This Week’s Citation Classic °

Neely J H. Semantic priming and retrieval from lexical memory—evidence for facilitatory
and inhibitory processes. J. Exp. Psychol.—Gen. 106:226-54, 1977; and Semantic priming
and retrieval from lexical memory—roles of inhibition less spreading activation and
limited capacity attention. Mem. Cognition 4:648-54, 1976.

CC/NUMBER 20
MAY 20, 1991

This research shows that verbal context can affect
word recoghnition via two mechanisms. One is a fast-
acting, automatic, inhibition-free spreading activation
process that facilitates the recognition of words se-
mantically related to the context. The other is a slower
acting, strategy-dependent expectancy mechanism
that facilitates the recognition of expected words and
inhibits the processing of unexpected words. [The
S5CI® indicates that these articles have been cited in
more than 430 and 155 publications, respectively.]

Semantic Context and Word Recognition

James H. NeelrIo|
Department of Psychology
State University of New York
Albany, NY 12222

Being at the right place at the right time was
the k 4 to condr:lgclzing this research?hftlaving just
shifte? from research in animal learning to re-
search in human cognition, and with support
from my three-year National Science Founda-
tion predoctoral fellowship having just elapsed, |
became a graduate teaching assistant for M.1.
Posner, who was visiting Yale for the year. He
gave me a draft of a chapter! in which he and
C.R.R. Snyder provided an account of semantic
priming—the finding that a word can be rec
nized more quickly when it has been immed:-
ately preceded by a semantically related prime
rather than an unrelated prime.2

Their account said semantic priming is pro-
duced by two mechanisms. One is a fast-acting,
automatic, inhibition-free spreading activation
process that facilitates the recognition of words
semantically related to the prime. The other is a
slower-acting, strategy-dependent expectancy
mechanism that facilitates and inhibits the rec-
ognition of words that are expected or unex-
pected, respectively, on the basis of the prime.
Both of my papers reported experiments testing
this theory. And both, particularly the 1977
paper, reported data suggesting this theory.

Although my adviser, Bob Crowder, zve me
wonderful advice and encouragement through-
out, his lab was not equipped for reaction time

research. Wendell Garner generously allowed
me to use his lab, but because the Department of
Psychology at Yale had not yet acquired lab
computers, | conducted the research with slide
projectors, shutters, and digital timers. Before
testing each of the 122 individually tested sub-
jects in my thesis, | re-ordered the priming slides
for counterbalancing. Then, for each of 436 tri-
als, | pushed a button to select the prime-pro-
cessing time and wrote down each reaction
time. | later entered these reaction times at a
computer terminal and then triple checked each
one for accurate entry. Thus, ’'m very apprecia-
tiv;)e of the microcomputers | now have in my
lab.

1 believe this research has been cited because
it supports the popular distinction between au-
tomatic and nonautomatic mental processes.
Because lab computers now make it fairly easy
to use them, my procedures also have been used
to determine if cognitive deficits are due to defi-
ciencies in activational processes or to an inabil-
ity to form and maintain expectancies.3# Finally,
there is an interest in semantic priming because
it likely plays a fundamental and nearly ubiqui-
tous role in many cognitive functions (e.g., read-
ing, conversation and listening, memory re-
trieval, problem solving, and decision making).

Although the concepts of spreading activation
and expectancy account for many phenomena,
they cannot explain the rich mosaic of effects
that now exists in the extensive semantic prim-
ing literature. To remedy this, Dennis E. Keefe
and | have appended a semantic-matching
mechanism to the Posner-Snyder theory.5 This
mechanism was alluded to in my 1977 paper,
but was not given much credence at that time. it
involves subjects checking if the target and its
prime are related, occurring after the target has
been recognized, but before task-specific deci-
sions and responses have been completed. A
discussion of the alternative theoretical ac-
counts of the many different phenomena ob-
served in the semantic priming paradigm can be
found in a recent review.5
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