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T HE R O L E S O F INTERFERENCE A N D INFERENC E 

I N T H E RETRIEVA L O F A U T O B I O G R A P H I C AL M E M O R I ES 

Brian J.Reiser and John B.Black 

Yal e Universit y 

1. Introduction 
Recen t  wor k o n autobiographica l  m e m o r y ha s suggeste d tha t  th e representatio n o f  a n individua l  experienc e i s 

encode d withi n a  m e m o r y structur e containin g generalization s abou t  tha t  clas s o f  event s (Kolodner ,  1980 ;  Reiser , 

Black ,  &  Abelson ,  1982 ;  Schank ,  1982) .  I n thi s paper ,  w e examin e h o w retrieva l  fro m suc h a  m e m o r y categor y 

i s affecte d b y th e numbe r  o f  event s encode d withi n it .  W e argu e tha t  retrieva l  o f  persona l  experience s i s a 

reconstructiv e process ,  guide d b y inferenc e mechanism s tha t  predic t  feature s o f  th e targe t  even t  fo r  utilizatio n a s 

retrieva l  cues .  Mo r e frequen t  event s m a y b e easie r  t o retriev e fro m a  category ,  sinc e th e circumstance s leadin g t o 

suc h a n even t  ar e eas y t o predict .  Alternatively ,  on e interpretatio n o f  interferenc e model s o f  m e m o r y suggest s tha t 

a greate r  numbe r  o f  event s withi n a  categor y woul d slo w retrieva l  o f  on e o f  thes e events .  Th e effect s o f 

frequenc y o f  experience s ar e examine d i n a n autobiographica l  m e m o r y experimen t  wher e subject s ar e aske d t o 

recal l  pas t  experience s i n respons e t o verba l  cues . 

2. Inference in Memory Retrieval 

Reconstructiv e model s o f  m e m o r y retrieva l  hav e stresse d th e recursiv e natur e o f  th e searc h process:  searc h 

retrieve s informatio n usefu l  i n constructin g ne w cue s fo r  furthe r  search ,  unti l  th e targe t  information  i s  retrieve d 

(Kolodner ,  1980 ;  N o r m a n &  Bobrow .  1979 ;  William s &  Hollan ,  1981) .  I n particular ,  retrieva l  o f  a n individua l 

persona l  experienc e require s searc h throug h a  m e m o r y stor e containin g a n enormou s numbe r  o f  events .  Clearl y 

th e succes s o f  suc h a  searc h depend s o n th e selectio n o f  th e prope r  searc h contex t  t o restric t  th e portio n o f  th e dat a 

bas e tha t  mus t  b e examined .  Thi s searc h contex t  i s  selecte d b y inferenc e mechanism s whic h proces s th e generi c 

informatio n i n th e concept s activate d i n th e quer y t o predic t  th e mos t  plausibl e locatio n i n m e m o r y wher e th e 

targe t  informatio n migh t  resid e (Kolodner ,  1980) .  Retrieva l  o f  a n individua l  experienc e fro m m e m o r y i s  thu s a n 

activ e strategi c process ,  directe d b y thes e inferenc e mechanisms . 

In recent reformulations of Bartlett's (1932) schema plus correction model, individual experiences are encoded 

i n m e m o r y a s association s o f  generi c m e m o r y structures ,  indexe d b y th e feature s o n whic h th e even t  deviate d fro m 

th e generalization s represente d fo r  tha t  clas s o f  event s (Kolodner ,  1980 ;  Schank ,  1982) .  Searc h fo r  a n individua l 

experienc e proceed s b y usin g th e generi c knowledg e abou t  event s t o infe r  candidat e m e m o r y structure s fo r  search , 

and the n t o generat e indice s withi n th e structur e tha t  specif y a n individua l  experience : 

Think of a time when you felt impatient. 

Fel t  impatient...I' m tryin g t o thin k o f  time s whe n I  fel t  impatient .  Impatien t  alway s seem s t o mea n whe n 
you'r e waitin g i n lin e fo r  somethin g o r  waitin g fo r  somethin g t o happen .  Um...it' s  har d fo r  m e t o thin k o f 
righ t  no w fo r  som e reason .  I  ca n thin k o f  time s whe n I  fel t  frustrate d waitin g bu t  no t  reall y impatient ,  an d I 
thin k there' s a  difference .  I  remembe r  waitin g fo r  someon e wh o didn' t  sho w u p fo r  4  hours ,  an d i t  wasn' t 
reall y tha t  I  wa s impatient ,  I  wa s jus t  frustrate d wit h th e fac t  tha t  I  didn' t  kno w whethe r  thi s perso n wa s 
goin g t o sho w u p o r  not . 

Was thi s waitin g i n line ? 

No,  thi s wa s waitin g t o mee t  someon e i n fron t  o f  a  museu m i n Hartford .  An d h e didn' t  com e fo r  abou t  4 
hour s an d mostl y th e reaso n I  wa s frustrate d o r  mayb e i t  eve n i s  impatien t  i s  tha t  I  didn' t  kno w whethe r  h e 
was actuall y coming.. . 

This protocol demonstrates the use of inference to establish a search context. Here, the subject uses her 

knowledg e abou t  impatienc e t o infe r  a  se t  o f  circumstance s i n whic h sh e wa s likel y t o hav e experience d tha t 
affect .  Thi s proces s lead s t o thinkin g abou t  situation s involvin g "waiting, "  an d ultimatel y t o a n experienc e wher e 

she wa s waitin g fo r  someon e w h o wa s ver y late .  Interestingly ,  th e subjects '  hesitatio n i n classifyin g thi s 

experienc e a s "impatience "  support s th e clai m tha t  i t  wa s accesse d i n m e m o r y usin g "waiting "  a s a  searc h context , 

rathe r  tha n simpl y usin g "impatience "  a s a  cue . 

Essentially ,  thes e typ e o f  inferenc e processe s reformulat e a  m e m o r y quer y int o a  se t  o f  circumstance s i n whic h 

th e targe t  experienc e migh t  hav e occurred .  Th e importanc e o f  inferenc e i n strategi c m e m o r y retrieva l  ha s bee n 



suggeste d b y studie s o f  retrieva l  protocol s (William s &  Hollan ,  1981 )  an d compute r  model s (Kolodner ,  1980) .  A 

recen t  examinatio n o f  retrieva l  time s o f  autobiographica l  memorie s m a y b e interprete d a s processin g evidenc e fo r 

th e rol e o f  inferenc e i n retrieva l  (Reiser ,  Black ,  &  Abelson ,  1982) .  I n thes e studies ,  subject s too k longe r  t o recal l 

an experienc e wit h a n activit y (too k a  rid e o n a  train )  tha t  containe d a  goa l  failur e (could n t  fin d a  seat )  tha n a n 

experienc e wit h th e sam e activit y tha t  containe d a  normativ e actio n {pai d a t  th e ticke t  booth) .  W e argue d tha t 

retrieva l  o f  a n experienc e containin g a  normativ e actio n typicall y involve s les s inferencing ,  sinc e virtuall y an y o f 

th e experience s store d wit h th e activit y wil l  contai n tha t  action .  Retrieva l  o f  a n experienc e satisfyin g a  goa l 

failur e cu e require s mor e inferencin g t o fin d th e indice s tha t  specif y a n experienc e containin g th e targete d typ e o f 

goa l  failure . 

I n general ,  th e difficult y o f  a  m e m o r y retrieva l  i s  determine d b y th e typ e o f  processin g necessar y t o construc t 

an appropriat e searc h context ,  an d t o generat e th e indice s withi n tha t  contex t  tha t  specif y a n experienc e possessin g 

th e targe t  attributes .  Searc h withi n a  m e m o r y categor y fo r  a n experienc e satisfyin g a  particula r  constrain t  i s  easie r 

i f  ther e ar e mor e type s o f  situation s i n whic h tha t  typ e o f  even t  occurs .  Thus ,  event s tha t  occu r  mor e frequentl y 

shoul d b e easie r  t o fin d withi n a  categor y tha n les s frequen t  events . 

3. Interference in Memory Search 

Alternatively ,  on e migh t  argu e tha t  mor e unusua l  experience s wil l  b e easie r  t o fin d i n m e m o r y ,  sinc e m a n y 

simila r  event s m a y becom e confuse d wit h on e another ,  an d interfer e durin g th e retrieva l  process .  Anderso n ha s 

show n tha t  a  greate r  numbe r  o f  association s involvin g a  concep t  i n a  m e m o r y networ k slow s th e retrieva l  o f 

proposition s involvin g tha t  concep t  (e.g. ,  Anderson ,  1976) .  Anderso n argue d tha t  th e searc h i s slowe d wit h mor e 

association s sinc e th e limite d capacit y proces s woul d "fa n out "  ove r  mor e paths .  Anderso n an d hi s colleague s 

hav e observe d interferenc e i n retrieva l  situation s requirin g th e retrieva l  o f  a  particula r  proposition ,  an d hav e no t 

investigate d i n situation s wher e an y instanc e o f  a  m e m o r y categor y m a y b e produce d a s a  response .  However , 

on e possibl e applicatio n o f  interferenc e model s t o thi s typ e o f  productio n tas k woul d predic t  tha t  retrieva l  o f  a n 

instanc e wil l  b e easie r  fo r  smalle r  categorie s tha n large r  ones ,  whic h posses s mor e link s fro m th e categor y nod e t o 

associate d subset s an d instances .  Again ,  spreadin g th e searc h ove r  mor e link s reduce s th e spee d o f  th e processing . 

Furthermore ,  i f  th e instance s possessin g a  particula r  attribut e for m a  subcategor y o f  th e mai n category ,  the n a 

large r  numbe r  o f  suc h instance s shoul d slo w th e searc h fo r  a  categor y m e m b e r  possessin g tha t  attribute . 

Although an interference model cannot account for the difference between failure and normative actions found 

by Reise r  e t  al. ,  i t  m a y b e argue d tha t  thi s differenc e i s no t  du e t o th e frequenc y o f  th e tw o type s o f  events ,  bu t 

instea d t o som e intrinsi c difficult y i n recallin g goa l  failur e events .  I n fact ,  w e foun d retrieva l  tim e difference s 

whic h on e migh t  argu e suppor t  a n interferenc e model .  Activitie s {Goin g t o Movies ,  Dinin g a t  Restaurants )  wer e 

foun d t o b e bette r  retrieva l  cue s tha n genera l  action s {paying ,  ordering) ,  whic h encod e abstracte d generalization s 

abou t  a n actio n (o r  scene )  whic h serve s a s a  componen t  o f  severa l  activities .  W e argue d tha t  th e typ e o f  generi c 

informatio n encode d i n activitie s i s o f  greate r  utilit y  i n constructin g th e righ t  combinatio n o f  feature s t o specif y a 

uniqu e experience .  Retrieva l  o f  a n experienc e whe n presente d wit h a  genera l  actio n suc h a s waite d fo r  you r  tur n 

involve s firs t  figurin g ou t  wher e (i.e. ,  i n wha t  kin d o f  activity )  on e migh t  hav e waite d fo r  something .  W h e n a 

candidat e activit y suc h a s Ban k o r  Grocery-Shoppin g ha s bee n inferred ,  th e context-specifi c  knowledg e associate d 

wit h th e activit y  (i.e. ,  feature s specifi c  t o Ban k experiences )  ca n b e use d t o refin e th e searc h context . 

An interference model provides an alternative explanation for this result. One might argue that the general 

action s ar e poo r  retrieva l  cue s sinc e the y specif y mor e frequen t  experience s tha n th e activitie s (mos t  genera l 

action s occu r  i n m a n y activities) .  Searc h i n th e categor y name d b y th e genera l  actio n mus t  sprea d ove r  m a n y 

mor e link s t o experience s tha n searc h withi n a n activit y category ,  an d woul d therefor e tak e longe r  t o retriev e an y 

of  th e experiences . 

I n orde r  t o explor e th e relationshi p betwee n th e numbe r  o f  experience s o f  a  give n typ e an d th e difficult y o f 

retrievin g a n experienc e fro m memory ,  w e aske d subject s t o recal l  event s whic h differe d i n thei r  averag e 

frequenc y o f  occurrence .  Ther e wer e tw o motivation s i n th e presen t  study .  First ,  w e hope d t o fin d tha t  mor e 

frequen t  experience s withi n a n activit y woul d b e easie r  t o retrieve ,  t o suppor t  th e importanc e o f  inferrin g a  searc h 

contex t  an d generatin g indice s withi n tha t  context .  B y usin g lo w frequenc y event s tha t  wer e no t  goa l  failures ,  w e 

avoi d othe r  characteristic s o f  goa l  failure s tha t  m a y b e contributin g t o thei r  retrieva l  difficulty .  Second ,  presentin g 

a cas e wher e mor e frequen t  experience s ar e easie r  t o retriev e provide s a n argumen t  agains t  interferenc e counter -

explanation s o f  ou r  previou s findin g o f  retrieva l  difference s betwee n activitie s an d genera l  actions . 



4.  Retrieva l  o f  Hig h an d L o w Frequenc y Experience s 

N o r ms collecte d b y Galambo s (i n press )  wer e use d t o construc t  probe s abou t  c o m m o n event s whic h varie d i n 

thei r  frequenc y o f  occurrence .  Eac h prob e consiste d o f  a n everyda y activit y (e.g. ,  Checke d Ou t  Books )  paire d 

wit h on e o f  it s  componen t  action s (e.g. .  ̂ o i  cal l  nunihcrs) .  Galambos '  norm s enabl e a  tes t  o f  th e effect s o f  even t 

frequenc y a t  tw o levels .  Th e standardnes s latin g o f  a  coinponen t  actio n measure s th e within-categor y frequenc y 

of  th e actio n - -  i.e. ,  h o w likel y on e i s t o perfor m tha t  actio n i n a n executio n o f  th e give n activity .  I t  i s  thu s a n 

indicatio n o f  th e relativ e numbe r  o f  experience s encode d withi n th e activit y categor y tha t  involv e tha t  particula r 

action .  Th e activit y frequenc y measure s th e siz e o f  th e categor y itsel f  -  a  measur e o f  h o w ofte n on e engage s i n 

th e activit y m a y b e considere d a  roug h estimat e o f  th e numbe r  o f  experience s store d i n m e m o r y involvin g tha t 

activity . 

Retrieval of experiences for trials involving highly standard actions is predicted to be faster, since it will be 

easie r  t o infe r  a  contex t  i n whic h thi s actio n woul d hav e bee n performe d i n th e activity .  Fo r  example ,  mos t  Goin g 

t o Movie s experience s involv e th e actio n gav e ushe r  tickets ,  bu t  fewe r  involv e th e actio n stoo d i n line .  Virtuall y 

any retrieva l  cu e withi n th e categor y Goin g t o Movie s woul d lea d t o a n experienc e matchin g th e firs t  action . 

However ,  mor e carefu l  consideratio n o f  th e generalization s abou t  movie-goin g woul d b e necessar y t o predic t  a 

situatio n tha t  woul d involv e standin g i n line .  Thi s migh t  lea d retrieva l  t o conside r  "ver y popula r  movies" , 

"movie s I  sa w o n openin g night" ,  "movie s I  sa w o n trip s t o N e w York" ,  etc .  Thi s retrieva l  thu s require s mor e 

inferencin g t o construc t  a  searc h context .  Thi s predictio n i s contraste d wit h th e interpretatio n o f  th e interferenc e 

model  suggeste d above ,  i n whic h mor e frequen t  action s withi n a n activit y woul d b e mor e difficul t  t o retrieve . 

The predictions for the effects of activity frequency are less straight-forward. If the generic information 

encode d i n th e activit y i s th e principa l  sourc e o f  materia l  fo r  inferrin g th e searc h context ,  the n th e frequenc y o f  th e 

activit y itsel f  m a y hav e a  smalle r  effec t  (o r  non e a t  all )  o n th e eas e o f  retrievin g a n experience .  Tha t  is ,  i f  th e 

principa l  componen t  o f  retrieva l  i s  th e inferenc e o f  indice s withi n th e category ,  the n th e absolut e siz e o f  th e 

categor y m a y hav e littl e effect ,  an d al l  activitie s m a y b e equall y accessibl e i n memory .  However ,  on e migh t  als o 

expec t  tha t  mor e frequentl y execute d activitie s becom e mor e richl y articulated ,  an d thu s th e indice s withi n th e 

categor y m a y b e mor e easil y traversed .  Fo r  example ,  recallin g a  tim e involvin g Eatin g a t  a  Restauran t  m a y 

requir e les s iriferencin g tha n a  mor e infrequen t  even t  suc h a s Takin g a  Photograph .  O n e i s probabl y familia r  wit h 

many context s whic h includ e eatin g a t  restaurant s (dating ,  busines s lunches ,  grabbin g a  quic k bit e t o sav e time , 

etc. )  whil e mor e processin g migh t  b e necessar y t o infe r  a  situatio n tha t  woul d hav e include d th e takin g o f 

photographs .  Thi s woul d predic t  a n advantag e fo r  mor e frequen t  activities .  I n eithe r  case ,  thi s predictio n ca n b e 

contraste d wit h th e interferenc e predictio n o f  slowe r  retrieva l  time s fo r  th e large r  categories . 

Method. Two actions, one high and one low in standardness, were selected from each of 18 of the activities 

presente d i n Galambo s (i n press) .  Th e hig h an d lo w standar d action s wer e selecte d t o b e equa l  i n "centrality "  (th e 

importanc e o f  th e actio n t o th e goal s o f  th e activity) ,  sinc e subject s recal l  th e mor e centra l  action s o f  a n 

experienc e mor e easil y tha n th e les s centra l  action s (Reiser ,  i n preparation) . 

The autobiographical retrieval task developed by Reiser, Black, and Abelson (1982) was used to measure the 

accessibilit y  o f  th e targe t  event s i n memory .  Subject s wer e tol d tha t  eac h tria l  woul d consis t  o f  tw o phrases :  a 

descriptio n o f  a n activity ,  an d a  descriptio n o f  a n actio n tha t  take s plac e i n th e activity .  U p o n initiatio n o f  th e 

tria l  b y th e subject ,  th e tw o phrase s wer e simultaneousl y displaye d o n a  C R T ,  wit h th e activit y phras e presente d 

abov e th e actio n phrase .  Subject s wer e t o recal l  a n experienc e wher e the y wer e performin g th e state d actio n whil e 

doin g th e state d activity .  Th e subjec t  responde d b y pressin g a  Ye s ke y o n recal l  o f  suc h a n experience ,  o r  presse d 

th e N o ke y i f  h e o r  sh e coul d no t  recal l  a n experience .  W e emphasize d tha t  th e m e m o r y b e o f  a  specifi c 

experience ,  bu t  tha t  i t  wa s no t  necessar y t o recal l  al l  o f  th e detail s befor e responding .  Subject s wrot e a  on e o r 

tw o sentenc e descriptio n o f  th e experienc e immediatel y followin g eac h Ye s response .  A t  th e completio n o f  th e 

reactio n tim e task ,  subject s wer e aske d t o provid e th e mont h an d yea r  i n whic h eac h o f  thei r  recalle d experience s 

had occurred .  Eac h subjec t  wa s probe d abou t  al l  1 8 activities ,  bu t  t o avoi d possibl e primin g effects ,  a  subjec t  wa s 

probe d onl y onc e abou t  eac h activity .  Eac h subjec t  thu s receive d 9  activity-actio n pair s containin g a  hig h standar d 

action ,  an d 9  activity-actio n pair s containin g a  lo w standar d action .  Forty-eigh t  Yal e undergraduate s participate d 

i n thi s experimen t  fo r  cours e credit . 

Results. Of primary interest are the retrieval times for those trials in which subjects successfully recalled an 

experience .  Th e mea n retrieva l  time s an d proportio n recalle d fo r  Ye s response s are : 

Activity -I- High Standard Action 2.929 sec; 84% Yes responses. 

Activit y +  L o w Standar d Actio n 3.35 9 sec ;  7 7 % Ye s responses . 
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As predicted, subjects were faster to recall an experience involving a high standard action [min F'(l,64) = 4.19, p 

< .05] .  Thi s support s th e predictio n tha t  mor e processin g i s require d t o retriev e a n experienc e involvin g a  les s 

frequen t  componen t  action . 

In order to assess the separate contributions of action standardness and activity frequency, we performed a 

multipl e regressio n analysi s o f  th e mea n retrieva l  time s fo r  eac h activit y an d actio n pair .  Th e activit y frequenc y 

di d no t  significantl y affec t  retrieva l  tim e [ F <  1] .  Thus ,  retrieva l  fro m larg e even t  categorie s (frequentl y execute d 

activities )  wa s n o mor e difficul t  tha n fro m smalle r  categories . 

One possibility is that the high standard actions were easier to retrieve because they had been performed in a 

mor e recen t  experienc e wit h th e activity .  I n fact ,  hig h standar d action s tende d t o elici t  mor e recen t  experience s 

tha n lo w standar d action s (4. 1 vs .  5. 5 months) ,  bu t  thi s differenc e wa s no t  significan t  { p >  .10) .  M o r e 

importantly ,  whe n ag e o f  experienc e i s use d a s covariat e i n a n analysi s o f  covarianc e o f  retrieva l  times ,  th e 

differenc e betwee n hig h an d lo w standar d action s remain s significant .  Finally ,  th e numbe r  o f  experience s recalle d 

by subject s decrease d wit h th e elapse d tim e sinc e th e experience ,  a s expecte d fro m previou s studie s (e.g. ,  Crovit z 

& Schiffman .  1974) .  Interestingly ,  a  media n spli t  o n retrieva l  time s fo r  eac h conditio n reveale d tha t  olde r 

experience s wer e generall y slowe r  t o retriev e [mi n F'(l,54 )  =  3.63 ,  .0 5 <  p  <  .10] . 

Discussion. This experiment has demonstrated that retrieval of a more frequent experience within a given 

activit y i s easie r  tha n tha t  o f  a  les s frequen t  experience .  Thi s i s consisten t  wit h a  reconstructiv e mode l  o f 

autobiographica l  retrieval .  Processin g firs t  retrieve s th e category ,  accessin g th e generi c knowledg e encode d abou t 

thes e events .  Thi s generi c knowledg e i s utilize d t o construc t  retrieva l  cue s consistin g o f  th e circumstance s likel y 

t o hav e resulte d i n th e targe t  typ e o f  experience .  Searchin g fo r  a n instanc e o f  a  frequentl y execute d actio n i s 

relativel y easy ,  becaus e virtuall y an y contex t  withi n tha t  activit y woul d involv e experience s includin g th e targe t 

action .  Retrieva l  o f  a  les s frequen t  even t  require s greate r  us e o f  th e generi c informatio n t o infe r  th e typ e o f 

experienc e withi n th e activit y tha t  woul d includ e th e targete d action . 

Th e failur e o f  categor y siz e (i.e. ,  activit y frequency )  t o affec t  retrieva l  time s suggest s tha t  smalle r  categorie s 

ar e n o easie r  t o acces s tha n large r  categories .  Th e predictio n fro m interferenc e theorie s o f  slowe r  retrieva l  time s 

fo r  large r  categorie s wa s no t  supported .  Instead ,  th e result s suppor t  th e suggestio n tha t  th e principa l  inferencin g i n 

retrieva l  involve s constructin g th e prope r  pat h t o th e even t  withi n th e category ,  an d tha t  th e categorie s themselve s 

do no t  diffe r  i n thei r  accessibility . 

The slower retrieval times for the older experiences conflicts with the curvilinear pattern found by Robinson 

(1976) ,  wher e event s fro m 0- 5 year s an d 10-1 5 year s wer e recalle d mor e quickl y tha n event s fro m 5-1 0 year s ago . 

Sinc e th e dat a fro m th e presen t  experimen t  ar e almos t  exclusivel y fro m th e 0- 5 yea r  interval ,  w e ca n no t  evaluat e 

the m fo r  Robinson' s curvilinea r  pattern ,  an d ca n conclud e onl y tentativel y tha t  th e olde r  experience s recalle d b y 

subject s wer e les s accessibl e i n memory .  I n fact ,  th e slowe r  retrieva l  time s fo r  th e olde r  experience s m a y b e 

explaine d b y a  retrieva l  strateg y tha t  focuse s o n th e subject' s curren t  contex t  fo r  retrieva l  cues .  Fo r  example , 

suppos e th e subjec t  use s knowledg e abou t  hi s o r  he r  curren t  job ,  plac e o f  residence ,  school ,  socia l  situation ,  etc . 

t o generat e cue s fo r  recall .  Th e cue s generate d i n thi s fashio n woul d b e mor e consisten t  wit h recen t  experience s 

tha n wit h olde r  experiences .  I f  retrieva l  fail s  t o recove r  a n experience ,  olde r  context s m a y the n b e tried .  Thus , 

th e subjec t  recall s fewe r  olde r  experiences ,  an d thes e trial s ar e slowe r  tha n thos e retrievin g mor e recen t 

experiences . 

Finally, these results argue against an interference explanation of the retrieval differences between activities and 

genera l  actions .  Ther e i s n o evidenc e t o suppor t  slowe r  retrieva l  time s fo r  large r  categories ;  i n fact ,  w e hav e 

show n tha t  i n som e situations ,  mor e frequen t  event s ar e easie r  t o retrieve .  I n combination ,  thes e result s sugges t 

tha t  structura l  feature s suc h a s "frequency "  m a y b e inadequat e t o full y  explai n m e m o r y search .  W h e n comparin g 

activitie s an d genera l  actions ,  mor e frequen t  event s ar e mor e difficul t  t o retrieve ;  whe n comparin g th e retrieva l  o f 

tw o action s withi n a n activit y tha t  diffe r  i n frequency ,  mor e frequen t  event s ar e easie r  t o retrieve .  Clearly ,  th e 

difficult y o f  searc h fro m a  concep t  i s a  functio n no t  onl y o f  th e numbe r  o f  association s involvin g tha t  concept ,  bu t 

als o o f  th e typ e o f  concep t  an d th e typ e o f  informatio n encode d withi n suc h a  categor y (Reise r  &  Black ,  1982) . 
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