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Reliability of retrieval from semantic
memory: Information about people

FRANCIS S. BELLEZZA
Ohio University, Athens, Ohio

An estimate of the reliability with which information about specific people could be retrieved
from semantic memory was made. College-aged subjects were asked to describe 10 friends and
10 famous people. They then performed the identical task 1 week later. For personal friends,
they listed a mean of8.02 attributes, and for famous people, 5.72 attributes. The estimate of recall
reliability using the common-element correlation was .38 for friends and .55 for famous people.
The between-subjects correlation for attributes of famous people was .21. Reasons for the modest
reliability values, such as the inadequacy of the prompts and the complexity of the responses,
are discussed.

Previous research has shown that the retrieval of in
formation from semantic memory attains only modest
levels of reliability. Bellezza (l984a) found that, in two
tests of recall separated by I week, about 69% of the
category instances generated in the first session were also
generated in the second session. In a second experiment
(Bellezza, 1984b), subjects gave definitions of the same
common nouns in each of two sessions I week apart. The
proportions of propositions common to the two definitions
given for each noun were .55 for concrete nouns, .46 for
category labels , and .43 for abstract nouns. As in the ex
periment measuring the reliability of retrieving category
instances (Bellezza, I984a), these values reflect only
modest reliability in the retrieval of verbal information
from semantic memory.

In Bellezza (1984a, 1984b), the words used were either
nouns that referred to classes of objects or nouns that
referred to abstract concepts. Although the word "apple"
refers to a smaller set of objects than does the word
"fruit," both these words denote a class of objects. If
subjects listed instances and attributes of classes of ob
jects by first recalling some subset of referents, then the
modest reliability of retrieval of these words from one
session to the next could be explained by the different
referents thought of during each session. This process is
an example of the availability hypothesis of Tversky and
Kahneman (1973). Retrieval of different referents oc
curred when category instanceswere generated in Bellezza
(1984a) and may have occurred when concrete nouns were
defined in Bellezza (1984b). The purpose of the present
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experiment was to use labels that had only one referent
and to have subjects describe these. In each of two ses
sions separated by I week, the subjects first wrote down
the names of 10 friends or relatives and then described
each one using phrases of one or two words. They next
described 10 famous people chosen by the experimenter.
Of course, it could be argued that even though each word
had only one referent, the subjects could recall the per
son in different contexts during each session and that this
would result in reduced similarity between the two
descriptions. This concern is valid, but the purpose of the
experiment was to determine if the reliability values ob
tained when information about people is retrieved from
semantic memory are comparable to those obtained in
earlier experiments .

METHOD

Subjects
Sixteen undergraduates enrolled in introductory psychology courses

at Ohio University participated for extra course credit.

Material
A norming group of 45 subjects was first tested. The subjects were

asked to write down the names of as many famous people as possible.
These people could be living or dead. They were given 20 min to do
this. Except for the name Ronald Reagan, the 10 most frequently men
tioned names were used as the famous names in the main experiment .
These were: Johnny Carson , Adolf Hitler , Martin Luther King, Abra
ham Lincoln, Marilyn Monroe , Richard Nixon, Elvis Pressly , Robert
Redford , Barbara Streisand, and George Washington.

Procedure
The 16 subjects in the main part of the experiment were tested as a

group. First, they were given 3 minto write down the names of 10 people
whom they knew well. These could be friends, relatives , or a mixture
of both. They wrote these names in the 10 blank spaces provided in
their test booklets . Next, the subjects had to describe as accurately as
possible the 20 people listed in their test booklets. The first set of 10
comprised their personal friends , and the second set of 10 were the fa
mous names arranged in a random order. The descriptionsof al120 people
were limited to phrases of one and two words, as used in the phrase
condition of Bellezza (l984b). Two examples were given. One was of
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RESULTS

Table 1
Mean Recall and Correlation Values for Friends

and Each of the Famous Names

a hypotheticalfriend named John Smith, who was described as ••friendly,
active, loves baseball , likes beer, hates dancing , former Marine, busi
ness major ." The second example was Ronald Reagan , who was
described as "American President, conservative, defeated Carter, cuts
taxes, builds defense , cuts welfare. " The experimenter paced all the
subjects through the task and allowed them 1 min for each name . The
procedure for the second session 1 week later was the same, and the
same instructions were used. The only difference was that the famous
names were listed in a different random order .

A 2 X 2 analysis of variance was performed on the num
ber of propositions used to describe each person. The two
factors were type of name (friend vs. famous person) and
session (Session 1 vs. Session 2). Both factors were
within-subjects factors . Type of name was significant
[F(l,15)=43.28, p< .ool , MSe=1.96]. For personal
friends, the subjects listed a mean of 8.02 attributes, and
for famous people, they listed 5.72 attributes. The mean
number of attributes given for each of the famous people
is shown in Table 1. A separate analysis showed no differ
ence among the individual famous names. The only other
significant source of variation was the type of name X
session interaction [F(l, 15) = 11.12, P < .005 ,
MSe=3 .11]. For famous people, the mean number of
propositions recalled during Sessions 1 and 2 were 5.78
and 5.65 , respectively . However, for personal friends,
the means were 8.53 and 7.51, respectively . These latter
two means were significantly different according to a Cic
chetti (1972) test. It may be that during Session 2 the sub
jects spent time trying to remember what personal friends
they had described during Session 1 and how they
described each one. This may have interfered with their
writing of descriptions. The mean number of repetitions
of friends' names was 7.89 of a possible 10.

A common-element correlation was used to determine
the degree of overlap in the descriptions given in the two
sessions. For famous people, this value was .55, and for
personal friends who appeared on both lists, this value
was .38. The difference between the two values was sig
nificant [F(1,15)=51.18, p<.OOl, MSe= .OO5] . The

DISCUSSION

overlap scores for the 10 famous people are shown in Ta
ble 1. A separate analysis showed no significant differ
ences among overlap scores for the 10 famous people .

To determine the degree to which descriptions of fa
mous people were similar among subjects, the 16 sub
jects were formed into eight pairs for Session 1 and a
different set of eight pairs for Session 2. An overlap score
for each famous person was then computed for each pair .
The mean values obtained are shown in Table 1. The
mean between-subject overlap score was .21, which was
significantly greater than 0 [F(l ,115)=239.43, p< .001,
MSe= .030]. There was no significanteffect for the differ
ent names.

Adequacy of Prompts
The conclusion that follows from the modest reliabilities reported here

and in Bellezza (1984a, 1984b) is not necessarily that all retrieval from
semantic memory is unreliable. One hypothesis that can explain these
results is that a single word is not an adequate prompt for retrieving
information from semantic memory . Perhaps more information must
be added to the retrieval cue if reliability is to improve. A number of
investigators have proposed that context is important in comprehend 
ing and remembering (Anderson & Ortony, 1975; Barclay , Bransford,
Franks, McCarrell, & Nitsch, 1974; Bransford & Johnson, 1973; Brans
ford & McCarrell, 1974). If subjects were presented the sentence " Dogs
like Lassie and Benji seem to be as intelligent as people'" and were then
asked to define the word "dog," the reliability in week-to-week recall
might increase .

Single-word prompts may be inadequate because many models of
semantic memory imply that memory search must have two starting
points . An example of a semantic-memory prompt that occurs in con
versation is " Do you believe that Americans eat the right foods?" Here ,
retrieval takes place using the two concepts " Americans" and "food."
In this case, a higher reliability in responding may occur because two
concepts jointly define a smaller amount of information in semantic
memory than does one (Anderson & Bower, 1973; Shiffrin, 1970).
Therefore, informationmay be more reliably retrieved. In some semantic
network models of memory, search takes place until an intersection
occurs , indicating that a decision and a response can take place (Col
lins & Loftus, 1975; Collins & Quillian, 1969). Searching from only
one concept does not result in a well-defined retrieval process .

It should be kept in mind, however, that people often do have to retrieve
information on the basis of only a single concept. Examples are "What
do you think of the President? ", " What do you think of dogs?", and
" What do you think of modem technology? " On the basis of the evi-

The purpose of this experiment was to determine if the reliability of
retrieval of information concerning specific referents, that is, specific
people, would be higher than the reliabilities obtained for common nouns
(Bellezza, 1984b). The answer seems to be no. The mean reliability
for famous names was .55, which was approximately the same as the
value of .54 found for concrete nouns by Bellezza (1984b) . The mean
reliability for the names of personal friends was .38, which was some
what lower than the value of .46found for category labels and the value
of .43 found for abstract nouns. Perhaps this lower reliability value found
for personal friends reflects the fact that the subjects have a greater deal
of information in semantic memory about people whom they know well.
Also, the subjects may have acquired new information or renewed old
information regarding these people in the week intervening between the
two sessions .

The mean between-subject overlap score for famous people was .21,
which is somewhat lower than the value of .29 computed for the con
crete nouns by Bellezza (1984b). This difference may indicate that some
subjects may have had little knowledge about some of the famous names
presented .
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dence presented here and assuming that people use the availability heuris
tic (Tversky & Kahneman , 1973), it would be expected that people 's
judgments and their justifications for those judgments would vary from
one occasion to the next. This is especially likely to occur if these occa
sions are widely separated in time .

Complexity of the Response
The reliability of retrieval from semantic memory may also increase

if the amount of information required in the response is reduced . Sub
jects could be instructed to produce only one proposition as a definition
for each presented word. Responding could be restricted even further
by limiting subjects to "yes" and "no" answers in response to prompts
such as "Do dogs bark? " Some data relevant to the question exist in
the literature on word association . Gekoski and Riegel (1966) recorded
single-word associations to single words presented as stimuli . When
repeating the task I week later, they found only 43 % of the associa
tions to be the same . This measure of reliability is comparable to the
values reported here. The results of Gekoski and Riegel suggest that
reducing the complexity of the response would not greatly increase relia
bility. Fox (1970), using a similar word-association procedure with a
6O-dayinterval, found 48 %of the responses repeated. This result seems
to indicate that the reliability values found when a I-week intertest in
terval is used may be similar to the values obtained with longer inter
test intervals .
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