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iiiAQA GCSE (9–1) Psychology

Get the most from this book
Everyone has to decide his or her own revision 
strategy, but it is essential to review your work, 
learn it and test your understanding. These Revision 
Notes will help you to do that in a planned way, 
topic by topic. Use this book as the cornerstone of 
your revision and don’t hesitate to write in it — 
personalise your notes and check your progress by 
ticking off each section as you revise.

Tick to track your progress
Use the revision planner on pages iv–v to plan your 
revision, topic by topic. Tick each box when you 
have:
l revised and understood a topic
l tested yourself
l practised the exam questions, checked your 

answers and gone online to complete the quick 
quizzes

You can also keep track of your revision by ticking 
off each topic heading in the book. You may find it 
helpful to add your own notes as you work through 
each topic.

iv vQuick quizzes at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/myrevisionnotesdownloads AQA GCSE (9–1) Psychology

My revision planner

Paper 1: Cognition and behaviour
1 Memory

1 Processes of memory   
3 Structures of memory   
5 Memory as an active process   
11 Exam practice   

2 Perception
12 Sensation and perception   
12 Visual cues and constancies   
14 Gibson’s direct theory of perception –  

the influence of nature   
15 Gregory’s constructivist theory of perception –  

the influence of nurture   
16 Visual illusions   
17 Factors affecting perception   
20 Exam practice   

3 Development
21 Brain development   
23 Piaget’s stage theory and the development of intelligence   
27 The role of Piaget’s theory in education   
28 The effects of learning on development   
32 Exam practice   

4 Research methods
33 Formulation of testable hypotheses   
34 Types of variable   
34 Sampling methods   
36 Designing research   
40 Correlation   
41 Research procedures   
42 Planning and conducting research   
43 Ethical considerations   
46 Quantitative and qualitative data   
46 Primary and secondary data   
46 Computation   
52 Descriptive statistics   
53 Interpretation and display of quantitative data   
55 Normal distributions   
56 Exam practice   

Paper 2: Social context and behaviour
1 Social influence

58 Conformity   
61 Obedience   
63 Prosocial behaviour   
65 Crowd and collective behaviour   
67 Exam practice   

2 Language, thought and communication
68 Possible relationship between language and thought   
70 Effect of language and thought on our view of the world   
71 Differences between human and animal communication   
73 Non-verbal communication   
76 Explanations of non-verbal behaviour   
79 Exam practice   

3 Brain and neuropsychology
80 Structure and function of the nervous system   
82 Neuron structure and function   
84 Structure and function of the brain   
85 Introduction to neuropsychology   
88 Exam practice   

4 Psychological problems
90 An introduction to mental health   
90 How the incidence of significant mental health problems  

changes over time   
91 Effects of significant mental health problems on  

individuals and society   
92 Characteristics of clinical depression   
92 Theories of depression   
94 Interventions or therapies for depression   
95 Characteristics of addiction   
96 Theories of addiction   
98 Interventions or therapies for addiction   
100 Exam practice   

Now test yourself answers

Exam practice answers
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Gibson’s direct theory of perception –  
the influence of nature

Psychologists try to explain the process by which sensory perception is 
converted into perceptions of objects and into sight, sound, smell, taste 
and touch experiences. Some psychologists argue that perceptual processes 
depend on the perceiver’s expectations and previous knowledge as well as 
the information available in the stimulus itself.

Gibson (1966) and bottom-up processing
Gibson’s direct (bottom-up) theory suggests that perception is innate and 
that no learning is required. For Gibson, sensation is perception and there 
is no need for interpretation as the information we receive about objects 
allows us to interact directly with the environment. Gibson theorised that 
the pattern of light (the optic array) reaching the eye provides unambiguous 
information about the layout of objects in space. Perception involves ‘picking 
up’ the changes in the f low of the optic array, and if the f low appears to be 
coming from a point, it means you are moving towards it. If the optic array 
is moving towards the point you are moving away from it. 

As well as relative size, occlusion and height in the visual field, cues in the 
environment include:
l Optic array – the patterns of light that reach the eye from the 

environment
l Relative brightness – objects with brighter, clearer images are 

perceived as closer
l Texture gradient – the grain of texture gets smaller as the object gets 

further away.

Research using young babies investigated whether visual abilities and 
depth perception are innate. Gibson designed a visual cliff, which was an 
imaginary cliff protected with glass, and babies were encouraged to crawl 
to the ‘cliff edge’. The results showed that most babies refused to cross 
the ‘cliff ’ boundary suggesting that they already had depth perception. 
However, this study was unethical and the babies were not newborn.

Motion parallax 
Motion parallax is a depth cue that provides perceptual cues about 
difference in distance and motion and is associated with depth perception. 
Motion parallax is a monocular depth cue in which we view objects that 
are closer to us as moving faster than objects that are further away from us. 

Figure 2.3 Gibson’s cliff experiment

Gregory’s constructivist theory of perception – 
the influence of nurture

Gregory (1970) and top-down processing theory

Sensory data
Stored

knowledge
about the world

Inference
about what is

‘out there’

Figure 2.5 Top-down processing theory

The constructivist theory proposes that we construct our perception 
from past experiences.

Richard Gregory (1970) argued that perception is a constructive process 
which relies on top-down processing. Gregory proposed that:
l we actively construct our perception of reality
l about 90 per cent of the information that reaches the eye is lost by the 

time it reaches the brain, so the brain has to guess what an individual 
sees based on past experiences 

l to make sense of the information presented to our sense organs our 
perceptions of the world are hypotheses based on past experiences

l using inference, sensory information is then combined with previously 
stored information (memories) about the world which we have learned 
as a result of experience

l the formation of incorrect hypotheses will lead to errors of perception 
(for example, visual illusions such as the Necker cube).

Evaluation of Gregory’s theory

Unlikely objects tend to be perceived as real objects. Gregory 
demonstrated this with a hollow mask of a face which people usually 
see as normal even when they have previously seen and touched the 
mask. Look at www.youtube.com/watch?v=sKa0eaKsdA0

Constructivist theory: 
learned perception.

Top-down processing: 
perceptions of the world are 
hypotheses based on past 
experience.

Inference: reaching a 
conclusion based on the 
information you have 
before you and your past 
experiences.

Visual illusions: when 
sensory information from 
the eyes is misinterpreted.

Bottom-up processing: 
innate perception.

Optic array: pattern of light 
reaching the eye.

Exam tip

If you write ‘nurture’ in an 
exam answer, make sure 
you spell the word correctly 
and do not write ‘nuture’! 
It is always a good idea to 
leave some time to read 
through your answers. 

Revision activity

Debate: To what extent is 
human perception influenced 
by nature or nurture?

Evaluation of Gibson’s direct theory of perception

Gibson’s theory can be used to train pilots and design runway and 
road markings. It is a good explanation for perception when viewing 
conditions are clear. Gibson provides an explanation for the fast 
and accurate perception of the environment. However, his theory 
cannot explain visual illusions. He claimed the illusions used in 
experimental work are artificial perceptual situations unlikely to 
be encountered in the real world. The theory is also reductionist 
as it seeks to explain perception solely in terms of the environment 
and there is evidence to show that the brain and experience can 
influence perception.

Slower

Faster

Figure 2.4 Motion parallax

Motion parallax: depth cue 
that provides perceptual 
cues about difference in 
distance and motion.
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Features to help you succeed
Exam tips

Expert tips are given throughout the book to 
help you polish your exam technique in order to 
maximise your chances in the exam.

Typical mistakes

The author identifies the typical mistakes candidates 
make and explain how you can avoid them.

Now test yourself

These short, knowledge-based questions provide the 
first step in testing your learning. Answers are at the 
back of the book.

Definitions and key words

Clear, concise definitions of essential key terms are 
provided where they first appear.

Key words from the specification are highlighted in 
bold throughout the book.

Revision activities

These activities will help you to understand each 
topic in an interactive way.

Debates

Debates are highlighted to help you assess arguments 
and use evidence appropriately.

Exam practice

Practice exam questions are provided for each topic. 
Use them to consolidate your revision and practise 
your exam skills. Answers are at the back of the book.

Summaries

The summaries provide a quick-check bullet list for 
each topic.

Online

Go online to try out the extra quick quizzes at 
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/
myrevisionnotesdownloads
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My revision planner

Paper 1: Cognition and behaviour
1 Memory

1	 Processes	of	memory	 	 	
3	 Structures	of	memory	 	 	
5	 Memory	as	an	active	process	 	 	
11	 Exam	practice	 	 	

2 Perception
12	 Sensation	and	perception	 	 	
12	 Visual	cues	and	constancies	 	 	
14	 Gibson’s	direct	theory	of	perception	–		

the	influence	of	nature	 	 	
15	 Gregory’s	constructivist	theory	of	perception	–		

the	influence	of	nurture	 	 	
16	 Visual	illusions	 	 	
17	 Factors	affecting	perception	 	 	
20	 Exam	practice	 	 	

3 Development
21	 Brain	development	 	 	
23	 Piaget’s	stage	theory	and	the	development	of	intelligence	 	 	
27	 The	role	of	Piaget’s	theory	in	education	 	 	
28	 The	effects	of	learning	on	development	 	 	
32	 Exam	practice	 	 	

4 Research methods
33	 Formulation	of	testable	hypotheses	 	 	
34	 Types	of	variable	 	 	
34	 Sampling	methods	 	 	
36	 Designing	research	 	 	
40	 Correlation	 	 	
41	 Research	procedures	 	 	
42	 Planning	and	conducting	research	 	 	
43	 Ethical	considerations	 	 	
46	 Quantitative	and	qualitative	data	 	 	
46	 Primary	and	secondary	data	 	 	
46	 Computation	 	 	
52	 Descriptive	statistics	 	 	
53	 Interpretation	and	display	of	quantitative	data	 	 	
55	 Normal	distributions	 	 	
56	 Exam	practice	 	 	
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Paper 2: Social context and behaviour
1 Social influence

58	 Conformity	 	 	
61	 Obedience	 	 	
63	 Prosocial	behaviour	 	 	
65	 Crowd	and	collective	behaviour	 	 	
67	 Exam	practice	 	 	

2 Language, thought and communication
68	 Possible	relationship	between	language	and	thought	 	 	
70	 Effect	of	language	and	thought	on	our	view	of	the	world	 	 	
71	 Differences	between	human	and	animal	communication	 	 	
73	 Non-verbal	communication	 	 	
76	 Explanations	of	non-verbal	behaviour	 	 	
79	 Exam	practice	 	 	

3 Brain and neuropsychology
80	 Structure	and	function	of	the	nervous	system	 	 	
82	 Neuron	structure	and	function	 	 	
84	 Structure	and	function	of	the	brain	 	 	
85	 Introduction	to	neuropsychology	 	 	
88	 Exam	practice	 	 	

4 Psychological problems
90	 An	introduction	to	mental	health	 	 	
90	 How	the	incidence	of	significant	mental	health	problems		

changes	over	time	 	 	
91	 Effects	of	significant	mental	health	problems	on		

individuals	and	society	 	 	
92	 Characteristics	of	clinical	depression	 	 	
92	 Theories	of	depression	 	 	
94	 Interventions	or	therapies	for	depression	 	 	
95	 Characteristics	of	addiction	 	 	
96	 Theories	of	addiction	 	 	
98	 Interventions	or	therapies	for	addiction	 	 	
100	Exam	practice	 	 	

Now test yourself answers

Exam practice answers
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Countdown to my exams
6–8 weeks to go

l	 Start	by	looking	at	the	specification	—	make	
sure	you	know	exactly	what	material	you	need	
to	revise	and	the	style	of	the	examination.	
Use	the	revision	planner	on	pages	4	and	5	to	
familiarise	yourself	with	the	topics.

l	 Organise	your	notes,	making	sure	you	have	
covered	everything	on	the	specification.	The	
revision	planner	will	help	you	to	group	your	
notes	into	topics.

l	 Work	out	a	realistic	revision	plan	that	will	
allow	you	time	for	relaxation.	Set	aside	days	
and	times	for	all	the	subjects	that	you	need	to	
study,	and	stick	to	your	timetable.

l	 Set	yourself	sensible	targets.	Break	your	
revision	down	into	focused	sessions	of	around	
40	minutes,	divided	by	breaks.	These	Revision	
Notes	organise	the	basic	facts	into	short,	
memorable	sections	to	make	revising	easier.

2–6 weeks to go

l	 Read	through	the	relevant	sections	of	this	book	
and	refer	to	the	exam	tips,	exam	summaries,	
typical	mistakes	and	key	terms.	Tick	off	
the	topics	as	you	feel	confident	about	them.	
Highlight	those	topics	you	find	difficult	and	
look	at	them	again	in	detail.

l	 Test	your	understanding	of	each	topic	by	
working	through	the	‘Now	test	yourself’	
questions	in	the	book.	Look	up	the	answers	at	
the	back	of	the	book.

l	 Make	a	note	of	any	problem	areas	as	you	revise,	
and	ask	your	teacher	to	go	over	these	in	class.

l	 Look	at	past	papers.	They	are	one	of	the	
best	ways	to	revise	and	practise	your	exam	
skills.	Write	or	prepare	planned	answers	
to	the	exam	practice	questions	provided	
in	this	book.	Check	your	answers	at	the	
back	of	the	book	and	try	out	the	extra	quick	
quizzes	at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/
myrevisionnotesdownloads

l	 Use	the	revision	activities	to	try	out	different	
revision	methods.	For	example,	you	can	make	
notes	using	mind	maps,	spider	diagrams	or	
flash	cards.

l	 Track	your	progress	using	the	revision	planner	
and	give	yourself	a	reward	when	you	have	
achieved	your	target.

One week to go

l	 Try	to	fit	in	at	least	one	more	timed	practice	of	
an	entire	past	paper	and	seek	feedback	from	
your	teacher,	comparing	your	work	closely	with	
the	mark	scheme.

l	 Check	the	revision	planner	to	make	sure	you	
haven’t	missed	out	any	topics.	Brush	up	on	any	
areas	of	difficulty	by	talking	them	over	with	a	
friend	or	getting	help	from	your	teacher.

l	 Attend	any	revision	classes	put	on	by	your	
teacher.	Remember,	he	or	she	is	an	expert	at	
preparing	people	for	examinations.

The day before the examination

l	 Flick	through	these	Revision	Notes	for	useful	
reminders,	for	example	the	exam	tips,	exam	
summaries,	typical	mistakes	and	key	terms.

l	 Check	the	time	and	place	of	your	examination.
l	 Make	sure	you	have	everything	you	need	—	

extra	pens	and	pencils,	tissues,	a	watch,	
bottled	water,	sweets.

l	 Allow	some	time	to	relax	and	have	an	early	
night	to	ensure	you	are	fresh	and	alert	for	the	
examinations.

My exams

GCSE Psychology Paper 1
Date:	.........................................................................

Time:	........................................................................

Location:	..................................................................

GCSE Psychology Paper 2
Date:	.........................................................................

Time:	........................................................................	

Location:	..................................................................
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1 Memory

Key concepts
Input

Encoding

Storage

Retrieval

Episodic memory, semantic memory and procedural memory

Multi-store model of memory

Sensory memory, short-term memory and long-term memory

Coding, capacity and duration of memory

Murdock’s serial position curve study

Primacy and recency effects

Theory of Reconstructive Memory and ‘effort after meaning’

False memories

Processes of memory

Types of long-term memory
Psychologists theorise that there are three types of long-term memory 
(LTM) – episodic, semantic and procedural.

Episodic memory is the memory of autobiographical events (times, 
places, associated emotions and other contextual who, what, when, 
where, why knowledge) that can be explicitly stated. It is the collection of 
past personal experiences that occurred at a particular time and place. For 
example, if you remember a birthday party, or your first driving lesson, 
this is an episodic memory. 

Semantic memory refers to the memory of meaning and understanding 
and semantic and episodic memory make up the category called 
declarative memory (explicit memory). With the use of our semantic 
memory, we can give meaning to otherwise meaningless words and 
sentences. Semantic memory includes generalised knowledge that does 
not involve memory of a specific event. 

Procedural memory is a part of the long-term memory that is 
responsible for knowing how to do things (motor skills). Procedural 
memory stores information on how to perform certain procedures, such 
as walking, talking, typing, playing the piano, riding a bike. Procedural 
memories are implicit and do not involve conscious thought.

Revision activity

In pairs, each make six flash cards – two cards for episodic memories, two 
cards for semantic memories and two cards for procedural memories. 
Then explain why each card is an example of a different type of memory.

Exam tip

Before answering a multiple-
choice question, read all the 
options through carefully 
before selecting an answer.
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Encoding, storage, retrieval
Memory is defined as the encoding, storage and retrieval of stored 
information. Memories are thought to be encoded in three ways – 
acoustic, visual and semantic encoding. The three types of retrieval 
systems used by memory are recall, recognition and relearning.

Encoding (input) 
Encoding is the processing of information to form a memory.

Acoustic encoding is holding a memory in the form of sound. An 
example of this is when we are given a number to remember, we may 
repeat it to ourselves to maintain the memory acoustically.

Visual encoding is when information is processed visually to create 
a picture in the mind. If you are asked for directions, you may from 
memory create a picture of the area in your mind.

Semantic encoding refers to encoding something through its meaning.

Olfactory encoding refers to the recollection of odours (smells), and 
memory for an odour is long-lasting and resistant to change. Olfactory 
memory plays an important role in the coordination of the mother–infant 
bond. Maternal breast odours are individually distinctive and provide a 
basis for recognition of the mother by her offspring.

Storage
The storage of information focuses on three aspects of memory:
l The amount that is stored (capacity) 
l The length of time it is stored (duration) 
l The way the information is organised within memory (encoding). 

Retrieval (output)
Once information is stored, we may need to retrieve the memory, and 
this may be done in different ways:
l Recall is remembering information as we search our memory. For 

example, recalling that the capital of France is Paris, or recalling that 8 
times 9 equals 72. 

l Recognition involves us being presented with information and being 
asked if we remember whether we have seen it before.

l Relearning involves us being exposed to something we have learned 
previously but have since forgotten. Once exposed to it again, we 
relearn the information, but it doesn’t take as long to learn as it did 
initially. Revision is a form of relearning. 

Exam tip

A good way to practise 
your exam skills is to 
write answers to the exam 
practice questions provided 
on the AQA website. Look 
up www.aqa.org.uk/
subjects/psychology/
gcse/psychology-8182/
assessment-resources

Try some of the questions on 
a specimen paper and then 
look up the mark scheme 
and mark your answers.

Key study: Baddeley (1966)
Aim: To see if there was a difference in the way 
memory is encoded in short-term memory (STM) 
and long-term memory (LTM).

Method: Participants learned words having 
similar or dissimilar sounds (e.g. cat, cab, can, 
or pit, few, cow) and were asked to recall them 
immediately (from STM).

Then they learned words with similar or dissimilar 
meanings (e.g. great, large, big) and after 20 
minutes were asked to recall them (from LTM).

Results: Similar sounding words were poorly 
recalled from STM and words with similar 
meanings were poorly recalled from LTM.

Conclusion: STM is encoded by sound and LTM 
by meaning.

Encoding: changing 
information into a form to be 
held in memory.

Storage: holding information 
in memory so that it can be 
retrieved Later.

Retrieval: locating and 
bringing back information 
from memory.

Acoustic encoding: changing 
information into a ‘sound’ 
memory.

Visual encoding: changing 
information into a visual 
memory.

Semantic encoding: changing 
information into a ‘meaning’ 
memory so it can be stored.

Olfactory encoding: 
memory for smell.
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Structures of memory

Short-term memory and long-term memory 
Psychologists distinguish between short-term memory (STM) and 
long-term memory (LTM). STM cannot hold much information and has 
limited capacity, whereas LTM can hold an apparently unlimited amount 
of information and has a vast capacity. George Miller theorised that the 
capacity of STM is approximately ‘seven plus or minus two’ chunks of 
information, but that this capacity can be extended by chunking, or 
combining, small pieces of information. The table shows some of the 
ways in which STM and LTM are different.

Table 1.1 Comparison of short and long-term memory

Comparison Short-term memory (STM) Long-term memory (LTM)

Capacity Limited (7 ± 2 chunks) Potentially unlimited

Duration Short (seconds only) Possibly lifelong

Encoding Acoustic (sound) Semantic (meaning)

Revision activity

To test whether the capacity of STM is 
approximately ‘seven plus or minus two’ 
chunks, write out this list of numbers 
and letters. Read out each list to a 
friend and then ask them to repeat back 
the items in the list in the right order. 
Could they recall all the items in the 
six-item list? Could they recall all the 
items in the ten-item list? From which 
list were the fewest items correctly 
recalled?

3 6 7 8 M K

54 7 9 5 P R

5 7 8 9 L H G 8

6 5 9 G R W M Y F

4 5 7 3 8 Y T S G H

Figure 1.1 Short-term 
memory digit span test

Multi-store model of memory (Atkinson and 
Shiffrin, 1968)
In the multi-store model of memory, Atkinson and Shiffrin suggest that 
memory comprises three separate stores: the sensory memory store, 
the STM and the LTM. Each store has a specific function, as shown in 
Figure 1.2.

Transfer

Retrieval

Long-term
memory

Sensory
memory

Attention Short-term
memory

Rehearsal

Figure 1.2 The multi-store model

In the multi-store model, information is rehearsed in STM and, if 
rehearsed enough, is transferred to LTM. There are three stages of 
information processing in the multi-store model of memory:

Stage 1: Sensory information is perceived (seen, heard etc.).

Short-term memory (STM): 
acoustic coding, limited 
duration and capacity.

Long-term memory (LTM): 
semantic coding, unlimited 
capacity and memory may 
last a lifetime.

Revision activity

Write a list of 16 four-letter 
words. Read the words out 
to a family member at a rate 
of one word per second. 
Then ask them to write down 
all the words they could 
remember. Which words did 
they remember and which 
did they forget? Was there a 
primacy/recency effect?

Multi-store model: three 
memory stores with 
different coding, capacity 
and duration.

Sensory memory: very short 
duration, large capacity.
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Stage 2: The sensory information is transferred to STM, where it 
is maintained by rehearsal if it is not replaced by new, incoming 
information.

Stage 3: The information is transferred to LTM.

In the multi-store model:
l short-term memory has limited capacity (five to nine items) and 

limited duration (18 to 30 seconds)
l long-term memory has unlimited capacity and unlimited duration
l decay occurs because information in memory fades over time until it 

is forgotten
l displacement occurs when information is ‘shunted out’ by new 

information and is forgotten
l serial position effect – the likelihood of recall of a word depends on 

its position in a list of words
l maintenance rehearsal occurs, which is the process of repeating 

information again and again in order to move information from STM 
to LTM.

Evidence for the multi-store model comes from serial position effect 
studies. Experiments show that when participants are presented with a 
list of words, they tend to remember the first few and last few words and 
are more likely to forget those in the middle of the list. This is known 
as the serial position effect. The tendency to recall earlier words is called 
the primacy effect and the tendency to recall the later words is called the 
recency effect.

Key study: Murdock (1962)
Aim: To find evidence for the multi-store model.

Method: Murdock asked participants to learn a 
list of words that varied in length and free recall 
them. Each word was presented for one to two 
seconds.

100

75

50

25

1 5

Position of word in list

Pe
rc

en
ta

g
e 

re
ca

ll

10

Primacy
effect (LTM)

Recency
effect (STM)

15 20

Figure 1.3 Murdock’s serial position curve

Results: The probability of recalling any word 
depended on its position in the list (its serial 

position). Words presented either early in the list 
or at the end were more often recalled, but the 
words in the middle were more often forgotten. 
This is known as serial position effect.

The improved recall of words at the beginning 
of the list is called the primacy effect and the 
improved recall of words at the end of the list 
is called the recency effect. This recency effect 
occurred even when the number of words in the 
list was increased to 40 words.

Conclusion: Murdock suggested that words early 
in the list were put into LTM (primacy effect) 
because the person has time to rehearse each 
word acoustically but that words from the end of 
the list were still stored in STM (recency effect). 
Words in the middle of the list were not stored 
because they had been displaced before they could 
be stored in LTM. According to Murdock, when 
participants remember information from a list, 
the primacy effect occurs when information is 
recalled from LTM and the recency effect occurs 
when information is recalled from STM. 

Rehearsal: the role of 
rehearsal is to keep 
information in STM.

Primacy effect: words at 
the beginning of a list are 
remembered more.

Recency effect: words 
at the end of a list are 
remembered more.

Revision activity

Draw a diagram of the flow 
of information through 
the multi-store model 
of memory and include 
definitions of the key terms.
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Evaluation of the multi-store model

The model is too rigid as it suggests that all the stages of the model 
must be followed in the same way by everyone and this ignores 
individual differences. Some people have better memory than others 
and the model does not allow for this.

The model oversimplifies memory, suggesting that STM is a passive 
process, but other theories suggest STM plays an active role in 
making memories. There are also different types of long-term 
memory. 

The model suggests that all information has to be rehearsed to enter 
LTM but events that are particularly traumatic may enter LTM without 
rehearsal and all rehearsed information is not stored in LTM for ever.
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Figure 1.4 Serial position curve

Memory as an active process 

Theory of reconstructive memory 
Bartlett (1932) suggested that recall is subject to personal interpretation 
dependent on our cultural norms and values and the way we make sense 
of our world.

Many people believe that memory works something like a video 
recording with information being retrieved in much the same form as it 
was encoded. However, memory does not work in this way and people 
store information in the way that makes the most sense to them. We 
make sense of information by trying to fit it into schemas which are 
mental ‘units’ of knowledge created by past experiences and which may 
distort unfamiliar information to ‘fit in’ with existing knowledge or 
schemas.

According to Bartlett, a memory is not encoded ‘exactly’ but is 
constructed and reconstructed to fit in with individual expectations and 
understanding. In his famous study ‘War of the Ghosts’, Bartlett (1932) 
showed that memory is not just a factual recording of what has occurred, 
but that we make ‘effort after meaning’. By this, Bartlett meant that we 
try to fit new information into what we already know and understand 
about the world. As a result, we quite often change our memories so 
they become more sensible to us and a memory is not just encoded 
‘exactly’ but is constructed and reconstructed to fit in with our individual 
expectations and understanding.

Revision activity

The graph (Figure 1.4) 
shows the results of an 
investigation into the effects 
of serial position when 
learning a list of 16 words. 
Copy the graph and label (a) 
the primacy effect and (b) 
the recency effect.

Effort after meaning: we 
make an effort to make sense 
of fragments of memory.
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Key study: Bartlett (1932) ‘War of the Ghosts’
Aim: To see if cultural background and 
unfamiliarity with a text would lead to distortion 
of memory when a story was recalled. 

Method: Bartlett asked people to reproduce 
an unfamiliar story they had read and found 
that people changed the story to fit into their 
existing knowledge. His hypothesis was that 
people store and retrieve information according 
to expectations formed by cultural schemas. 
The study used serial reproduction, which is a 
technique where participants hear a story and are 
told to reproduce it after a short time and then to 
do so again repeatedly. 

From F.C. Bartlett, Remembering: A Study in 
Experimental and Social Psychology. Cambridge 
University Press 1932: 

Bartlett told British participants a Native 
American legend called ‘The War of the Ghosts’. 
One night two young men from Egulac went down 
to the river to hunt seals and while they were there 
it became foggy and calm. Then they heard war-
cries, and they thought: ‘Maybe this is a war-party’. 
They escaped to the shore and hid behind a log. 
Now canoes came up, and they heard the noise of 
paddles, and saw one canoe coming up to them. 
There were five men in the canoe, and they said:
‘What do you think? We wish to take you along. We 
are going up the river to make war on the people.’ 
One of the young men said, ‘I have no arrows.’ 
‘Arrows are in the canoe,’ they said.
‘I will not go along. I might be killed. My relatives 
do not know where I have gone. But you,’ he said, 
turning to the other, ‘may go with them.’ So one of 
the young men went, but the other returned home.
And the warriors went on up the river to a town on 
the other side of Kalama. The people came down to 
the water and they began to fight, and many were 
killed. But presently the young man heard one of the 

warriors say, ‘Quick, let us go home: that Indian has 
been hit.’ Now he thought: ‘Oh, they are ghosts.’ He 
did not feel sick, but they said he had been shot. So 
the canoes went back to Egulac and the young man 
went ashore to his house and made a fire. And he 
told everybody and said: ‘Behold I accompanied the 
ghosts, and we went to fight. Many of our fellows 
were killed, and many of those who attacked us were 
killed. They said I was hit, and I did not feel sick.’
He told it all, and then he became quiet. When the sun 
rose, he fell down. Something black came out of his 
mouth. The people jumped up and cried. He was dead.

Results: Bartlett found that participants changed 
the story as they tried to remember it – a process 
called distortion. He found that there were three 
patterns of distortion that took place:
l Assimilation: the story became more 

consistent with the participants’ own cultural 
expectations.

l Levelling: the story became shorter with each 
retelling as participants omitted information 
which was seen as not important.

l Sharpening: participants changed the order of 
the story to make sense of it using terms more 
familiar to their culture. 

Bartlett found that the story had dramatically 
changed by the time it reached the final student. 
Participants had altered the story to fit their own 
cultural experiences. For example, ghosts were 
omitted and weapons became guns instead of bow 
and arrows.

Conclusion: Bartlett concluded that memory 
is constructed and reconstructed to fit in with 
the individual’s own experiences. He believed 
individuals needed to impose meaning on 
information they did not understand and to do 
this they interpreted the story based on their own 
understanding and experiences.
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Evaluation of the theory of reconstructive memory

The ‘War of the Ghosts’ results support the reconstructive explanation 
of memory which suggests memory is altered to fit in with individuals’ 
experience.

The model explains everyday aspects of our memory and why we do 
not accurately recall everything. For example, when people remember 
events incorrectly, this may be due to errors in reconstruction.

The ‘War of the Ghosts’ findings may lack validity as students may 
have intentionally changed the story due to demand characteristics or 
the story may have simply been misheard as it was being told to them.

The reconstructive model of memory does not predict how 
experiences or emotions will affect memories but simply gives 
principles of how reconstruction may work.

Factors affecting the accuracy of memory
Interference theory
Memory can be disrupted or interfered with by what we have previously 
learned or by what we will learn in the future. Interference theory states 
that forgetting occurs because memories interfere with one another. 
There are two ways in which interference can cause forgetting:
l Proactive interference occurs when you cannot learn a new task 

because what you already know interferes with what you are currently 
learning – where old memories disrupt new memories.

l Retroactive interference occurs when you forget a previously learned 
task due to the learning of a new task – in other words, later learning 
interferes with earlier learning or new memories disrupt old memories. 
Proactive and retroactive interference are thought to be more likely to 
occur where the memories are similar, for example confusing old and 
new telephone numbers.

Forgetting due to retrieval failure is where the information is in long-
term memory but cannot be accessed (remembered) because the retrieval 
cues are not present. When we store a new memory, we also store 
information about the situation and these are known as retrieval cues. 
When we come to the same situation again, these retrieval cues can 
trigger the memory of the situation. Retrieval cues can be:
l external/context – cues in the environment, such as smell, place
l internal/state – cues inside us, such as physical, emotional, mood. 

Revision activity

Write your own glossary of key terms for ‘memory’. For example:

Bartlett memory assimilation – our reconstructed memories are 
consistent with our own cultural expectations. 

Interference theory: 
forgetting occurs because 
memories interfere with one 
another.

Proactive interference: 
old memories disrupt new 
memories.

Retroactive interference: 
new memories disrupt old 
memories.

Retrieval failure: 
information in LTM cannot be 
accessed because retrieval 
cues are not present.
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Psychologists suggest that information is more likely to be retrieved from 
long-term memory if appropriate retrieval cues are present. Tulving 
(1974) argued that a memory would be more easily retrieved if the 
cues present when the memory was encoded were also present when 
the memory is retrieved. Tulving suggested that information about 
the physical surroundings (external context) and about the physical or 
psychological state of the person (internal context) is stored at the same 
time as memory is formed. 

Context (external) cues
Retrieval cues may be based on context – the setting or situation 
in which information is encoded and retrieved. Examples include a 
particular room or a certain group of people or the way information 
is presented. Evidence indicates that retrieval is more likely when the 
context at encoding matches the context at retrieval.

Research has indicated the importance of context-based cues for 
retrieval. 

Key study: Baddeley (1975)
Aim: To indicate the importance of context for 
retrieval. 

Method: Baddeley asked members of a deep-
sea diving club to memorise a list of words. 
One group did this on the beach and the other 
group under water. When they were asked to 
remember the words, half of the beach learners 
remained on the beach, the rest had to recall 
under water. Half of the underwater group 

remained there, and the others had to recall on 
the beach.

Results: Those who had recalled in the same 
environment (context) in which they had learned 
recalled 40 per cent more words than those 
recalling in a different environment. 

Conclusion: This research suggests that the 
retrieval of information is improved if it occurs in 
the context in which it was learned.

Revision activity

Explain what is meant by a ‘retrieval cue’ and explain the difference 
between external (context) retrieval cues and internal (state) 
retrieval cues.

False memories 
If all memory is reconstructed, can reconstruction lead to false memory? 
Elizabeth Loftus argues that false memories can be created during therapy 
when the therapist tries to help the patient remember things that he or 
she had forgotten. In some cases, these ‘recovered memories’ turn out to 
be false. 

Exam tip

When you revise, always 
wear the same item of 
clothing. When you take 
the exam, wear that same 
item of clothing to act as an 
external retrieval cue.

False memory: people may 
remember things that didn’t 
happen because the memory 
has been implanted, or 
people remember an event 
differently from the way it 
really happened.
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Evaluation of Loftus and Pickrell’s study

One weakness of the study is that the false memory event (lost in a 
mall) is not very traumatic and perhaps a false memory for such a 
harmless event can be easily created. This may not apply to a false 
memory of an untrue trauma. 

Another weakness is that ethical issues arise when participants are 
left with the implanted false memory. Although at the end of the study 
the participants were debriefed and told the lost in the mall story was 
false, even knowing this, participants may be left with a false memory. 
Is it ethical to manipulate people’s memories in this way? 

A strength of the study is that it can be applied to improve the way 
witnesses to crimes are interviewed so that questions are not asked in 
such a way that will implant a false memory. 

Key study: Loftus and Pickrell (1995) ‘Lost in the Mall’
Aim: To see if suggestion could create false 
memories.

Method: There were 24 participants (three 
males and 21 females) ranging in age from 18 
to 53. For each participant, a relative was also 
contacted. The participants were given four short 
stories about childhood events that had been 
obtained from their relatives. Three of the stories 
were true and one was false. The false story was 
about getting lost in a shopping mall and being 
rescued by an elderly woman. The false story 
included information such as who usually went 
on shopping trips with the child so that the false 
story sounded realistic. 

Each participant was asked to read each story 
and then write down what they remembered 

about each event. A week later each participant 
was interviewed about the stories and asked to 
recall as much as they could. Each participant was 
interviewed a second time and then were told 
that one of the stories was false and asked to guess 
which one. 

Results: In total there were 72 true episodes to 
be remembered and participants remembered 68 
per cent of these. Six of the participants (25 per 
cent) recalled the false story fully or partially but 
19 out of the 24 participants correctly chose the 
lost in the mall memory as false. 

Conclusion: This research suggests that just 
imagining an event has the potential for creating 
a false memory.

Summary
You should now be able to demonstrate and apply 
knowledge and understanding of psychological 
ideas, processes, procedures and theories, 
and analyse and evaluate psychological ideas, 
information, processes and procedures in 
relation to:

Processes of memory:
l Episodic memory, semantic memory and 

procedural memory
l Encoding, storage and retrieval
l How memories are encoded and stored.

Structures of memory: 
l The multi-store model of memory and features 

of each store: coding, capacity, duration
l Primacy and recency effects in recall
l Murdock’s serial position curve study.

Memory as an active process: 
l The Theory of Reconstructive Memory
l The concept of ‘effort after meaning’ 
l Bartlett’s ‘War of the Ghosts’ study
l Factors affecting the accuracy of memory.
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Now test yourself
1 (a) What is the capacity of short-term memory?

A 7 plus or minus 2 chunks 
B 9 plus or minus 2 chunks 
C 20 chunks 
D Unlimited 

(b) We remember information in short-term memory for
A an hour 
B about 10 minutes 
C about a week 
D about 30 seconds 

(c) Remembering what you did on your birthday last year is an 
example of
A procedural memory 
B semantic memory 
C episodic memory 
D false memory 

(d) Information in short-term memory is encoded
A semantically 
B acoustically 
C in chunks 
D visually 

2 (a) What is the capacity of memory in STM?
(b) Outline two differences between STM and LTM. 
(c) What is meant by the ‘primacy/recency effect’?
(d) Why does the primacy/recency effect support the multi-store 

model?
(e) What is episodic memory?
(f) What is procedural memory?
(g) What does semantic memory allow us to do?

3 (a) When talking about memory, what is meant by ‘retrieval 
failure’?

(b) Adam and Apollo were read a list of 21 words and were then 
given one minute to write down all the words they could 
remember. When they were tested, Adam remembered six 
words and Apollo remembered seven words. Suggest one 
reason why they remembered so few of the words. 

(c) Explain what is meant by a ‘retrieval cue’. 
(d) Explain the difference between external (context) retrieval cues 

and internal (state) retrieval cues.
(e) Twenty students were given the names of 20 birds (e.g. sparrow, 

robin, wren, gull) to memorise and then given one minute to 
write down all the names they remembered. Ten students 
stayed in the same classroom for the memory test but ten were 
taken to a different room. Explain why the students who stayed 
in the same room remembered more of the bird names.

4 (a) What was the aim of the Loftus and Pickrell ‘Lost in the Mall’ 
experiment?

(b) Who were the participants in the Loftus and Pickrell ‘Lost in the 
Mall’ experiment?

(c) Suggest one criticism of the experimental research by Loftus 
and Pickrell.

(d) Identify two factors that may influence eyewitness memory.

Answers on p.101

Exam tip

Allow enough time to check 
your answers to multiple 
choice questions. If you want 
to change an answer, make 
sure you make the alteration 
very clear!

Exam tip

When explaining key 
terms in psychology, it’s 
a good idea to give an 
example to demonstrate 
your knowledge and 
understanding.
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Exam tip

Don’t write several answers 
to a question that asks for 
just one answer. You won’t 
get extra marks and you 
waste time.

Exam practice
1 (a) Identify one factor that has been shown to affect the  

accuracy of memory. [1 mark]
(b) Use your knowledge of psychology to describe how  

the factor you have identified affects the accuracy  
of memory. [3 marks]

2 Briefly discuss two criticisms of research into factors that  
affect the accuracy of memory. [4 marks]

3 You have been asked to conduct an experiment to  
investigate the capacity of STM. Describe how you would  
conduct this experiment. [6 marks]

 You need to include:
l the experimental design you would choose, and why this would be 

suitable
l the task participants would be required to do 
l the data that you would collect
l the results you would expect to find from your experiment.

4 Table 1.2 shows three descriptions of processes linked to memory. 

Table 1.2 

Holding information in the memory system

Changing information so that it can be stored in memory

Recovering information from memory

 From the following list of terms, choose the one that  
matches each description and write A, B or C in the  
box next to it. Use each letter only once. [3 marks]

A Encoding
B Retrieval
C Storage

5 Annie asked Sundip why she was sitting talking to herself.  
Sundip said, ‘I am revising and if I keep repeating the same 
information over and over again, the information goes into  
my long-term memory.’ Outline the model of memory that  
Sundip is basing her revision plan on. [2 marks]

6 Naomi was in the kitchen and decided to change her shoes,  
so she went upstairs to get them. When she reached the  
top of the stairs, she couldn’t remember what she wanted  
to get so she went back to the kitchen to remember. Which  
aspect of memory as an active process explains why  
Naomi could only remember what she wanted in  
the kitchen? [1 mark]

7 Describe and evaluate one study which investigated false  
memory. Include in your answer the aim of the study, the  
method used, the results obtained and the conclusion  
drawn. [9 marks]

Answers on p.107

Typical mistake

Identifying an evaluation 
point, for example ‘the study 
has low ecological validity’, 
but not following this point 
up with an explanation.
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