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Model s o f  selectiv e attentio n ofte n includ e a n 
inhibitor y mechanism ,  whic h act s t o suppres s 
irrelevan t  information ,  preventin g distraction . 
Suppor t  fo r  th e existenc e o f  a n inhibitor y 
mechanis m come s fro m th e demonstratio n o f 
negativ e priming ,  whic h refer s t o th e findin g tha t 
response s ar e slowe d t o stimul i  tha t  hav e recentl y 
been ignored .  However ,  Neil l  an d hi s colleague s 
(Neil l  &  Valdes ,  1992 ;  Neill ,  Valdes ,  Terry ,  & 
Gorfien ,  1992 )  hav e propose d a n alternativ e 
accoun t  o f  negativ e priming ,  th e episodi c retrieva l 
theory ,  whic h i f  correct ,  call s int o questio n th e 
need fo r  a n inhibitor y mechanis m i n selectiv e 
attention . 

The experiment s reporte d her e wer e 
designe d t o tes t  competin g prediction s o f  th e 
episodi c retrieva l  theor y an d a n inhibitio n accoun t 
of  negativ e priming .  Episodi c retrieva l  theor y an d 
an inhibitio n accoun t  diffe r  o n thre e predictions . 
First ,  episodi c retrieva l  predict s tha t  negativ e 
primin g depend s o n th e dela y betwee n th e prim e 
and prob e (th e RSI )  (Neil l  e t  al. ,  1992) .  I n 
contrast ,  a  persistin g inhibitio n vie w predict s tha t 
negativ e primin g wil l  b e a s robus t  afte r  a  lon g RS I 
as i t  i s afte r  a  shor t  RS I  (Hasher ,  Zacks ,  Stoltzfiis , 
Kane,  &  Connelly ,  1996) .  Second ,  episodi c 
retrieva l  predict s tha t  negativ e primin g depend s o n 
th e dela y befor e th e prim e displa y (th e previou s 
RSI  o r  PRSl )  (Neil l  e t  al .  1992) .  A n inhibiUo n 
accoun t  predict s tha t  PRS l  shoul d no t  affec t 
negativ e primin g (Hashe r  e t  al .  1996) .  Third , 
episodi c retrieva l  predict s tha t  th e predictabilit y  o f 
th e timin g o f  eac h tria l  i n th e experimen t  wil l  no t 
affec t  negativ e primin g (Neil l  &  Valdes ,  1992) .  I n 
contrast ,  a n inhibitio n accoun t  predict s tha t 
negativ e primin g wil l  b e stronge r  whe n th e timin g 
of  trial s i s predictabl e tha n whe n th e timin g i s 
unpredictable .  Thi s follow s fro m th e notio n tha t 
inhibitio n i s a  controlle d process ,  thus ,  i f  th e 
subjec t  i s  abl e t o predic t  th e timin g o f  eac h 
subsequen t  display ,  the n the y wil l  b e abl e t o exer t 

greate r  attentiona l  contro l  ove r  wha t  informatio n 
i s selecte d an d ho w informatio n i s selected -
against ,  o r  inhibited . 

Thes e prediction s wer e teste d i n tw o 
experiments .  Experimen t  1  wa s th e sam e 
procedur e use d b y Neil l  e t  al .  (1992) .  Experimen t 
2 differe d fro m Experimen t  1  i n tha t  RS I  wa s 
manipulate d randoml y withi n group s i n E l  an d 
RSI  wa s manipulate d consistentl y withi n group s i n 
E2.  Thus ,  i n E l  timin g wa s no t  predictabl e bu t  i n 
E2 timin g wa s predictable .  Bot h experiment s 
wer e localizatio n tasks ,  i n whic h foiu '  locatio n 
marker s wer e presente d o n th e screen .  O n eac h 
trial ,  a  targe t  'O '  an d a  distracto r  'X '  eac h 
appeare d a t  on e o f  th e fou r  locations .  Th e subjec t 
responde d t o th e locatio n o f  th e targe t  b y pressin g 
a correspondin g ke y o n th e compute r  keyboard . 

Ther e ar e thre e mai n findings .  First , 
negativ e primin g wa s no t  a  flmctio n o f  RSI . 
Second ,  negativ e primin g wa s no t  a  functio n o f 
PRSl .  Third ,  negativ e primin g wa s mor e reliabl e 
when RS I  wa s manipulate d consistentl y withi n 
group s tha n whe n i t  wa s manipulate d randoml y 
withi n groups .  Al l  o f  thes e result s suppor t  a n 
inhibition-base d vie w o f  negativ e priming . 

References 

Hasher, L., Zacks, R. T., Stoltzfiis, E. R., Kane, 
M.  J. ,  &  Connelly ,  S.L .  (1996) .  O n th e tim e 
cours e o f  negativ e priming :  Anothe r  look . 
Psvchonomi c Bulleti n an d Review .  3 .  231-237 . 

Neill ,  W .  T .  &  Valdes ,  L .  A .  (1992) .  Persistenc e o f 
negativ e priming :  Stead y stat e o r  decay ? 
Journa l  o f  Experimenta l  Psychology :  Learning . 
Memory.  &  Cognition .  18 .  565-576 . 

Neill ,  W .  T. ,  Valdes ,  L .  A. ,  Terry ,  K .  M. ,  & 
Gorfein ,  D .  S .  (1992) .  Persistenc e o f  negativ e 
priming :  II .  Evidenc e fo r  episodi c trac e 
retrieval .  Journa l  o f  Experimenta l  Psychology : 
Learning .  Memory .  «f c Cognition .  18 .  993-1000 . 

893 

mailto:aconway@uic.edu

	cogsci_1997_893



