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What Do Explanations of the Distinctiveness
Effect Need to Explain?

ENDEL TuLvING AND R. SHAYNA ROSENBAUM

What do explanations of the distinctiveness effect need to explain? What
a silly question this is. Surely what needs to be explained is the distinc-
tiveness effect, the phenomenon that items or events that stand out from
others in a collection or series are usually more readily recalled than items
that do not stand out in the same way.! It does not matter much how these
special items or events stand out or how we label them—distinct, isolated,
salient, vivid, novel, incongruent, surprising, affect-laden, or whatever. For
our present purposes, we treat these forms of distinctiveness as the same,
and ask instead: What do explanations of the enhanced recall of these out-
standing items need to explain??

In one sense, of course, as Reed Hunt has argued in his introductory
chapter as well as elsewhere (e.g., Hunt & Lamb, 2001), the superior
memorability of distinctive events needs no explanation at all because,
according to what Hunt calls the intuitive theory, it is obvious. Events
that stand out are salient—they catch attention—and attention, as every-
one knows, facilitates memory. The distinctiveness effect—the superior
memorability of distinctive items—may therefore be thought of as what
the philosopher Stephen Toulmin (1961) classified as a “natural given,”
a kind of happening in the world that every thinking individual knows
and understands, a kind about which there is no felt urge to raise ques-
tions (e.g., Why is water wet?). Only happenings that deviate from the
general norm, those that do not make immediate sense—or “phenom-
ena,” in Toulmin’s terms—need exploration and explanation (e.g.,Why
does water turn into ice?).

Now, as frequently happens in science, when one takes a closer look,
things may turn out to be more complex than they appeared to be initially.
There are problems with the intuitive theory, and as Hunt has pointed out,
the problems do not have to do only with the fit between data and theory

407



408 Denouement

but also with some of the basic concepts and terms that are used in at-
tempts to create such fits.

Given the problems with the intuitive theory, a search for a better ac-
count, or better accounts, of the distinctiveness effect is called for. In
this volume, one finds a variety of ways of framing the issues to be ex-
plored, a variety of approaches to problems that arise, and a variety of
explanations of the phenomena that are seen as requiring explanation.
Our chapter is meant to contribute to the ongoing debate by presenting
and elaborating a variation on an idea that, although well known to the
researchers, has not been popular in the past and has not been seriously
explored. It represents a minority view in the present collection of
papers.

SUPERIOR, SPECIAL OR INFERIOR, STANDARD ITEMS?

The popular framing of the issue is stated in terms of the superior recall of
more distinctive over less distinctive stimuli or events. This tradition began
with Mary Calkins’s (1896) approach to the study of the effects of vivid-
ness on memory. What we need to understand, according to this approach,
is why more distinctive items of experience are more readily recallable than
less distinctive ones. What needs explanation is the superior memorability
of distinctive items.

This superior-recall approach appears repeatedly in the contributions to
this volume. Geraci and Rajaram (Chapter 10 this volume), for example,
maintain the theme of superior recall throughout their chapter and con-
clude, “As several contributions in this volume as well as findings from our
work show, distinctiveness ubiquitously aids explicit memory performance.
In this chapter, we have shown that it can also aid implicit memory
(p. 228).” Fabiani {Chapter 15 this volume), in her review of event-related
potential components sensitive to distinctiveness, nicely demonstrates how
“the processing of distinctive events is underlined by multiple phenomena,
each of which may contriburte, directly or indirectly, to the enhanced mem-
ory performance that often accompanies distinctive events (p. 340).” Kishi-
yama and Yonelinas (Chapter 17 this volume) refer to superior recall when
they talk about “the relative novelty of different events” those that are un-
usual or distinctive are remembered better than those that are less distinct
(p. 381).” Schacter and Wiseman (Chapter 5 this volume) discuss how a
distinctiveness heuristic serves to benefit subsequent memory by helping to
reduce or suppress false recognition of novel items (see also Schacter, Is-
rael, & Racine, 1999).

The logical alternative to the superior-recall approach could be called
the inferior-recall approach. It is stated in terms of the inferior recall of less
distinctive in comparison with more distinctive items. What needs to be ex-
plained, according ro this view, is not the superior recall of the special
events (distinctive, salient, isolated, incongruous, surprising, etc.) but,
















































