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The role of cultural knowledge in
distorting recall for stories

RICHARD JACKSON HARRIS, FARZANEH SARDARPOOR-BASCOM,
and THERESE MEYER
Kansas State University, Manhattan, Kansas

The role of culturally based knowledge on the recall of stories was examined. Subjects read
three stories about people performing everyday script-based activities. The stories were either
consistent or inconsistent with the subjects’ own cultural knowledge about those activities. Either
1% h or 2 days later, subjects received a copy of each story with certain words and phrases deleted
and were asked to fill in the blanks as best they remembered. There were fewer correct recalls
after 2 days than after ' h, but recall did not differ for the consistent and inconsistent story.
However, the recall of the inconsistent story after 2 days showed a substantial increase in the
number of errors that reflected the intrusion of the subjects’ own cultural knowledge. The results
confirmed findings from similar studies using a modified recognition-memory measure.

Many common activities that we perform are heavily
culturally based. Even for such a simple activity as or-
dering a meal in a restaurant (Abelson, 1981; Bower,
Black & Turner, 1979; Schank & Abelson, 1977), there
are characteristically American ways of doing it. These
activities may be different in other cultures, where, for
example, the check may not be given until it is requested,
or empty plates may be brought first to the table and food
brought later on separate platters. The knowledge that we
have of such activities is often in the form of schemas
or scripts (Alba & Hasher, 1983; Brewer & Nakamura,
1984; Graesser & Nakamura, 1982; Thorndyke, 1984),
which vary across cultures. When this schema-based
knowledge is brought to bear in a comprehension situa-
tion, it interacts with incoming information as the com-
prehender constructs a meaning to be stored in memory
(Kintsch & Greene, 1978; Pohl, Colonius, & Thuring,
1985).

Harris, Schoen, and Lee (1986) had North American
subjects read a story about a couple eating dinner in a
restaurant. The two versions of the story were consistent
with either a North American or a Brazilian restaurant
script. The subjects’ task was to rate the truth of state-
ments about information in the story, and then their
memory was tested either immediately after reading the
story or 1 week later. Results showed that American sub-
jects brought their own cultural knowledge to bear in inter-
preting the Brazilian story and that this occurred more
strongly after a week’s delay. This interesting effect was
replicated for four different stories by Harris, Lee, Hens-
ley, and Schoen (in press). This impact of one’s cultural
script knowledge on memory has also been demonstrated
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in a cross-cultural study using monocultural American and
Mexican subjects reading stories consistent with either
Mexican or American scripts (Harris, Hensley, & Schoen,
in press).

All of the previous research has used some sort of modi-
fied recognition measure. The present study used a type
of cued recall rather than a recognition task. The subjects
read stories that were either consistent or inconsistent with
their own cultural knowledge and afterward performed
a cloze task in which they received copies of the stories
with certain key words and phrases deleted. The subjects
were asked to fill in these blanks. Responses indicated
(1) whether or not they remembered the story, and
(2) whether or not their own cultural knowledge distorted
memory for the stories.

METHOD

Three pairs of stories of 97-132 words each were written about peo-
ple performing some very simple activities that are culturally specific
in nature. The three stories were Evening Out (planning a date), Work
Day (midday break from working), and School Day (first day of univer-
sity classes). These events were chosen because they are common across
different cultures but have clear cuitural differences. Each pair of sto-
ries told of one or two persons performing the activity in a particular
situation. The two versions of each story were identical, except that one
version was consistent with the relevant knowledge in American cul-
ture and the other was inconsistent with that knowledge; in fact, the
inconsistent versions were taken from Harris, Hensley, and Schoen (in
press) and were consistent with Mexican culture. In each story the Mex-
ican version differed from the American version in certain ways that
were intended to violate the script of that activity that was familiar to
American students (e.g., John’s older sister went as a chaperone on John’s
date in the Mexican version but not in the American version), and the
reverse was true for the American version.

The subjects were 91 undergraduate psychology students from Kansas
State University who participated for course credit. The subjects were
tested in groups of 10-25 and were told that this was an experiment
in memory for stories. They were told that they would read three sto-
ries and later that day or in a later session would be tested on their
memory for those stories. No mention was made that any of the stories
might be ““foreign’’ or ‘‘unusual.”” Each subject read either the three
American stories or the three Mexican stories. Each subject read only
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one of the two versions of each story. All subjects read the stories in
the same order: Evening Out, Work Day, and School Day. Immedi-
ately after reading the stories, the subjects performed an unrelated in-
tervening task. Either 2 h or 2 days later, they received the single an-
swer sheet with the skeleton version of each story and were asked to
fill in the blanks at their own speed. The response task consisted of fill-
ing in the blanks in the written version of each story. The skeleton ver-
sions of the stories presented to the subjects were written in such a way
as to be equally consistent with both the Mexican and the American ver-
sions of each story. The subjects were told to fill in the blanks with
the correct information and were cautioned that the words of the story
on the answer sheet might not be exactly the same words that they had
read, but that the meaning, not the exact wording, was the point of
concern.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Responses were scored as (1) correct, either verbatim
or reasonable paraphrase; (2) omitted, line left blank;
(3) cultural shift, recalled information consistent with the
other culture; or (4) other error. The mean number of
each type of response appears in Table 1. The only
category with sufficient responses in all cells for statisti-
cal analysis was correct responses. A two-way analysis
of variance was performed on these data with between-
subjects variables of story (Mexican or American) and
delay (%2 hor 2 day). The only significant effect was the
main effect of delay [F(1,88) = 88.49, MSe = 11.97,
p < .001], which was due entirely to the greater num-
ber of correct responses at the '2-h delay interval.

Although small in number overall, the large majority
of the omissions occurred at the 2-day delay interval. The
only response category to differ across the two story ver-
sions was the cultural shift category. Practically all of the
shifts (3.35 out of 3.62 total) occurred in the group that
read the Mexican story and was tested after 2 days. Shift
responses indicated that subjects remembered the Mexi-
can story to have been more like the American story than
it in fact had been, whereas subjects reading the Ameri-
can version never falsely recalled material consistent with
the Mexican schema. Thus the appropriate cultural

Table 3
Mean Number of Correct Responses, Omissions, and Cultural Shifts

Story and Delay Condition

% h 2 Day
Response Type  Mexican  American  Mexican  American
Correct 22.38 20.89 14.82 14.79
Omissions 17 .69 2.30 2.42
Cultural Shifts 27 .00 3.35 .00

schemas were clearly operating here, most likely in the
sense of directing retrieval processes.

The present study used a new measure to provide addi-
tional evidence for the findings of Harris et al. (1986),
Harris, Hensley, and Schoen (in press), and Harris, Lee,
Hensley, and Schoen (in press), showing that subjects’
cultural knowledge increasingly affects memory at longer
delays. That effect is clearly not an artifact of the partic-
ular truth-judgment procedure used in the other studies.
In the present study, intrusions from subjects’ own cul-
ture were quite prevalent after 2 days, but intrusions from
the unfamiliar culture never occurred. In comparison with
the recognition procedures previously used, the recall task
did not show much effect of cultural script intrusions at
a short interval but showed a large effect after the 2-day
delay.

REFERENCES

ABELSON, R. P. (1981). Psychological status of the script concept. Ameri-
can Psychologist, 36, 715-729.

ALBA, J. W., & HASHER, L. (1983). Is memory schematic? Psycholog-
ical Bulletin, 93, 203-231.

BoweR, G. H., BLack, J. B., & TURNER, T. J. (1979). Scripts in memory
for text. Cognitive Psychology, 11, 177-220.

BREWER, W. F., & NAKAMURA, G. V. (1984). The nature and function
of schemas. InR. S. Wyer & T. K. Srull (Eds.), Handbook of social
cognition (pp. 119-160). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

GRAESSER, A. C., & NAKAMURA, G. V. (1982). The impact of schema
on comprehension and memory. In G. H. Bower (Ed.), The psychol-
ogy of learning and motivation (Vol. 16, pp. 59-109). New York:
Academic Press.

Harwis, R. J., HENSLEY, D. L., & SCHOEN, L. M. (in press). A cross-
cultural study of story memory. Journal of Cross-cultural Psychology.

Harwis, R. J., LEg, D. J., HENSLEY, D. L., & SCHOEN, L. M. (in press).
The effect of cultural script knowledge on memory for stories over
time. Discourse Processes.

Harris, R. J., ScHOEN, L. M., & LEE, D. J. (1986). Culture-based
distortion in memory for stories. In J. L. Armagost (Ed.), Papers
Jfrom the 1985 Mid-America Linguistic Conference (pp. 84-91). Man-
hattan, KS: Kansas State University, Department of Speech.

KiNTscH, W., & GREENE, E. (1978). The role of culture-specific sche-
mata in the comprehension and recall of stories. Discourse Processes,
1, 1-13.

PoHL, R., CoLoN1Us, H., & THURING, M. (1985). Recognition of script-
based inferences. Psychological Research, 47, 59-67.

ScHANK, R. C., & ABELsON, R. P. (1977). Scripts, plans, goals, and
understanding. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

THORNDYKE, P. W. (1984). Applications of schema theory in cogni-
tive research. In J. R. Anderson & S. M. Kosslyn (Eds.), Tutorials
in learning and memory (pp. 167-191). San Francisco: W. H.
Freeman.

(Manuscript received May 2, 1988.)




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (ISO Coated v2 300% \050ECI\051)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Perceptual
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /PDFA1B:2005
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<


    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e55464e1a65876863768467e5770b548c62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200036002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc666e901a554652d965874ef6768467e5770b548c52175370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200036002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>



    /HUN <>
    /ITA (Utilizzare queste impostazioni per creare documenti Adobe PDF adatti per visualizzare e stampare documenti aziendali in modo affidabile. I documenti PDF creati possono essere aperti con Acrobat e Adobe Reader 6.0 e versioni successive.)
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020be44c988b2c8c2a40020bb38c11cb97c0020c548c815c801c73cb85c0020bcf4ace00020c778c1c4d558b2940020b3700020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200036002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken waarmee zakelijke documenten betrouwbaar kunnen worden weergegeven en afgedrukt. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 6.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>


    /SKY <>

    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>

    /ENU <FEFF004a006f0062006f007000740069006f006e007300200066006f00720020004100630072006f006200610074002000440069007300740069006c006c0065007200200039002000280039002e0034002e00350032003600330029002e000d00500072006f006400750063006500730020005000440046002000660069006c0065007300200077006800690063006800200061007200650020007500730065006400200066006f00720020006f006e006c0069006e0065002e000d0028006300290020003200300031003100200053007000720069006e006700650072002d005600650072006c0061006700200047006d006200480020>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [595.276 841.890]
>> setpagedevice




