Depth of Automatic Spreading Activation: Mediated Priming Effects in Pronunciation but Not in Lexical Decision

Balota & Lorch 1986 (not the paper I had originally planned…)

Experimental evidence shows

1. Spread of activation is automatic

2. The length of the associative pathway determines the strength of the connection between nodes

3. Amount of activation along a pathway is a function of the strength of that pathway relative to the sum of the strengths of all paths emanating from that node

4. Activation spreads further than one step

Post-lexical access search: subjects look for an association between the words presented because words always tend to appear in meaningful contexts. 

In a lexical decision task, no visible priming effects showed up for the mediated condition (see the appendix on p. 345). Any priming effects showed up more readily at 250ms SOA vs. 500ms SOA.

Pronunciation experiments:

In this task, participants read the second word aloud. VOT was measured for the words.

Results: 

Pronunciation results showed mediated priming effects. Pronunciation also yielded smaller priming effects in related conditions.

Three reasons why results were not because of a slight direct relation:

1. No facilitation in the lexical decision experiments.

2. Conservative criterion used to construct the example pairs… 0 of 12880 responses matched the mediated primes the researchers used.

3. The upper mean was 2.64 out of 5 (versus 4.19 and 4.01 for the related primes) when asking naïve subjects how related two words are. 

Lexical Decision:

2 processes in a semantic relation task:

1. Spreading activation influences the speed of lexical access via increased activation of a lexical representation. 

2. A postaccess check for the relation between the prime and the target word. 


a. caused by participants seeing semantic relations between prime and target


b. such relations indicate that the target is in fact a “word”

This would explain the difference between the two tasks, because there is no word-nonword judgement involved in the pronunciation task.

Multiple-Step Spreading Activation

1986 was a banner year for this concept! This paper provides evidence for this model because the mediated priming effects exist but are smaller than directly related priming effects. 

Thought questions:

Is the postaccess check a valid concept/ way to explain the data?

If people have an average reading rate of 250 words/min and every word creates spreading activation, how does the system select the most pertinent info and not get overwhelmed?

What work has been done in this area since 1986?
