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List organization and recognition memory 

JOHN F. HALL 
Pennsylvania State University, University Park, Pennsylvania 16802 

Some investigators have been unable to find that list organization aids recognition, although 
it does aid recall, thus lending support to a model of memory that assumes that the memorial 
processes involved in recall differ from those operating in recognition. Other experimenters, 
however, have found organization to have a facilitating effect on recognition. The present 
study examined recognition performance using organized and unrelated word lists, with two 
types of distractors being used. Results indicated that organization aided recognition, regard
less of the type of distractor employed. 

In positing that recognition and recall measures 
represent different memorial processes, Kintsch (1977) 
and McCormack (1972) have supported their position 
by indicating that these measures are differentially 
influenced by list organization; more specifically, the 
presentation of an organized list of words, when com· 
pared with an unorganized list, results in superior 
recall, but recognition performance is the same for 
both lists. 

Experiments examining this position have produced 
mixed fmdings. Bruce and Pagan (1970), Cofer (1967), 
and Kintsch (1968), supporting the different memorial 
process position, were unable to fmd recognition differ
ences between organized and unorganized lists. But 
D'Agostino (1969) and Jacoby (1972) were able to 
obtain superior recognition memory for organized word 
lists. The more recent studies of Connor (1977) and 
Neely and Balota (1981) have also proVided mixed 
findings. Connor (1977, Experiment 1) was unable to 
demonstrate recognition superiority for organized lists, 
but Neely and Balota (1981), using a within-subjects 
type of experimental design, were able to obtain superior 
recognition performance for those items that were 
organized. 

In view of the controversial findings, the present 
study was a further attempt to examine the role of list 
organization on recognition. I In an earlier study examin
ing recognition as a function of high- and low-frequency 
words, Hall (1979) found an interaction between this 
variable and the characteristics of the distractors used in 
the recognition test. Since there is the possibility that 
such an interaction may also exist between recognition 
and list organization, the distractors used in this study 
were varied, being either (1) conceptually or associa
tively related or (2) unrelated to the target words. 

METHOD 

Subjects 
Eighty subjects (20 per group) were obtained from intro

ductory psychology classes and were randomly assigned to one 
of four experimental conditions: (1) presentation of an organized 
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word list or (2) an unrelated word list using either (a) concep
tual or associative or (b) unrelated distractors in the recognition 
test. 

Materials 
An organized list of 42 words was constructed by randomly 

selecting 3 words from the 6 most frequently cited in each of 
14 conceptual categories provided by Shapiro and Palermo 
(1970). An unrelated list of words was made up by using 42 
words obtained from the stimulus words used by Palermo and 
Jenkins (1964) and Shapiro and Palermo (1968) in their estab
lishment of word association norms. In order to insure list 
equivalency on other than the organizational variable, the words 
on both lists were virtually identical with regard to Thorndike
Lorge (1944) frequency . In order to increase the organization 
of the experimental material, blocked presentation of the words 
was employed. Each set of three words belonging to a concep
tual category was placed on a single 3 x 5 in. card. The unrelated 
list cards also contained 3 words/card. 

Recognition memory was measured by combining each 
target or list word with a distractor, thus producing a 42-item 
two-choice recognition test. One test used distractors that were 
conceptually or associatively related to the target words. With 
the organized word list, these distractors were obtained by using 
the three words not previously selected from the six most 
frequently cited in each of the 14 conceptual categories pro
vided by Shapiro and Palermo (1968). Distractors for the target 
words making up the unrelated word list were associatively 
related and obtained by using one of the most frequent free 
association responses made to each of the 42 stimulus words, 
as indicated by Palermo and Jenkins (1964) and Shapiro and 
Palermo (1970). Unrelated distractors used on the recognition 
test for both the organized and unorganized word lists were 
selected from Thorndike and Lorge (1944), with each word 
judged to be unrelated to the target word. Although the two 
sets of distractors used with each list of target words differed 
in their relatedness to the organizational variable, every effort 
was made to make them equivalent on other word attributes. 
Thus, related and unrelated distractors used with the organized 
list or with the unorganized list each began with the same letter, 
generally contained the same number of letters, and were similar 
with regard to their Thorndike-Lorge (1944) frequency count. 

Procedure 
Subjects were run in groups of four, five, or six. After being 

given general instructions concerning the nature of the task, each 
subject was given a pack of cards containing the organized or 
unrelated list words. On signal, subjects were given 10 sec to 
study the words on the fust card, following which they were 
asked to tum to the next card for another 10-sec study period, 
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Table I 
Recognition as a Function of List Organization 

and the Nature of the Distractors 

Type of List 

Organized 
Unrelated 

Type of Distractor 

Similar 

39.25 
33.80 

Unrelated 

41.55 
36.90 

and so on. After the subjects had studied all of the words, the 
experimental material was collected and appropriate recognition 
tests were distributed. Subjects were permitted to work at their 
own speed but were asked to guess if they were not sure which 
item in a particular pair was correct. 

RESULTS AND CONCLUSIONS 

Recognition perfonnance, as indicated in Table 1, 
was influenced by list organization, with subjects being 
able to recognize significantly more words from the 
organized list than from the list containing unrelated 
words [F(1 ,76)= 69.48, p< .01]. This fmding, in accord 
with the results of D'Agostino (1969), Jacoby (1972), 
and Neely and Balota (1981), was obtained regardless of 
whether the distractors employed were unrelated or 
semantically related to the target items, thus providing 
generality to the basic conclusion that recognition is 
influenced by list organization. 

Recognition differences were obtained as a function 
of the kind of distractor that was used [F(I ,76) = 19.86, 
p < .01], a fmding in keeping with the results of other 
investigators (e.g., Anisfeld & Knapp, 1968; Postman, 
1951). The significant interaction obtained between 
word frequency and type of distractor noted in Hall's 
(1979) earlier study was not, however, found. Thus, 
we cannot single out the type of distractor employed as 
contributing to the mixed fmdings obtained in earlier 
recognition and list organization studies, but we must 
search elsewhere for an explanation. 
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NOTE 

1. Our concern and experimental procedure have been to use 
the "traditional" lisHearning experiment, in which subjects are 
asked to learn a list of words that are presented in a fIxed 
order. As Neely and Balota (1981) have acknowledged, organi
zational effects are well documented when subjects are given the 
opportunity to manipulate their organization of the material by 
sorting of presumably "unrelated" words into their own subject
dermed categories (e.g., Mandler, 1972; Mandler, Pearlstone, 
& Koopmans, 1969). 
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