
 

 

 

 

The role of facial appearance concern and appraisal perspective in the experience of task-

irrelevant intrusions  

 

Laura Dondziloa, Ben Graftona, and Colin MacLeoda 

 

aElizabeth Rutherford Memorial Centre for the Advancement of Research on Emotion, School of 

Psychological Science, University of Western Australia, Crawley, Western Australia, Australia. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Laura Dondzilo, School of 

Psychological Science, University of Western Australia (M304), 35 Stirling Highway, Crawley 

WA 6009, Australia. Phone: +61 408 637 524. Email: laura.dondzilo@uwa.edu.au 

This is a post-peer-review, pre-copyedit version of an article published in Cognitive Therapy 

and Research. The final authenticated version is available online at: 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10608-020-10179-0 

 

 



Task-Irrelevant Intrusions and Facial Appearance Concerns    2 

 

Abstract 

Background  

The current study experimentally tested the hypothesis that elevated facial appearance concern is 

characterised by an elevated tendency to experience task-irrelevant intrusions (i.e., intrusions 

which serve to interfere with task performance) concerning an appearance-related event. 

Additionally, the study examined potentially interactive roles of facial concerns and the appraisal 

perspective adopted during this appearance-related event.  

Methods 

Sixty-six females, reporting either low or high facial concerns, were exposed to a standardised 

appearance-related event, which involved a photoshoot and the subsequent appraisal of the 

resulting photographs. Participants were induced to appraise these photographs from the 

perspective of either self or other. Following this, participants completed a task designed to 

assess subsequent task-irrelevant intrusions about the appearance-related event.  

Results 

Results revealed that high facial concern participants experienced both a greater frequency of, 

and more distressing, task-irrelevant intrusions about the appearance-related event than did their 

low facial concern counterparts. These group differences in task-irrelevant intrusions were 

equally evident, regardless of initial appraisal perspective.  

Conclusions 

The current findings are consistent with the hypothesis that elevated facial appearance concerns 

are underpinned by highly frequent and distressing task-irrelevant intrusions about past 

appearance-related experiences.  

Keywords: Facial appearance concerns; Body image; Intrusions; Cognitive appraisal 
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It is commonplace to occasionally experience unwanted and unintended thoughts about 

one’s appearance (e.g, “I look unattractive”), typically referred to as intrusions (Clark, 2005). 

There is increasing evidence implicating the role of appearance-related intrusions in Body 

Dysmorphic Disorder (BDD) symptomatology (Fang & Wilhelm, 2015). According to a 

prominent cognitive-behavioural model for BDD, individuals with BDD respond to ordinary 

appearance-related intrusions by making negative appraisals about one’s appearance (Wilhelm, 

Phillips, & Steketee, 2013). These negative appraisals are underpinned by core beliefs 

concerning either self judgements (e.g., I am unattractive and therefore I am worthless) or 

perceived judgements of others (e.g., I am unattractive and therefore I am unlovable) (Veale, 

2004). It is theorised that these negative appraisals trigger negative emotions, in turn provoking 

maladaptive safety behaviours and avoidance behaviours, which consequently serves to further 

inflate the experience of negative intrusions (Wilhelm et al., 2013).  

A key feature of clinically relevant intrusions is that they interrupt ongoing cognitive 

and/or behavioural activity (Clark, 2005). From hereon we refer to those intrusions which 

interfere with task performance as task-irrelevant intrusions. In order to adequately assess task-

irrelevant intrusions in the laboratory, participants are given a cognitively demanding central 

task, and are told to indicate whenever a task-irrelevant thought caused their mind to wander 

from this task (Murray, Krasich, Schooler, & Seli, 2020). Previous studies have produced 

findings consistent with the idea that high dysmorphic concern is characterised by especially 

frequent and distressing appearance-related intrusions (Giraldo-O’Meara & Belloch, 2018, 2019; 

Onden-Lim & Grisham, 2012; Osman, Cooper, Hackmann, & Veale, 2004; Pascual-Vera et al., 

2019). However, given that the assessment of intrusions in these previous studies did not require 

participants to engage in a central task, intrusions cannot be considered task-irrelevant.  
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The present study sought to investigate whether elevated dysmorphic concern is 

underpinned by the tendency to experience frequent and distressing task-irrelevant intrusions 

about an appearance-related event. We also took the opportunity to test the potentially interactive 

roles of dysmorphic concern and the appraisal perspective adopted during the appearance-related 

event. In considering that BDD-linked intrusions typically concern past social-evaluative 

situations (e.g., being teased at school; Osman et al., 2004), it is possible that appraising one’s 

appearance according to how one anticipates being judged by others, rather than according to 

one’s own judgement, may serve to further inflate the pattern of task-irrelevant intrusions 

demonstrated by individuals with elevated dysmorphic concern.    

Given that facial features (e.g., skin, hair, nose) are the most common areas of concern in 

BDD (Phillips, Menard, Fay, & Weisberg, 2005), the current study recruited participants on the 

basis of displaying high facial appearance concerns and low facial appearance concerns. These 

participants were initially exposed to a standardised appearance-related event, which involved a 

photoshoot and the subsequent appraisal of the resulting photographs, either from the perspective 

of self or another person. Following this, both the frequency of task-irrelevant intrusions about 

this experience, and the distress they elicited, were assessed using a variant of a well-established 

approach previously employed by many investigators assessing task-irrelevant intrusions (e.g., 

Borkovec, Robinson, Pruzinsky, & DePree, 1983; Hayes, Hirsch, Krebs, & Mathews, 2010; Hur, 

Gaul, & Berenbaum, 2019).  

In summary, we tested the hypothesis that heightened facial appearance concern is 

characterized by more frequent and more distressing task-irrelevant intrusions, relating to past 

appearance-related events. The hypothesis under test generated the predictions that: i. high facial 

concern participants would experience a greater number of task-irrelevant intrusions about the 

initial appearance-related event than the low facial concern participants; ii. task-irrelevant 
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intrusions about this appearance-related event would be more distressing for the high facial 

concern participants than for the low facial concern participants. Should it be the case that these 

effects are amplified when people appraise their appearance from the perspective of how one is 

likely to be judged by others, then they will be stronger when the initial appearance-related event 

was delivered in the other-appraisal condition than when it was delivered in the self-appraisal 

condition.    

Method 

Participants 

 Three hundred and fifty-six females, who responded to flyers distributed around the 

university campus, were screened using the Facial Appearance Concern subscale of the Negative 

Physical Self Scale (FAC-NPSS; Ly, Misener, & Libben, 2019).1 Given that the hypothesis under 

test regards how high facial concern individuals differ from low facial concern individuals, it 

was necessary to recruit individuals who score relatively high and relatively low on a measure of 

facial concern. A total of thirty-four females scoring in the top third were recruited and were 

designated the high facial concern group (MFAC-NPSS = 1.81, SDFAC-NPSS = .52, MAge = 20.9, SDAge 

= 3.97). A further thirty-two females scoring in the bottom third were recruited and were 

designated the low facial concern group (MFAC-NPSS = .29, SDFAC-NPSS = .24, MAge = 20.7, SDAge = 

4.42).2 Separate 2 (Facial Concern: High Facial Concern vs. Low Facial Concern) × 2 (Appraisal 

Perspective: Self Judgement vs. Other Judgement) analyses of variance carried out on age and 

facial appearance concerns revealed no significant effects on age, while confirming that there 

 
1 Participants were not screened for clinically diagnosable BDD or eating disorders. 
2 Contrasting individuals on the basis of extreme scores (e.g., top and bottom third) is a widely used convention in 

psychological research and this approach is particularly well-suited for use in small samples (Preacher, MacCallum, 

Rucker, & Nicewander, 2005).  
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was a significant main effect of facial concern group on facial appearance concerns, F(1,62) = 

220.58, p < .001, partial η2 = .78, as required.3 

Questionnaires 

Negative Physical Self Scale. The 11-item Facial Appearance Concern subscale of the 

Negative Physical Self Scale (FAC-NPSS; Ly, Misener, & Libben, 2019) was employed to 

assess concerns about facial appearance. Example items include “My facial appearance makes 

me distressed” and “If there are ways to alter my facial appearance, I would persist in doing it.” 

Items are rated on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (never) to 4 (always), with higher 

average scores indicating a greater tendency to experience facial appearance concerns. In the 

current sample, internal consistency was high (α = .93 at both screening and in-lab assessment), 

as was test-retest reliability (r = .90, p < .001).  

Intrusion-Related Distress. A single item was used to assess intrusion-related distress. 

Participants rated how the task-irrelevant thought made them feel on a seven-point Likert scale 

ranging from very unhappy (1) to very happy (7). Distress scores were averaged to provide an 

overall index of intrusion-related distress, with lower scores indicating greater intrusion-related 

distress.  

Experimental Tasks 

Standardised Appearance-Relevant Event. Participants first underwent a photoshoot, 

during which they sat upright on a chair against a standardised white background and under 

standardised lighting conditions. Four photographs were taken of each participant’s face (i.e., 

two front-facing, one left profile, and one right profile) in eight different conditions (i.e., 32 

images in total). The poses they were required to adopt in these eight conditions were chosen 

 
3 A post-hoc sensitivity power analysis revealed that our sample was sufficient to detect medium-large main effects 

and interaction effects. 
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with the intention that for each participant, there would be a pool of photographs that would 

likely range in the degree to which the participant would evaluate in a more positive or negative 

manner.4 Thus, in the first four conditions, participants were instructed to make different 

emotional expressions (i. happy expression, ii. disgusted expression, iii. serious expression, and 

iv. surprised expression) and in the remaining four conditions participants were instructed to 

perform various mechanical actions (i. putting bottom teeth in front of top teeth whilst keeping 

mouth closed, ii. blowing out lips, iii. blowing out cheeks, and iv. squinting eyes).  

Next, the participant was randomly allocated to one of two appraisal conditions, the first 

requiring them to appraise which photo they personally preferred (self) and the other requiring 

them to appraise which photo they believed another person would prefer (other). Specifically, 

participants were asked to imagine the hypothetical situation where all existing photographs of 

themselves had been destroyed, and were required to choose one photograph to retain as a 

memento either for themselves (self) or their friends (other). Each trial of the photo appraisal 

procedure commenced with the 1000 ms presentation of a 4 × 2 grid comprising a selection of 

eight photographs from the photoshoot. On the left hand-side of the screen labels depicting the 

numbers 1 to 8 were displayed vertically. The participant was required to rank image preference, 

in accordance with their allocated appraisal condition, by dragging each number label to the 

corresponding photo. Across four trials, each presenting eight photos, each of the 32 unique 

photographs was presented once in this appraisal component of the appearance-related event.  

Task-Irrelevant Intrusion Assessment Task. This was a timed 10-minute task. On each 

trial a string of 5 characters appeared in a central screen location. There was a 50% probability 

that 3 were letters and 2 were numbers, and a 50% probability that 3 were number and 2 were 

 
4 Prior studies employing photoshoot procedures have not specified photoshoot poses. Therefore, the present 

approach might be useful for future researchers seeking to establish photographic sets with the intention of ensuring 

diversity of appearance across photographs.  
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letters. Participants were required to quickly identify whether the majority of characters were 

numbers or letters, and swiftly register their response by pressing one of two assigned keys.  The 

next trial commenced after a 1500 ms inter-trial interval. Participants were instructed to maintain 

their focus on this task, but were told that that if at any point a task-irrelevant thought entered 

their mind they must indicate this by pressing the spacebar. If participants pressed the spacebar, 

they were presented with one question asking whether the content of the task-irrelevant thought 

was about taking and/or viewing the photos earlier in the experimental session and one question 

regarding its emotional impact. Immediately following their response, participants recommenced 

the number/letter discrimination task and were instructed to complete at least four further trials 

of this task before pressing the spacebar again, if they experienced a task-irrelevant thought. This 

yielded our two key dependent variables; namely, the frequency of task-irrelevant intrusions 

about the appearance-related event, and the distress these elicited.  

Procedure 

The test session commenced with the administration of the FAC-NPSS. The participant 

then completed the standardised appearance-relevant event, which involved the photoshoot and 

the subsequent appraisal of the resulting photographs. Next, the participant completed the task-

irrelevant intrusion assessment task. At the end of the test session, the participant was debriefed 

and compensated with either partial course credit or $15. The test session lasted approximately 

40 minutes. Ethics approval for this study was given by the University of Western Australia’s 

Human Research Ethics Committee. 

Statistical Analyses 

To test each of our hypotheses, separate analyses of variance, each comprising a Facial 

Concern Group factor (High Facial Concern vs. Low Facial Concern) and an Appraisal 
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Perspective factor (Self vs. Other), were performed. The first analysis was conducted on our 

frequency measure and the second analysis was conducted on our distress measure. 

Results  

Analysis of Task-Irrelevant Intrusion Frequency Data 

The analysis carried out on the frequency measure revealed a significant main effect of 

Facial Concern Group, F (1, 62) = 4.23, p = .044, partial ƞ2 = .06. Consistent with the prediction 

under test, this reflected the fact that high facial concern participants experienced more task-

irrelevant intrusions about the appearance-related event than did low dysmorphic concern 

participants. No other effects were significant. Thus, the main effect of Facial Concern Group 

was not modified by Appraisal Perspective, F (1, 62) = .36, p = .550, partial ƞ2 = .01, meaning 

that the effect was equally evident regardless of the appraisal perspective adopted during the 

appearance-related event. These results are reported in Figure 1.  

Analysis of Task-Irrelevant Intrusion Distress Data 

The analysis carried out on the measure of distress elicited by such task-irrelevant 

intrusions about the appearance-related event, also revealed a significant main effect of Facial 

Concern Group, F (1, 25) = 7.52, p = .011, partial ƞ2 = .23. Again, the nature of this effect was 

consistent with the prediction under test, reflecting the fact that these task-irrelevant intrusions 

elicited greater distress in high facial concern participants than was the case for low facial 

concern participants. No other effects were significant. Once more, therefore, this main effect of 

Facial Concern Group was not modified by Appraisal Perspective, F (1, 25) = 1.12, p = .299, 

partial ƞ2 = .04. Thus, the heightened distress evoked by these task-irrelevant intrusions in high 

facial concern participants, compared to low facial concern participants, was independent of the 

appraisal perspective adopted during the appearance-related event. These results are reported in 

Figure 2. 
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Figure 1 

Mean Frequency of Task-Irrelevant Intrusions as a Function of Facial Concern Group and 

Appraisal Perspective  

 

Note. The error bars represent 95% confidence intervals. Range of frequencies for each experimental group are 

reported as follows: High Facial Concern/Other (0-4), High Facial Concern/Self (0-4), Low Facial Concern/Other 

(0-2), Low Facial Concern/Self (0-2). 

a Measure of frequency was derived from the number of times participant reported that they were experiencing a 

task-irrelevant intrusion about taking and/or viewing the photos earlier in the experimental session. 

b In the “Self” condition, participants were required to appraise which photo they personally preferred. In the 

“Other” condition, participants were required to appraise which photo they believed another person would prefer.  
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Figure 2 

Mean Distress Associated with Task-Irrelevant Intrusions as a Function of Facial Concern 

Group and Appraisal Perspective  

 

Note. The error bars represent 95% confidence intervals. Range of distress scores for each experimental group are 

reported as follows: High Facial Concern/Other (1.75-3.00), High Facial Concern/Self (1.25-5.00), Low Facial 

Concern/Other (3.00-6.00), Low Facial Concern/Self (3.00-6.00). 

a Measure of distress was derived from participants’ rating of how the task-irrelevant intrusions made them feel 

made on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from very unhappy (1) to very happy (7).  

b In the “Self” condition, participants were required to appraise which photo they personally preferred. In the 

“Other” condition, participants were required to appraise which photo they believed another person would prefer.  

 

 

 

 

 



Task-Irrelevant Intrusions and Facial Appearance Concerns    12 

 

Discussion 

The current study was designed to test the hypothesis that heightened facial appearance 

concern is characterised by a tendency to experience more frequent, and more distressing, task-

irrelevant intrusions concerning previous appearance-related experiences. In line with the 

predictions generated by this hypothesis, we found that participants with high facial concern, 

compared to those with low facial concern, experienced both greater frequency of, and more 

distressing, task-irrelevant intrusions concerning a standardised appearance-related event that 

involved appraising photos of themselves. There was no evidence that these effects differed as a 

consequence of whether participants carried out these appraisals from the perspective of 

themselves or another.  

Our findings extend the understanding afforded by previous work (Giraldo-O’Meara & 

Belloch, 2018, 2019; Onden-Lim & Grisham, 2012; Osman et al., 2004; Pascual-Vera et al., 

2019), by suggesting that elevated dysmorphic concern is underpinned by the experience of 

highly frequent and distressing appearance-related intrusions which interfere in ongoing task 

performance. Due to this interference, task-irrelevant intrusions have important clinical 

relevance, especially in considering that functional impairment constitutes a diagnostic criterion 

of BDD (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Thus, future researchers are encouraged to 

investigate the efficacy of potential strategies for reducing this maladaptive pattern of task-

irrelevant intrusions in individuals with elevated facial appearance concern. Candidate 

manipulations that could be evaluated, using variants of the current experimental approach, 

would include the adoption of appraisal strategies that reduce focus on attractiveness during the 

initial appraisal event, or that introduce distraction with the aim of disrupting the encoding of this 

event.   
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The current study is the first, to our knowledge, that has assessed whether appraisal of 

one’s appearance based on self judgement vs. other judgement during an appearance-relevant 

event influences the frequency of, or distress caused by, subsequent task-irrelevant intrusions 

concerning this event. This was not the case in the present study, though a closer inspection of 

the data revealed potential floor effects, with experimental groups evidencing very low scores 

(particularly on the frequency measure). The observed pattern of findings suggests that negative 

appraisal of one’s appearance, irrespective of appraisal perspective, may potentially contribute to 

the experience of negative task-irrelevant intrusions in individuals with elevated facial 

appearance concern. More broadly, this lends weight to the cognitive-behavioural model for 

BDD (Wilhelm et al., 2013), according to which both appraisal perspectives (i.e., appraising 

one’s appearance on the basis of one’s own judgements as well as the perceived judgements of 

others) serve to inflate the experience of appearance-related intrusions. It will now be important 

for researchers to directly interrogate the causal role of negative appraisals in the frequency of 

task-irrelevant intrusions, and the distress they elicit, in individuals with high facial appearance 

concern. 

Alternatively, the possibility must be borne in mind that our manipulation of appraisal 

style in the present study may have been insufficiently powerful. Perhaps a more effective 

induction procedure would require participants to appraise the emotional expression of another 

person in terms of a self-referent judgement (e.g., imagine if this person is looking at you) or in 

terms of an other-referent judgement (e.g., imagine if this person is looking at your friend). In 

considering evidence for a greater BDD-linked emotion recognition bias for negative emotions in 

self-referent scenarios, as compared to other-referent scenarios (Buhlmann, Etcoff, & Wilhelm, 

2006), it is plausible to assume that such an induction would reveal amplified effects when 

appraising another person’s emotional expression in terms of a self-referent judgement. Future 
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research can now build on the foundations established by the present study, by exploiting the 

capacity of this experimental approach to reveal whether alternative appraisal manipulations can 

serve to further increase, or perhaps decrease, the pattern of task-irrelevant intrusions that we 

now know distinguish those high and low in facial appearance concern.  

There are, of course, some limitations associated with the present study. Firstly, the 

current sample was restricted to females only, even though the prevalence of BDD is 

approximately equal among men and women (Buhlmann et al., 2010; Schneider, Turner, Mond, 

& Hudson, 2017). Secondly, our post hoc sensitivity analysis revealed that the current study was 

underpowered to detect small effect sizes, which might serve as a potential explanation for why 

we did not obtain Facial Concern × Appraisal Perspective interaction effects. Finally, it is 

important to acknowledge that the current study recruited individuals specifically on the basis of 

their scores on a measure which assesses facial appearance concern. Although facial features are 

the most common area of concern in BDD, it remains unknown whether the observed pattern of 

findings is specific to facial concern or broadly applies to other manifestations of BDD. 

Therefore, future researchers are encouraged to replicate the current study in larger samples 

comprising both men and women, as well as in individuals presenting with other manifestations 

of BDD.   

For the moment, the current study has experimentally evaluated the distinctive pattern of 

task-irrelevant intrusion that characterise elevated facial appearance concern. Our findings 

suggest that elevated facial appearance concern may be underpinned by the tendency to 

experience highly frequent and distressing task-irrelevant intrusions about prior appearance-

related experiences. We hope that future researchers will extend upon our methodology to 

illuminate the mechanisms that drive this idiosyncratic pattern of intrusive experience, and to 

evaluate the efficacy of interventions designed to attenuate it. 
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