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IS, namely silent speech directed to the
self, has become a topic of increased at-
tention in recent years, partly because of
evidence of its involvement in key cogni-
tive and emotional processes.

Because of its private, subjective nature,
IS has traditionally been resistant to sci-
entific study, but new cognitive and neu-
roscientific techniques are making it
more tractable to empirical research.
Many people report a form of internal language known as inner speech (IS). This
review examines recent growth of research interest in the phenomenon, which
has broadly supported a theoretical model in which IS is a functional language
process that can confer benefits for cognition in a range of domains. A key in-
sight to have emerged in recent years is that IS is an embodied experience char-
acterized by varied subjective qualities, which can be usefully modeled in
artificial systems and whose neural signals have the potential to be decoded
through advancing brain–computer interface technologies. Challenges for future
research include understanding individual differences in IS and mapping form to
function across IS subtypes.
IS can be seen as a cognitive tool that al-
lows one tomanipulate inner representa-
tions. It enhances performance in various
cognitive tasks, especially if challenging,
ranging from attention to memory to cat-
egorization.

Analysis of the phenomenology of IS
shows that there are different subtypes
of IS that perform various functions.

Thinking about how IS develops within
an individual lifespan can provide a con-
ceptual framework allowing researchers
to account for various empirical findings.

1Department of Psychology and Centre
for Research into Inner Experience,
Durham University, Durham DH1 3LE,
UK
2Department of Dynamic and Clinical
Psychology, andHealthStudies, Sapienza
University of Rome and Institute of
Cognitive Sciences and Technologies,
Italian National Research Council, 00185
Rome, Italy

*Correspondence:
c.p.fernyhough@durham.ac.uk
(C. Fernyhough).
@Twitter: @cfernyhough
Voices in our heads
IS is the form of internal language that many people report as a significant feature of their subjec-
tive experience. IS has been proposed to serve a range of cognitive functions, including action
planning [1], emotion regulation [2], mediation of past- and future-oriented cognitions [3], and cre-
ative thinking [4]. It can be considered to be a form of auditory imagery (see Glossary) in which
the self actively communicates with itself in a way that preserves some of the dynamics of social
exchange [5]. IS can also be understood as a covert form of self-talk [6] – the self-directed speech
(both silent and out-loud) that has been particularly linked to performance on skilled motor tasks
such as sports [7].

This review concerns experiences variously described as inner (or internal) monologue, inner (or
internal) dialogue, inner voice, covert (or silent) self-talk, internal narrative, verbal thinking,
endophasia, autocommunication, and so on. The term 'inner speech' is preferred because it em-
phasizes the active nature of the phenomenon and does not prejudge featural and functional is-
sues such as the dialogicality or plurality of IS voices. Researchers in this area have recognized
the importance of distinguishing this covert (silent) form of self-directed speech from its overt
(out-loud) form [7]. In the developmental psychology literature (Box 1), the latter is termed private
speech [8] (Figure 1). Within the category of IS is a further important distinction between inner
speaking (where the subjective experience is of producing an utterance in IS, analogous to
speaking into an audio recorder [9,10]) and inner hearing (where the experience is of perceiving
an utterance that has been innerly spoken, such as in listening to one's own voice on a recording).
IS has been considered to be a form of auditory imagery in which language is produced for func-
tional ends [5], thus distinguishing it from the less functionally significant process of imagining
one's own speech [11].

The fact that a person's IS is objectively unobservable has made it notoriously resistant to scientific
study. The most direct method for finding out about a person's IS is through self-report measures
such as questionnaires [12], although responses on such instruments (Box 2) have the weakness
of potentially being distorted by the preconceptions of the participants about what type of mind
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Box 1. Inner speech across the life-course

In Vygotsky's theory [6,93], IS develops in childhood through the gradual internalization of linguistically mediated ex-
changes with others, allowing the individual to begin to employ language previously used to regulate the behavior of others
in the autoregulation of cognition and behavior Figure 1. One implication is that IS can transition flexibly between con-
densed and expanded forms and, under conditions of stress and cognitive challenge, be re-externalized as overt self-talk
or private speech [77]. Vygotsky's theory thus provides a conceptual framework for integrating findings on covert and
overt forms of self-talk, particularly across the timecourse of its emergence in childhood [5].

Vygotsky's theory has implications for accounts of IS as the prediction of the sensory consequences of an articulatory ac-
tion (discussed in the section on Inner speech and the brain). One implication relates to the processes of syntactic and se-
mantic abbreviation that are proposed to accompany the internalization processes [6], which mean that IS cannot merely
be conceptualized as external speech minus the articulation. A related question concerns what form of speech is attenu-
ated in predictive processing models. If IS develops according to the scheme proposed by Vygotsky, the type of speech
whose articulatory components are attenuated in IS should be private speech, not social speech. Owing to the transfor-
mations accompanying internalization [94], private speech will already be functionally and formally distinct from its precur-
sor, social speech, thus necessitating the refinement of predictive processingmodels of IS that conceive of it as attenuated
social speech.

This view of IS has gained support from studies of neural development in the preschool years, particularly findings on the
anatomical development of subcomponents of the dorsal language pathway, including the arcuate fasciculus [95].
Vygotsky's account of IS development also aligns with findings linking distinct subtypes of IS (including dialogic and other
voices IS; Box 2) to engagement with non-real social partners such as imaginary companions [96]. The possibility that IS
might provide a medium for interacting with non-present others [97] is also consistent with findings that preschool children
with imaginary companions are more likely to engage in private speech, suggesting that such speech may have a role in
simulating and facilitating social exchanges [98].
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Glossary
Articulatory: relating to how humans
produce speech sounds.
Auditory imagery: the subjective
experience of an auditory percept in the
absence of any direct sensory cause of
that experience.
Cognitive tool: the idea, derived from
Vygotsky's theory, that mental entities
such as words in natural language can
augment pre-existing cognitive capacities.
Electrocorticography: an
electrophysiological technique that
involves placing electrodes directly onto
the surface of the cortex to record its
electrical activity.
Electromyography (EMG): a
technique used to measure the electrical
activity generated by the muscles of the
body.
Embodied: constrained by the type of
body an agent possesses.
Experience sampling: a family of
methods that ask participants to report
introspectively on their own thoughts,
feelings, and behaviors.
Flanker task: a class of cognitive tasks
that assess the ability to suppress
responses that are inappropriate in a
particular context.
Large language models (LMMs): a
class of machine learning models that
can perform a variety of natural language
tasks.
Linguistic bootstrapping: the
hypothesis that language facilitates
complex cognitive tasks by allowing
labels to serve as substitutes for bundles
of sensorimotor information.
Linguistic distributional knowledge:
knowledge concerning how words are
related to one another as a result of their
co-occurrence.
Phenomenological: relating to the
subjective, qualitative aspects of
experience.
Predictive processing: a framework
for understanding the brain as predicting
what exists in the environment instead of
passively receiving sensory data from it.
Rumination: a style of thinking that
occurs as a maladaptive response to
distress and negative mood.
they have [13]. Overt (out-loud) self-directed (or private) speech is generally easier to measure than
its covert counterpart, although collapsing it together with IS (as has frequently happened in the
sports self-talk literature; Box 3) risks obscuring important phenomenological and functional dif-
ferences between IS and private speech (Box 1). A further methodological issue arises when stud-
ies instruct participants to use IS in particular ways but do not actually measure the speech that is
produced [14]. Another interesting method to assess IS, specifically by impeding its production, is
the use of verbal interference tasks such as articulatory suppression, which typically involves re-
peating words out loud so as to block language processing [15]. Also useful, particularly in the neu-
ropsychological domain, are tasks such as rhyme judgments, homophone judgments, and
judgments of lexical stress of written words (recently combined into a specific IS test battery
[16]). Neuroscientific techniques such as brain imaging and neurostimulation have added detail
to the picture of how IS arises functionally in the brain [17,18]. Various experience sampling
methods have also been employed to study IS [19]. Particularly productive has been work with De-
scriptive Experience Sampling (DES), a method that helps participants to gain skill in providing de-
tailed reports onmoments of experience [20,21], resulting in phenomenological descriptions which
can subsequently be used as inputs for more quantitative analyses [22] (Box 2).

Such methodological innovations have contributed to a recent resurgence of interest in IS, and
many outstanding questions about the phenomenon are now more tractable to empirical inquiry.
A further reason for the growth of interest in IS has been the recent wave of studies emphasizing
the importance of language in shaping cognition [23–26]. As we explore in more detail below, this
renewed interest is exemplified by current debates on the capabilities of large languagemodels
(LLMs) and linguistic distributional knowledge for reproducing human cognitive abilities [27].

Many of these advances can be understood within a framework of understanding IS as a cogni-
tive tool that shares most (if not all) of the functions of overt language but does not require a spe-
cific social setting. In this review we assess the present utility of this framework and its potential to
stimulate further research in the area. We first ask about the status of IS as a form of language,
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Figure 1. From external dialogue to inner speech (IS). This figure illustrates the processes of internalization described by Vygotsky [6]. From the earliest days of life,
infants are engaged in social exchanges which become mediated by speech as language is acquired (external dialogue). These social exchanges become internalized to
form private speech or overt self-talk. Further transformations accompany the internalization of private speech into IS, which can take varied positions on a spectrum of
expanded and condensed forms. Re-externalization of internalized speech means that people can move flexibly between condensed and expanded IS, particularly
with changing cognitive demands, and can also re-externalize their IS as overt private speech [77].
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particularly its functional properties as a medium for communicating with the self. We then con-
sider how IS is instantiated in the brain, including how new research is beginning to understand
the neural signatures of the varied phenomenological features of IS. We review recent findings
on the capacity of IS to enhance cognitive performance in a range of domains before considering
what its embodied nature means for its potential to be modeled in artificial systems, drawing on
advances in brain–computer interface technology, robotics, and artificial intelligence.

Inner speech as a linguistic form
Researchers have long been interested in how to characterize IS as a language process, particu-
larly the extent to which it is similar to external speech. One way to address this question is by ask-
ing whether IS retains the acoustic and articulatory features of spoken language. Theoretical
considerations [6] and phenomenological evidence [9] (Box 2) indicate that IS can vary on a spec-
trum of featural richness: from fully phonologically featured (in terms of tone, timbre, accent, pitch,
etc.) to highly abstract (where phonological features are reduced or absent). Two theoretical
models occupy opposite ends of this spectrum. At one end, motor simulation views [28,29] hold
that IS is a mental simulation of overt speech that falls short of producing the articulatory actions
Trends in Cognitive Sciences, Month 2023, Vol. xx, No. xx 3
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Box 2. What is inner speech like?

A focus of recent research on IS has been on its phenomenology or subjective qualities. Vygotsky's [6] theory entails that IS
should take different forms (e.g., relating to the extent to which utterances are articulated in full sentential structure). How-
ever, likely owing to difficulties in studying IS, scientific research on the phenomenon has tended to treat it as a monolithic
entity – a single 'voice in the head'. The systematic study of variations in IS quality began with the development of the Va-
rieties of Inner Speech Questionnaire (VISQ) [99], which in its revised form [34] captures five dimensions of IS quality. These
include dialogicality (postulated by Vygotsky to result from the origin of IS in social, conversational speech), condensation
(following from Vygotsky's theory of how IS is syntactically and semantically transformed as it is internalized), the presence
of other voices in IS (involving the hearing of the voices of others, also betraying the social origin of IS), evaluative/critical
(associated with a relatively negative self-concept), and positive/regulatory (roughly mapping onto the motivational self-talk
examined in the sports literature). The subtypes of IS identified by the VISQ have been replicated in Spanish [100] and He-
brew [36]. As summarized elsewhere in this review, recent research has begun to link specific subtypes of IS with particular
cognitive and emotional processes, including psychopathological variables such as hallucination-proneness [34].

The phenomenological diversity of IS is also evident in research using Descriptive Experience Sampling (DES), although such
studies have not always provided strong support for features such as condensation [9]. Given that differentmethods can produce
such discrepancies in data, research usingmultiplemethods for assessing IS quality within a single study seems to be particularly
advisable [101]. Beyond the traditional boundaries of cognitive science, studies that incorporate humanities (including literary)
methods and concepts [102] may represent a fruitful line of future interdisciplinary inquiry into the subjective nature of IS.
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necessary for producing audible speech. At the other end of the spectrum, abstraction accounts
[30] view IS as occurring independently of bodily actions, including articulatory processes.

Instead of providing exclusive support for either of these positions, recent evidence suggests that
IS varies on a continuum between extremes of featural richness and abstraction [5]. Evidence for
motor activation in IS includes activity recorded by electromyography (EMG) of articulatory
muscles during IS production [31,32] and disruptions of IS resulting from articulatory suppression
[33]. Evidence for abstraction comes from findings that IS can occur in more condensed and less
featurally rich forms [34–36]. A recent example supporting abstraction showed a dissociation be-
tween speeds in reading aloud and silent reading in adult participants. Whereas speed of reading
aloud correlated with articulation speed, silent reading (assumed to involve IS) correlated more
strongly with vocabulary and conceptual knowledge [37].

Foremost among the properties of language is its function for communication. When considering IS
as a linguistic form, a paradox arises: how can language be used to communicate information to the
same self that is generating that language? This paradox is particularly problematic in the context of a
conventional 'conduit' [38] view of language as the transmission of information, because this seems to
exclude the possibility that an agent can communicate to itself information that it does not already
know. Accepting the various proposed roles for IS in self-communication seems to entail a view of
language as having a broader range of functionality than is allowed by conventional conduit views
[39]. In particular, understanding IS as a productive, active process rooted developmentally in social
processes (Box 1) allows self-directed language to have functions beyond the transmission of infor-
mation: for example, in regulating the self’s activities in an analogous way to how speech regulates
the behavior of others [6,11] (see also the section on Inner speech as a cognitive tool below).

Inner speech in the brain
IS can thus be understood as a form of language, directed towards the self, which retains the
range of functional possibilities of external speech. Linking to the question of whether IS includes
an articulatory component, researchers have asked how its neural signatures associate selec-
tively with activity in brain networks linked to speech production and auditory imagery [40]. Rele-
vant evidence comes from findings of distinct neural signatures for listening to speech versus
imagining speech [41]. Although both conditions showed overlapping activation in bilateral supe-
rior temporal gyrus and supplementary motor areas, imagined speech showed distinct activation
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Box 3. Self-talk in motor performance

The term self-talk collapses the distinction between IS and overt speech. A considerable body of research has examined
how self-talk facilitates sports performance. Dual-process theories distinguish between strategic and organic self-talk, the
latter of which can be spontaneous or goal-directed [103], and between instructional and motivational self-talk [104]. In
elite basketball players, instructional but not motivational self-talk improves shooting accuracy and reduces coordination
movement variability [105]. Male basketball players use self-talk to reduce anxiety and lower psychophysiological arousal;
during competitions, self-talk helps to maintain activation, regulate behavior, and prevent disengagement [106]. In novice
golf players, instructional self-talk is associated with better technique and action control, and motivational self-talk is asso-
ciated with increased heart-rate and reduced heart-rate variability, testifying to increased effort [107]. Supporting dual-pro-
cess theories, in competitive tennis matches emotional intensity is lower with exclusively goal-directed self-talk (which
regulates emotions) than with spontaneous self-talk [108].

Machine learning methods have been used to analyze the quality of participant self-talk to predict which sport (badminton
vs running) is being engaged in [109]. Runners, engaged in a solitary sport, use IS to prevent disengagement, whereas
badminton players use it to express worries and control anxiety. During marathon and half-marathon running, self-talk is
more valenced in high-pressure situations, and becomes shorter and more repetitive in low-pressure contexts [109].

Questionnaires have limitations as a guide to IS experiences. For example, in tennis athletes the correspondence between
self-talk accessed through questionnaires and observation is often weak [110]. Methods such as Descriptive Experience
Sampling (DES)may bemore powerful in providing information on specific IS episodes. DES shows that covert self-talk (IS)
in golfers is tenfoldmore frequent than overt self-talk and occursmore during tournaments [20]. Experimental interventions
offer a further method for assessing the effects of self-talk on motor performance. Verbal interference affects cycling more
than visuospatial interference or control tasks, suggesting that self-talk fosters physical endurance [111]. Self-talk interven-
tions influence the performance of cyclists in hot environments [112] and induce physiological changes (e.g., breath fre-
quency alterations) in runners [113].

Self-talk studies also provide evidence on individual differences in IS [114]. The social isolation hypothesis, which associ-
ates self-talk with greater isolation, is challenged by findings that self-talk does not differ substantially between solo trav-
elers and non-travelers [115]. More evidence supports the cognitive disruption hypothesis, which predicts that more
frequent self-talk is associated with increased experiences of negative or stressful self-related events [114,116].
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in left inferior frontal gyrus (Broca's area), which was taken as evidence for the involvement of an
articulatory component in the latter, combined with auditory imagery (cf [42]). One problem in in-
terpreting these findings is that spontaneous IS is best understood as a functional linguistic act
rather than an act that is simply imagined [11]. In addition, although Broca's area typically acti-
vates during performance of IS tasks [43], there are reasons for caution in assuming that neural
signatures elicited by task instructions will align with IS that arises more spontaneously [17]. Sim-
ply instructing participants to generate or imagine IS in experimental contexts may result in expe-
riences that are some way removed from natural, functional IS, with important implications for the
scientific lessons that can be learned from their study.

Related to the question of the functionality of spontaneous IS is the idea that it is a consequence
of simulated speech actions which are not converted into articulatory activations. Viewing IS as a
sensory consequence of a simulated action allows it to retain an active (and thus functional) di-
mension while also resonating more generally with popular predictive processing accounts
of perception [44]. Predictive processing accounts of IS are not yet highly developed, perhaps
owing to the greater challenges that such models face in understanding 'offline' cognition (such
as internal imagery and mind-wandering) in comparison to processes where perceptual inputs
and action outputs are tightly linked [45]. However, predictive processing accounts of IS have
begun to emerge [46], and developmental questions about how IS is internalized from social
and private speech promise to shape new understandings of what should be predicted in such
models (Box 1). Thinking about IS as the sensory product of a simulated action has also illumi-
nated how predictions of speech actions are neurally instantiated. The corollary discharge that
accompanies an IS utterance (and suppresses neural and perceptual responses to self-
generated speech) has recently been shown to carry precise information about both the timing
Trends in Cognitive Sciences, Month 2023, Vol. xx, No. xx 5

CellPress logo


Trends in Cognitive Sciences
OPEN ACCESS
and content of the IS utterance [47]. Participants generated inner phonemes either 300 ms be-
fore, concurrently with, or 300 ms after they heard an audible phoneme that either matched or
did not match the content of the inner phoneme. Production of inner phonemes attentuated
the N1 component of the auditory cortex event-related potential, but only when the two pho-
nemes occurred at the same moment in time and had the same content, suggesting close com-
monalities between the neural processes involved in generating internal and external speech.

Predictive processing models have also proved their value in accounting for the varied phenome-
nological features of IS (Box 2). One recent fMRI study [35] presented a comprehensive attempt to
relate featural variation in IS to neural processes, focusing on three dimensions of dialogality (relat-
ing to the extent to which utterances preserve the conversational structure of social dialogue), in-
tentionality (referring to the spontaneous vs intentional nature of the utterances), and
condensation (relating to the extent to which utterances are abbreviated relative to external
speech). Following previous modeling of dialogic IS in terms of neural substrates of social cognition
[18], the dialogic nature of IS was explored through a perspective-switching (first- vs third-person)
task, and was found to relate to neural activation in areas previously associated with such tasks,
including precuneus and parietal lobules. Intentionality was examined by comparing intentional IS
with verbal mind-wandering, with the latter associated with greater activation in right-hemisphere
areas including parieto-fronto-temporal regions. Although not targeted empirically in this study, var-
iation in condensation was modeled by specifying inhibitory control at the levels of utterance con-
ceptualization, formulation, and articulatory planning. Although preliminary, these findings
represent an important first step in specifying the neural signatures of different subtypes of IS.
The idea that varieties of IS are subserved by different neural mechanisms gains further backing
from an activation likelihood estimation (ALE) meta-analysis [48] supporting a separation between
speech production and speech reception areas underlying different types of IS.

Inner speech as a cognitive tool
Interest in IS has been heightened by evidence that language augments and transforms cognition
[23,49,50]. The next section summarizes recent studies showing that IS can improve attention
and cognitive control, enhance cognitive flexibility, facilitate working and long-termmemory, influ-
ence categorization, and enhance the ability of humans to reflect on themselves andmonitor their
own cognitive processes.

Attention and cognitive control
IS can help in conflict resolution and cognitive control, as evidenced by studies requiring focused
attention. Participants who use more evaluative and motivational IS, as assessed through ques-
tionnaires including the Varieties of Inner Speech Questionnaire (VISQ; Box 2), perform better on
non-verbal tasks requiring focused attention, specifically in the Simon task (in which participants
are less influenced by the position of stimuli on a screen when not relevant to the task) and in the
flanker task with arrows as stimuli. The facilitatory effects are more consistent with these non-
verbal tasks than with verbal attention tasks such as the Stroop task and the flanker task with let-
ters [51,52]. Importantly, IS explains patterns of findings over and above constructs such as intel-
ligence and working memory capacity. Other evidence suggests that IS sustains focused
attention over time. In one study, participants performed a boring task in which response times
to infrequent stimuli were recorded, and reported on their experiences when the stimuli appeared
[53]. Task-relevant IS improved focused attention and processing efficiency.

Aside from spontaneous IS, strategic self-talk can enhance attentional processes and processing
time, as shown in a study on different attentional functions including alertness and vigilance [54]. Dis-
tanced self-talk (referring to oneself by using one's own name instead of the first-person singular
6 Trends in Cognitive Sciences, Month 2023, Vol. xx, No. xx
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pronoun) improves control and is effective in the choice of healthy food in dieters [55]. Compared to
immersed (i.e., first-person) self-talk, distanced self-talk also facilitates emotion regulation when
reflecting on both future and past negative personal experiences [56]. Results from a dictator game
(in which participants in a 'decider' role determine whether and how much money to assign to 'recip-
ients') in both laboratory and online settings revealed that participants using distanced self-talk made
themost rational choice in contextswhere the decisionwas one-shot and therewas no opportunity for
reciprocity [14]. Using distanced self-talk is also associated with more abstract self-representations. In
two studies, participants responded to the question 'Who am I?' (starting from their own or their best
friend's perspective: self-distance vs social-distance) or 'Who is [participant's name]?' Self-distance
provided a more detached perspective than social-distance: self-distancing participants produced
more abstract person characterizations and used more abstract statements [57].

Cognitive flexibility and creativity
In addition to enhancing cognitive control, IS also enhances cognitive flexibility. A recent compu-
tational model [58] replicated human data on the Wisconsin Card Sorting Test (WCST), a neuro-
psychological test of task-switching ability. Improvements in efficiency of manipulating internal
representations were achieved by decoupling of internal representations from specific visual fea-
tures, making the agent more capable of engaging or disengaging attention after positive or neg-
ative outcomes to its action. The model also reproduced experimental findings that autistic
children (Box 4) and older adults (but not younger adults) show poorer performance than controls
in rule-switching [59]. The cognitive flexibility granted by IS [60] may account for evidence that
forms of condensed and evaluative/critical IS correlate with creative potential [61] (Box 2).
Box 4. Individual differences in inner speech

There is considerable inter-individual variation in IS frequency and phenomenology [34,117]. In atypically developing sam-
ples [118], adolescents with Social (Pragmatic) Communication Disorder self-reported IS in both monologic and dialogic
forms, and the two forms correlated with each other [119]. A large online community sample study found that higher
scores on the evaluative/motivational IS subtype were associated with a stronger negative relation between autism traits
and emotion regulation strategies [120]. Patterns of IS use have been linked to atypical cognitive flexibility in the autism
spectrum [121], although it remains difficult to establish the direction of any causal relations. With regard to psychopath-
ological variables, an association has been described between other voices IS and proneness to auditory verbal hallucina-
tions in a community sample [34]. In schizophrenia patients, cognitive performance was found to moderate this relation,
but this was not observed in patients with high cognitive function, with implications for interventions to improve cognitive
performance in such patients [122].

A developmental perspective can also help in understanding the implications of damage to the language system such as
occurs in acquired aphasia. Contradictory findings have emerged on how different forms of language loss affect IS, such
as evidence that IS can remain intact alongside failures of overt speech production [123]. In a sample of 53 aphasic pa-
tients, levels of self-reported IS related to phonological retrieval but not to speech production, further evidence that at least
some forms of IS are independent of articulatory processes [124]. A functional systems approach [94,125] makes it pos-
sible to understand how typical development before the acquisition of aphasia can allow the emergence of structures nec-
essary to support particular cognitive functions, such that alternative cognitive processes can be recruited post-insult to
perform the function concerned [5]. More generally, conceptualizing IS as a functional system provides a neurocognitive
model for understanding how the core language system can interact with other neural systems to flexibly augment a range
of processes such as social cognition, executive functioning, and autobiographical memory [94,126,127].

A lifespan approach to IS can shed light on emerging findings of cultural differences. The vehicle for IS is natural language,
including signed languages known to operate as a medium for private and inner self-directed signing [128]. To date, trans-
cultural differences in IS have not been systematically investigated, although there is relevant evidence concerning its de-
velopmental precursor, private speech [129]. Further research into multilingualism, where more than one language can
potentially be a medium for IS, will continue to illuminate how IS confers benefits as a cognitive tool [130].
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Memorization
IS can enhance working and long-termmemory, likely owing to linguistic bootstrapping. Com-
pared to a spatial suppression condition – in which participants had to tap five redmarks sequen-
tially – articulatory suppression impaired performance in the Luria hand test (LHT), a non-verbal
neuropsychological test of serial recall in which participants have to reproduce sequential move-
ments [62]. In another study, participants watched videos and then were tasked to build simple
models (e.g., a birdhouse) from memory [63]. Disrupting IS through articulatory suppression dur-
ing encoding affected the accuracy and number of recalled events more than other dual tasks
that did not require access to language.

Categorization
Results pertaining to IS and categorization are mixed. In Mongolian (but not in Chinese), two dif-
ferent words refer to light and dark blue. The presence of the two labels influenced free sorting
and visual search by speakers of Mongolian, which was faster when the items belonged to two
different categories [64]. A verbal (but not spatial) interference task disrupted the effect, suggest-
ing that participants covertly named the color.

Other studies suggest that IS has no specific role in conceptualization. When a verbal interference
task was used during the naming of simple objects andwhile responding to the visual depiction of
actions, occupying the articulatory buffer did not impact on conceptualization [65]. The role of lan-
guage has been examined in the recognition of wine odors, wine-related odors, and common
odors in wine experts and novices [66]. In one experiment, participants smelled odors and half
were asked to name them; in the second, participants performed a verbal task that should inhibit
IS. Experts were better at recognizing odors of wines, but not wine-related and common odors,
and their expertise-specific advantage was not mediated by language. IS may be particularly im-
portant when conceptualization and naming are challenging, thus explaining the absence of a
verbal mediation effect when dealing with simple objects or elements on which participants are
experts.

Consistent with this idea are studies showing that IS might be more important in operating with
abstract than with concrete concepts. Several studies suggest that IS can facilitate the acqui-
sition and processing of abstract concepts such as 'freedom' or 'justice' compared to con-
crete concepts, which have more obvious perceptual dimensions and typically take a single
object as referent. Various evidence reveals that, during abstract concept processing, the
mouth motor system is activated: for example, people are faster when responding to abstract
concepts with the mouth than with the hands, unlike with concrete concepts (reviewed in
[67,68]). Developmentally, longer use of a pacifier slows down processing of abstract
concepts at a later age [69]. Articulatory suppression selectively delays response times to
abstract (compared to concrete) words in a task that requires sorting words into concrete
versus abstract categories [33]. Mouth activation in such studies may betray the involvement
of IS, proposed to be crucial both during the acquisition and processing of abstract concepts
[25,67].

Different subtypes of IS may play different roles during abstract concept acquisition and process-
ing. IS has been proposed to support inner social metacognition, an internal monitoring mecha-
nism through which people interact with themselves dialogically to access an abstract concept
and find a possible word meaning [70]. Similarly, IS can underpin social metacognition, a mech-
anism for preparing to interact with others to ask for information, understand what they intend
(i.e., accessing the content of their concepts), or negotiate concepts and word meanings
[23,67,71] (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Inner social metacognition. This figure illustrates how the process of inner social metacognition might work. When processing abstract concepts, people
need to monitor their own knowledge in search of the meaning of a word and to discover its eventual limitations. They might use evaluative inner speech (IS, first panel)
to do this. Subsequently, dialogic IS might be used to home in internally on relevant information (second panel). Finally, people might use IS to prepare themselves to
refer to others to find information and support (third panel).
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Inner speech and the self
Studying IS sheds new light on relations between the self and the outside world, including wider
social processes. IS can provide an opportunity to reflect on ourselves [30] and form a coherent
self-concept [72], thereby enhancing human capacity for self-observation, introspection, and
metacognition. In this sense, IS can work as a cognitive tool that is useful in exploring and mon-
itoring the self’s activities. Using an open thought listing method (that has an advantage over
questionnaires because it captures self-generated rather than predefined forms of IS), students
were asked when they used IS, why, and about what [73]. IS was associated with everyday ac-
tivities (taking public transport, meeting people, performing hygiene tasks, etc.) and when talking
about preferences, friends, school, and general life, with the most frequent uses concerning self-
regulation, self-reflection, and cognition. Such reports suggest that we can experience ourselves
as subject ('I') when we are minimally aware of ourselves and focus instead on the surrounding
world, and as object ('Me') when the self is the focus of our thoughts [74]. A self-report study
of IS phenomenology in university students showed that, although self-as-subject experiences
were more frequent than self-as-object, both were associated with everyday activities such as
problem-solving, planning, and self-motivation [75]. Further investigation of such aspects of IS
phenomenology may illuminate questions of form and function in IS subtypes: for example,
whether non-dialogic (monologic) IS is particularly associated with immersed, self-as-subject ex-
periences, or whether condensed and expanded IS play specific roles in reducing cognitive load
[76] and outsourcing cognitive demands [77], respectively. Finally, not all literature converges on a
foundational role of IS for self-awareness and regulation. Analysis of IS phenomenology
through questionnaires has shown that self-awareness is of more value than IS in
explaining self-regulation, thus questioning the importance of IS in explaining this aspect of be-
havior [78].

This section has reviewed evidence that IS can augment cognition by focusing attention, pro-
viding a distance from the self that enhances the rationality of decision-making, enabling
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greater cognitive flexibility, improving memory in non-verbal tasks, and giving its users a firmer
grasp of abstract concepts. More mixed findings have been obtained for categorization and
self-awareness. A task for future research will be to understand whether IS performs these
functions in a similar way to overt self-directed (private) speech. Another important issue con-
cerns whether IS is crucial only during development or whether it continues to influence cogni-
tion online in adulthood (Boxes 1 and 4).

Inner speech in artificial systems
There is a long history of understanding IS as an embodied process rooted in real-world social
interactions [6,74]. Thinking about how IS emerges through human development (Box 1) raises
interesting questions of how embodied IS can be modeled in non-human (and thus differently
embodied) systems, one reason for the interest in the topic among artificial intelligence (AI) and
robotics researchers. Further reasons for this interest stem from the evidence, reviewed in the
previous section, that IS confers cognitive benefits on its users, raising the possibility that similar
benefits might accrue to IS in artificial systems.

Research on IS in such systems has been an area of particular growth in recent years. In the ex-
ample of the computational model described above [58], systematic lesioning showed that IS en-
hanced the cognitive flexibility of an agent when tested on the WCST. Modeling IS in an artificial
agent has also been shown to enhance learning from external information. Intra-agent speech
was modeled in an agent exploring a 3D virtual world, showing that the agent was able to manip-
ulate and answer questions about a novel object without any direct experience of it [79]. LLMs
operating in both virtual and real-world environments (such as in a table-top rearrangement
task) are able to use a form of inner monologue to improve the following of instructions to arrange
objects, suggesting that inner monologue presents a natural framework for LLMs to incorporate
information about their actions, thus enabling closed-loop feedback for planning on a range of
long-horizon tasks [80].

Data on the use of IS in LLMs are susceptible to well-known problems of interpretation, including
whether intra-agent speech as modeled in an artificial system has a genuinely causal role in any
observed enhancements of cognition. The question of whether intra-agent speech in such sys-
tems has anything like the phenomenology or agentive force of human IS will likely have to
await the appearance of a conscious AI, with all the reasons for skepticism that this idea entails.
In the meantime, however, studies of artificial agents may shed light on some of the factors that
constrain both biological and non-biological systems from attaining various forms of self-
awareness. Presenting a basic cognitive architecture that allows a robot to use self-talk to explore
simple arrangements of everyday objects [81], one team proposed that the robot's use of speech
to generate descriptions of its own actions might in turn enable a rudimentary form of self-
awareness, by allowing the robot to observe and describe its own actions. Consistent with this
speculation, an artificial agent implementing this basic architecture showed some success on
the classic 'mirror test' of self-recognition [82]. Advantages of the model include the fact that it
did not require training on the task, and that the agent's self-talk was transparent (or overt),
thus allowing researchers to examine which specific aspects of the model’s reasoning related
to success.

Another area of growth has been the study of brain–computer interfaces as a means of decoding
IS. Recent work has investigated whether IS can be decoded through surface EMG, with some
findings providing reason for skepticism. An automatic classification approach to EMG signals
was unable to discriminate the phonetic content of IS in a way that was possible with overt
speech [31]. A study of experimentally induced rumination (compared to a distraction condition)
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Outstanding questions
How can different methods for
assessing IS (questionnaires, experi-
ence sampling, verbal interference par-
adigms, neurophysiological methods,
etc.) best be integrated into a compre-
hensive toolkit for advancing the
science of IS?

How can individual differences in IS be
better understood, including through
the development of new methods for
assessing IS? What developmental,
personal, and sociocultural factors
might help to explain these individual
differences? What methods are suit-
able for investigating the question of
whether some people do not use IS
at all (sometimes termed anauralia or
anendophasia)?

How do different subtypes of IS (con-
densed, dialogical, evaluative, etc.)
confer specific functional benefits for
cognition, and how do they differ
across varied cognitive profiles?

How can IS be modeled in artificial sys-
tems? Can IS be decoded for practical
purposes by using electrophysiological
and other methods?

Can ISbe a tool formetacognition, includ-
ing as amedium for reflecting on our own
cognitive processes? What methods
would allow the use of IS for such pur-
poses to be addressed empirically?

How are different subtypes of IS in-
volved in the processes of categoriza-
tion? Which subtypes of IS are
employed in different conceptual pro-
cesses such as concept acquisition,
negotiation, and use?

Has human IS changed, and will it con-
tinue to change, with the use of inter-
active social media? How will it
change with the use of new communi-
cative systems made possible by the
employment of LLMs?
combined facial EMG with self-report questionnaires [32]. EMG signals did not differ between the
two conditions, although self-report measures showed that rumination involved more IS. This
supports an interpretation that IS may in some cases be accompanied by articulatory muscle ac-
tivation (discussed in the section on Inner speech as a linguistic form), but that an absence of any
such activation should not be taken as evidence for an absence of IS.

The conclusion that the presence of IS may not be reflected by gross differences in muscular elec-
trical activity points to the need for more sophisticatedmethods to analyze electrophysiological sig-
natures of IS. In one such approach, computational processing of EEG signals was investigated as
part of a publicly available IS dataset [83]. A convolutional neural network classified small target
groups of vowels and words, and obtained accuracy scores of 35.20% and 29.21% respectively.
High (>90%) levels of accuracy have been reported for decoding higher-level phoneme categories
from an EEG database using a deep capsule neural network [84]. Phase-locking of IS to theta-
band oscillations has shown potential for decoding IS elicited by reading [85], mirroring similar find-
ings for overt speech [86]. An encoding model trained on fMRI signals from participants listening to
continuous language has had considerable success in decoding cortical signals of imagined
speech generated in an entirely separate task [87]. Training brain–computer interface systems
on word classification holds particular promise for speech prosthesis and neuropsychological re-
habilitation [88], particularly when based on methods such as electrocorticography [89] and
the use of bimodal datasets (e.g., fMRI combined with EEG) [90]. Less invasive methods for IS
decoding, such as those based on EEG, may eventually have everyday applications in smart
homes and healthcare devices [83], including wearable technologies [91].

Concluding remarks
Traditionally seen as resistant to scientific study, IS has recently emerged as a growth area in re-
search [92]. This likely stems from its apparent involvement in a range of cognitive and affective
processes in which self-directed language appears to have an enhancing effect. Vygotsky's
[6,93] original conception of such language as a 'psychological tool' has been supported by a
wealth of empirical evidence that talking silently to oneself can enhance cognition. At the same
time, our review of recent evidence suggests that only some cognitive domains benefit from ac-
companying self-directed speech, and much empirical work will be necessary to test, put pres-
sure on, and potentially refute the dominant theoretical ideas in this area. Future research on IS
(see Outstanding questions) will likely benefit from continued methodological advances, particu-
larly in understanding individual differences in IS and in improving techniques for linking subtypes
of IS to specific functional benefits. The varied voices of IS still have much to reveal about their in-
stantiation in the nervous system and their potential for transforming human thought and non-
human intelligence.
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