demands, and this additional
precision impedes the influence of irrelevant
familiarity signals. This perhaps reflects a need
for conscious focus to facilitate unconscious
selection of the most relevant information
sources. But what is the target of this focus?
Our aim was to investigate free-floating familiarity with respect to the reported conscious
status of structural knowledge; therefore, both a
classification and structural knowledge attribution were required in Experiment 2. Thus it is
possible that familiarity signals from the grammar strings became the most salient source of
familiarity in the decision context once participants knew about the existence of grammars, or
it could be that the introspective decision increased participants’ sensitivity to grammar
string familiarity. Furthermore, it is possible
that participants experience multiple types of
familiarity (e.g., Type A related to the prime
and Type B related to grammaticality decisions), which became confounded in Experiment 1 but could be selected appropriately in
Experiment 2 (cf. Wan et al., 2008), perhaps
when participants realized that differences in
subjective familiarity could distinguish grammaticality (Scott & Dienes, 2010a). Or it could
be that the change in task set means that one
phenomenologically single type of subjective
familiarity is triggered by different environmen-
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tal structures. Future work could disentangle
these possibilities.
In Experiment 1, participants’ familiarity ratings were swayed by an unrelated and unconsciously perceived source. Experiment 1 thus
demonstrated that the structural basis of a feeling of familiarity can be unconscious, as postulated by Norman et al. (2006, 2011) and Dienes
et al. (2011), and contrary to skeptics of the
existence of unconscious knowledge (e.g., Dulany, 2012). In Experiment 2, the right conscious task context permitted the unconscious
familiarity source to be excluded from influence. Experiment 2 thus demonstrates that people have some metacognitive control over
which sources of familiarity are exploited. An
area for future research is the extent to which
feelings of familiarity can be used to progressively explicate knowledge by a continuing refocusing on the sources providing it, as postulated by Scott and Dienes (2010a). Relatedly,
the current results speak against familiarity
showing its influence automatically (as in Jacoby, 1991), as the same priming procedure
produced strikingly different results between
the two experiments. In fact, Experiment 2 may
be indicative of a form of unconscious strategic
control. Previous studies, which have provided
evidence for strategic control of unconscious
structural knowledge (Mealor & Dienes, 2013a;
Norman et al., 2011; Wan et al., 2008), showed
that conscious feelings of familiarity based on
unconscious structural knowledge could be applied strategically when participants were instructed to do so. The current results extend
those findings to include strategic control over
the influence of subliminal sources of information (cf. Armstrong & Dienes, 2013, for subliminal priming). A difference between the latter
case and the current study is that for Armstrong
and Dienes there seemed to be an unconscious
intention to exclude (as with hypnosis; Dienes,
2012b), but there is no reason to postulate an
unconscious intention here: Participants intentionally intend to respond to grammaticality and
a consequence of that is excluding extraneous
sources.
Finally, to date, relatively little published research has investigated the effects of priming in
AGL, particularly with a focus on whether
structure can be acquired without conscious perception (cf. Bornstein, 1994). Newell and
Bright (2003) presented training strings for 100

ms and found that the same strings represented
at test were endorsed more often than baseline,
but novel strings from the same grammar were
not. Although the primes used by Newell and
Bright cannot be considered subliminal, recent
work by Armstrong and Dienes (2013) showed
that people are sensitive to syntactical negation
rules at levels reliably below subjective awareness. Thus sufficiently sensitive tests could, in
principle, demonstrate more sophisticated capabilities of unconscious cognition.
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