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SUCCESSIVE REPRODUCTION

SUCCESSIVE REPRODUCTION: An Examination of Memory Transformation

The method of Successive Reproduction is a critical experimental approach within cognitive
psychology, specifically designed to investigate the dynamic nature of long-term memory and the
systematic ways in which stored information is altered or reconstructed over extended periods.
Unlike traditional memory paradigms that often focus on the sheer quantity of material retained or
the speed of initial acquisition, successive reproduction centers its inquiry on the qualitative
changes that occur when an individual is asked to recall the exact same information multiple times
across substantial, spaced intervals. This technique moves beyond the concept of memory as a
static repository of data, positing instead that retrieval is an active, often distorting process
influenced heavily by existing knowledge structures and subjective interpretation. The observable
shifts in replication--including simplification, embellishment, and conventionalization--provide
compelling empirical evidence demonstrating that memory is less about verbatim recitation and
more about coherent narrative construction.

In practice, the methodology dictates that subjects are initially exposed to a complex stimulus, such
as an unfamiliar narrative or a detailed geometric figure, which they are then asked to reproduce.
Crucially, these reproduction attempts are not confined to a single session; rather, they are
scheduled across subsequent, increasingly lengthy time points--sometimes spanning days, weeks,
or even years. The core function of this long retention interval is to allow for the processes of
memory consolidation and decay to interact with the individual's cognitive framework, thereby
maximizing the potential for reconstructive error. By meticulously comparing each subsequent
version produced by the participant against the original stimulus, researchers gain insight into the
trajectory of memory distortion, identifying patterns in how information is selectively retained,
omitted, or fundamentally transformed to align with the subject's internal biases and cultural
expectations.

The systematic application of successive reproduction therefore serves as a powerful lens through
which to examine how our cognitive systems manage and process complex, ecologically valid
information. It reveals that memory is not a perfect recording mechanism but a fluid system that
prioritizes meaning and coherence over strict accuracy. This focus on the reconstructive element is
foundational to understanding phenomena ranging from the development of personal
autobiographical narratives to the fallibility inherent in eyewitness testimony, positioning
Successive Reproduction as a landmark method in the psychological study of remembering.

Historical Context: The Work of Sir Frederic Bartlett

The pioneering utilization and formalization of the method of Successive Reproduction are
attributed almost exclusively to the English psychologist Sir Frederic Charles Bartlett, who began
to employ this experimental design in the early decades of the twentieth century. Bartlett's work
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represented a significant departure from the prevailing memory research established by Hermann
Ebbinghaus, whose methodologies relied heavily on the rote memorization of meaningless
syllables in highly controlled laboratory settings. Bartlett argued persuasively that Ebbinghaus's
approach lacked ecological validity; real-world memory involves meaning, emotion, and context,
factors entirely omitted by the study of nonsense syllables. Consequently, Bartlett sought a method
that could capture the complexity of human remembering as it occurs naturally, leading him to
develop successive reproduction as a centerpiece of his research published in his monumental
1932 work, Remembering: A Study in Experimental and Social Psychology.

Bartlett famously utilized culturally unfamiliar and logically challenging material as his stimuli, most
notably the Native American folk tale, "The War of the Ghosts." This complex narrative contained
elements that were difficult for his English participants to rationalize, such as supernatural events
and unfamiliar customs, deliberately creating friction between the stimulus material and the
subjects' existing cultural knowledge. By asking participants to reproduce this story repeatedly over
months or even years, Bartlett was able to meticulously document the slow but systematic
evolution of the narrative. He observed that subjects did not merely forget random pieces; rather,
they actively transformed the story, omitting details that were inexplicable, exaggerating familiar
elements, and adding new content to make the narrative internally coherent and culturally
acceptable--a process he termed conventionalization.

This historical application of successive reproduction fundamentally challenged the prevailing
psychological view of memory as a simple trace or imprint that degrades linearly over time.
Instead, Bartlett demonstrated that remembering is fundamentally an imaginative and constructive
effort. The findings derived from successive reproduction laid the groundwork for his development
of schema theory, asserting that memory retrieval is guided by pre-existing, organized cognitive
structures (schemas) that actively filter, interpret, and reshape incoming and stored information.
Thus, the method was not simply a tool for measuring forgetting; it was a mechanism for revealing
the profound influence of social, cultural, and personal history on cognitive processes.

Methodology and Experimental Design

The effective implementation of the Successive Reproduction paradigm requires a carefully
structured experimental design that distinguishes it from simple repeated recall tests. The critical
procedural steps involve the initial presentation of complex, meaningful material, followed by
multiple retrieval attempts separated by intentionally long and varied retention intervals. The stimuli
chosen must be sufficiently rich and ambiguous to allow for multiple interpretations and the
potential for significant distortion; common examples include complex prose, detailed images, or
even lengthy testimonial accounts. The initial presentation phase must ensure adequate exposure
without explicit instruction to memorize verbatim, reinforcing the naturalistic context of the memory
formation.
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Following the initial exposure, the subject is asked to reproduce the material. The subsequent
reproduction phases are scheduled at intervals that are sufficiently long to ensure that the memory
trace has moved beyond short-term or working memory and has been subjected to long-term
consolidation processes. These intervals are typically exponential: perhaps one hour, one day, one
week, one month, and six months. The subject is asked the same simple instruction each time:
"Please reproduce the story (or drawing) as accurately as you can." The core methodological
innovation lies in the qualitative analysis of the resulting protocols. Unlike quantitative tests that
merely count the number of correct details retained, successive reproduction demands a high level
of qualitative scrutiny, focusing on the nature of the errors, the patterns of addition, and the
thematic shifts that emerge across the sequence of reproductions.

The procedural rigor of successive reproduction is paramount because the goal is to observe
systematic cognitive biases, not random errors. Researchers must carefully compare the subject's
second reproduction to the first, the third to the second, and so forth, tracing the evolution of the
memory trace back to the original source. This sequential comparison allows the identification of
key reconstructive processes, such as levelling (the omission of unusual or difficult details),
sharpening (the exaggeration of certain details), and assimilation (the alteration of details to
better fit cultural or personal norms). The strength of the method is its ability to reveal the dynamic
interaction between the initial encoding of the information and the subsequent influence of the
individual's cognitive framework over time.

Mechanisms of Memory Transformation

The central finding derived from studies employing Successive Reproduction is the observation
that memory traces are not stable but are subject to profound and systematic transformation. This
reconstructive process is driven by several key mechanisms operating primarily during the
consolidation and retrieval phases. One of the most frequently observed mechanisms is
simplification, often referred to as levelling. Over successive reproductions, subjects tend to drop
complex, technical, or confusing elements of the original stimulus. The memory trace is gradually
streamlined, shedding detail that complicates the narrative structure, resulting in a cleaner, albeit
less accurate, rendition of the original material. This suggests a cognitive preference for efficiency
and ease of processing.

Conversely, subjects often engage in elaboration or sharpening, where certain details that align
well with their existing knowledge or that possess strong emotional resonance are exaggerated or
made more prominent in subsequent reproductions. While some details fade, others may become
amplified, sometimes transforming a minor element of the original story into a central plot point.
This mechanism highlights the subjective nature of memory, where salient or personally relevant
information is prioritized and reinforced with each act of retrieval, often at the expense of overall
accuracy. The memory is being actively molded to create a more compelling or memorable
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personal account.

Perhaps the most theoretically significant mechanism observed through successive reproduction is
rationalization, or assimilation. When the original stimulus contains elements that are illogical,
culturally inconsistent, or simply bizarre from the subject's perspective, the memory system works
to impose logic and coherence. Subjects will actively introduce new details or alter existing ones to
resolve these inconsistencies. For instance, in "The War of the Ghosts," supernatural elements
were often replaced by rational, ordinary explanations, making the bizarre events understandable
within the subject's familiar worldview. These systematic transformations underscore the powerful,
unconscious drive to maintain cognitive consistency and demonstrate that memory retrieval is
fundamentally a meaning-making activity rather than a perfect playback function.

The Role of Schema Theory in Successive Reproduction

The interpretive framework that emerged directly from the findings of Successive Reproduction is
Schema Theory, an enduring concept introduced by Bartlett. A schema can be defined as an
organized, active mass of past reactions and experiences--a generalized mental framework or
knowledge structure that guides perception, comprehension, and memory. Schemas are culturally
and personally derived, representing our expectations about how the world works, from common
social interactions to the structure of narrative stories. When new information is encountered, it is
filtered through these existing schemas, and according to Bartlett, it is these schemas that dictate
what is selectively encoded and, crucially, what is reconstructed during retrieval.

In the context of successive reproduction, schemas exert their influence primarily by ensuring that
the reproduced memory conforms to the subject's established expectations. Material that is
consistent with the dominant schema--for example, a typical sequence of events in a Western
narrative--is generally retained, often strengthened, and sometimes sharpened. Conversely,
elements that clash with the schema--such as the foreign cultural elements in Bartlett's stories--are
highly susceptible to alteration. These inconsistent details are either rapidly forgotten (levelling) or
actively altered to fit the schema (assimilation/conventionalization). The memory is thus
systematically distorted toward a more conventional, schema-consistent representation with each
successive retrieval attempt.

The application of schema theory explains why memory transformation is not random, but highly
predictable. The systematic nature of the changes observed through successive reproduction
provides robust evidence that memory is fundamentally a process of relating current input to past
knowledge structures. When a subject attempts to reproduce the material a second or third time,
they are not necessarily retrieving the original trace; rather, they are often retrieving their *previous
reproduction* and then attempting to integrate the gaps and inconsistencies using their existing
schema. This iterative process of retrieval and reconstruction explains the cumulative and
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directional nature of the observed memory distortions, solidifying the role of schema theory as the
primary explanatory mechanism for the findings of successive reproduction studies.

Distinctions from Repeated Recall and Relearning

It is crucial, for the purposes of methodological clarity, to distinguish Successive Reproduction
from other common memory testing procedures such as simple repeated recall or Ebbinghaus's
relearning method. While all three involve multiple retrieval attempts, their objectives, the nature of
the materials used, and the interpretation of the results are fundamentally different. Simple
repeated recall often occurs within a relatively short timeframe and is primarily used to measure
the immediate rate of learning or the extent of short-term retention. The focus is quantitative: how
many items can be correctly retrieved after multiple trials?

Ebbinghaus's relearning method, famous for establishing the concept of "savings," also uses
multiple trials but is focused on measuring the reduction in time or effort required to re-master
material that was previously learned and subsequently forgotten. The core dependent variable in
relearning is the efficiency of re-acquisition, often utilizing meaningless material to isolate pure
memory trace strength from semantic influence. In both repeated recall and relearning, the
assumption is generally that the memory trace, if recovered, should be identical to the original
content; errors are treated as failures of encoding or retrieval.

In sharp contrast, the method of Successive Reproduction uses extended, long-term intervals
(often months) and complex, meaningful material. Its dependent variable is not the quantity saved
or the number of items correctly recalled, but the qualitative change, distortion, and
reconstruction of the retrieved content. The technique deliberately seeks out and analyzes the
systematic errors (the distortions and rationalizations) as the primary data point, treating them not
as failures, but as evidence of active cognitive processing. Successive reproduction is concerned
with the *evolution* of the memory's meaning over time, emphasizing its function as a dynamic,
constructive narrative tool rather than a passive storage device, setting it apart from paradigms
focused strictly on the metrics of acquisition and loss.

Critiques and Limitations of the Method

Despite its profound influence on cognitive psychology, particularly in establishing the
reconstructive view of memory, the method of Successive Reproduction is subject to several
significant methodological and interpretive critiques. One of the primary criticisms leveled against
Bartlett's original application was the perceived lack of quantitative rigor. Bartlett's analysis was
largely qualitative, relying heavily on the researcher's subjective interpretation of the changes--
categorizing them as assimilation, sharpening, or levelling--without the standardized scoring
systems common in contemporary psychology. This reliance on subjective interpretation raised

Encyclopedia of psychology encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com



https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=18754
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com

SUCCESSIVE REPRODUCTION

concerns about reliability and replicability, as different researchers might categorize the same
memory distortion in varying ways, making direct comparison across studies difficult.

Furthermore, the use of complex, ambiguous stimuli, while critical for achieving ecological validity,
complicates the isolation of specific cognitive variables. Critics argue that because the stimulus
(e.g., "The War of the Ghosts") is inherently confusing and open to interpretation, the observed
distortions might be attributable less to long-term memory reconstruction and more to initial poor
comprehension or the immediate inability to form a clear mental model. This initial lack of clarity
makes it challenging to definitively attribute all subsequent changes solely to the long-term
reconstructive work of schemas.

Another limitation relates to potential demand characteristics and the interaction between
reproduction attempts. Because subjects are asked to reproduce the *same* material repeatedly,
they may become aware that the experiment is focused on how their memory changes, potentially
leading them to either consciously stabilize their account or, conversely, attempt to make their
subsequent reproductions more logical or coherent than they might otherwise naturally be.
Moreover, the act of retrieving and articulating the memory at Time 1 inevitably influences the
memory trace that exists at Time 2, meaning that researchers are observing the reproduction of a
*reproduction*, not a pristine memory trace, which adds a layer of complexity to causal attribution.
These limitations necessitate careful consideration when interpreting the precise mechanisms
driving the observed transformations.

Contemporary Applications and Relevance

While rooted in early twentieth-century research, the foundational principles revealed by
Successive Reproduction maintain significant relevance and have been adapted for use in
several contemporary fields, particularly in areas where the integrity and evolution of recalled
information are critical. One of the most important modern applications is in the study of
eyewitness memory and legal psychology. Repeated interviewing of eyewitnesses often mirrors
the structure of successive reproduction, where the same narrative is requested multiple times
over extended periods. Research using this framework demonstrates that repeated retrieval
attempts can inadvertently lead to the incorporation of misinformation, the strengthening of
erroneous details, and the conventionalization of conflicting data, all of which compromise the
accuracy of testimony.

The principles of successive reproduction are also vital to understanding the formation and
maintenance of false memories. By showing that memory is inherently reconstructive and prone
to assimilation into existing schemas, the method provides the theoretical basis for understanding
how external suggestions or internal biases can slowly reshape a memory trace across multiple
retrieval cycles until the distorted account is subjectively experienced as true. The systematic
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nature of distortion observed in Bartlett's original work is directly analogous to the processes
involved in memory implantation and distortion over time.

Furthermore, successive reproduction continues to influence narrative psychology and cross-
cultural studies, providing a robust methodology for examining how cultural differences impact
memory encoding and retrieval. By using culturally specific stimuli and analyzing the patterns of
conventionalization across different populations, researchers can trace the influence of collective
schemas on individual memory formation. In summary, the method remains a powerful heuristic
tool, extending far beyond the initial study of simple stories to illuminate the dynamic, fallible, and
fundamentally constructive nature of human memory in complex, real-world settings.
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