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Exper t i s e Effect s o n th e Biologica l  Bas i c L e v e l 

Juli a Bet h Profflt t  (juliabeth@nwu.edu ) 
Departmen t  o f  Psychology ,  Northwester n Universit y 

2029 Sherida n Road ,  Evanston ,  I L 60208-271 0 

I n th e 1970s ,  anthropologist s studyin g th e folk-biologica l 
taxonomie s o f  traditiona l  culture s note d a  cross-cultura l 
consistency :  i n namin g natura l  objects ,  on e leve l  o f 
categor y exhibite d specia l  statu s (Berlin ,  Breedlove ,  & 
Raven ,  1975) .  Thi s "folk-generic "  categor y roughl y 
corresponde d t o th e scientifi c  genu s an d bor e a  linguisti c 
marke r  o f  frequen t  us e ( a monolexemi c form) ,  suggestin g 
tha t  i t  wa s bot h a n obviou s an d usefu l  category . 
Psychologis t  Eleano r  Rosc h an d he r  colleague s terme d thi s 
leve l  th e basi c leve l  an d operationalize d i t  usin g a  se t  o f 
theoreticall y drive n measure s (Rosch ,  Mervis ,  Gray , 
Johnson ,  &  Boyes-Braem ,  1976) .  Whil e thes e measure s 
clearl y identifie d th e anticipate d privilege d leve l  fo r  non -
biologica l  categories ,  th e basi c leve l  fo r  biologica l 
categorie s prove d t o b e mor e abstrac t  tha n anticipate d (e.g . 
"tree "  wa s privileged ,  no t  "maple") . 

One possibl e explanatio n fo r  thi s discrepanc y i s 
expertise—fo r  biologica l  categories ,  Rosch' s urba n 
participants '  limite d experienc e wit h natura l  kind s m a y hav e 
affecte d whic h categorie s wer e mos t  meaningfu l  t o them . 
Subsequen t  researc h ha s show n effect s o f  expertis e o n 
severa l  o f  Rosch' s measures ,  bu t  th e presen t  stud y i s th e 
first  t o compar e exper t  an d novic e performanc e o n th e 
"signa l  detection "  task .  Thi s tas k assesse s th e effec t  o f 
differen t  level s o f  prime s o n subjects '  abilit y t o detec t  a n 
obscure d an d briefl y presente d image .  Th e goal s o f  th e stud y 
wer e threefold :  repUcat e Rosch' s result s fo r  non-biologica l 
categories ,  exten d th e tas k t o biologica l  categories ,  an d 
compar e expert-novic e performance .  Thre e population s 
participated :  tre e experts ,  experience d bird-watchers ,  an d 
undergraduates .  Th e replicatio n wit h non-biologica l 
categorie s wa s largel y successful .  However ,  fo r  biologica l 
categories ,  ou r  result s wer e no t  consisten t  wit h Rosch' s 
findings.  Instea d o f  a  mor e abstrac t  categor y servin g a s 
basic ,  n o leve l  satisfie d th e criteri a o f  th e basi c level . 
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