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BARTLETT TECHNIQUE

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Cognitive Psychology, Experimental Psychology, Social

Psychology

1. Core Definition

The Bartlett Technique, often referred to as the Bartlett tradition, is an experimental

methodology rooted in the study of human memory. It stands fundamentally opposed to the earlier,

purely mechanistic views of memory proposed by researchers like Hermann Ebbinghaus, who

treated memory as a simple reproductive process akin to rote repetition and retrieval. In contrast,

the Bartlett Technique is predicated on the theory that memory is inherently constructive and

reconstructive, meaning that past experiences are not merely retrieved as exact copies but are

actively rebuilt and molded during the process of recollection.

This technique is designed specifically to expose the influence of an individual's pre-existing

knowledge structures, known as schema, on the accuracy and content of their recall. By presenting

participants with material that is culturally unfamiliar, ambiguous, or illogical within their own

context, the technique generates measurable distortions and systematic errors in subsequent

recollections. These errors are not random lapses but rather purposeful modifications made by the

subject to render the remembered information more logical, coherent, and familiar in relation to

their own social and cultural background.

The core operational definition of the technique involves a subject receiving a stimulus (typically a

narrative or visual pattern) and then reproducing it repeatedly over various intervals--a method

known as serial reproduction or repeated reproduction. The analysis focuses not on the quantity of

items correctly recalled, but on the qualitative changes, omissions, and additions introduced into

the material over time. This methodology provides compelling evidence that remembering is an

inferential and dynamic process, rather than a passive storage and retrieval function.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The technique derives its name from its pioneer, the British psychologist Sir Frederic Bartlett

(1886-1969). The methodology and its findings were comprehensively documented in his seminal

1932 work, Remembering: A Study in Experimental and Social Psychology. Bartlett developed this

approach in reaction to the dominant methodology of his time, particularly Ebbinghaus's use of

nonsense syllables to study 'pure' memory curves, which Bartlett argued stripped memory of its

real-world context and cultural significance.

Bartlett posited that memory experiments needed ecological validity--they needed to study how

people remember meaningful, complex information within social settings. His technique, therefore,
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marked a pivotal shift in experimental psychology, moving the focus from the quantity of rote recall

to the quality and organization of memory structures. This redirection positioned him as a crucial

precursor to the mid-20th-century Cognitive Revolution, which championed the idea that internal

mental processes, such as constructive interpretation, are central to human behavior.

The historical significance of the Bartlett Technique lies in its ability to empirically demonstrate that

cultural background is not merely a setting for memory, but an active ingredient in its formation and

retrieval. By showing how systemic cultural biases restructure narratives, Bartlett provided the

foundational evidence for the theory of schemata, which later became a cornerstone of cognitive

science, developmental psychology, and the understanding of narrative comprehension.

3. Methodology: The War of the Ghosts Study

The most famous application of the Bartlett Technique centered on the experimental use of an

unusual narrative called "The War of the Ghosts." This was a complex, culturally specific Native-

American folk tale chosen specifically because its structure, motifs (e.g., spectral warfare, hunting

seals in a canoe, mysterious deaths), and narrative logic were deeply foreign to the participants.

In the original experiment, a group of British college students was presented with the tale. They

were then asked to reproduce it, sometimes immediately, but most critically, at increasing intervals

over months and even years. The core expectation was not accurate recall, but an analysis of the

systematic alterations that occurred during the successive reproductions. The experimental design

was rigorous in tracking how each individual participant's recall evolved over time.

The results consistently showed that participants unconsciously altered the story to fit their existing

Western cultural schemata. Elements that were illogical or confusing, such as the mysterious

appearance of death or the spiritual significance of the warfare, were either omitted entirely or

rationalized into familiar terms (e.g., interpreting the "ghosts" as regular combatants or replacing

"canoes" with "boats"). This study provided the empirical basis for the claim that memory is

fundamentally reconstructive--a creative act that blends remnants of the original experience with

the individual's internal knowledge framework.

4. Key Mechanisms of Alteration

The application of the Bartlett Technique revealed specific, repeatable patterns in how subjects

distorted or reconstructed the original material. These patterns serve as the empirical evidence for

schema theory and are critical to understanding how constructive memory operates.

Assimilation: Participants unconsciously changed the details of the story to align with their

conventional cultural expectations or personal interests. Confusing elements were assimilated into

more common or expected narratives, making the story culturally palatable.
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Leveling (Omissions): Over time, the recall became significantly shorter and less detailed.

Participants consistently leveled the story by dropping specific, idiosyncratic details, particularly

those that did not fit neatly into their developing mental representation of the narrative.

Sharpening (Exaggeration): Conversely, certain details that were considered particularly salient

or important--often features that supported the participant's rationalized interpretation--were

exaggerated or sharpened in subsequent retellings, becoming disproportionately central to the

plot.

Rationalization: Perhaps the most significant finding, participants engaged in rationalization,

attempting to impose logical coherence onto the original, often non-linear or supernatural,

narrative. They added phrases, transitions, and motives that were absent in the source material

simply to make the story "make sense" according to their own standards of causality.

These mechanisms demonstrated that the memory trace is not fixed; instead, it is a dynamic

structure that is continuously filtered through the lens of one's current beliefs, emotions, and

cultural context every time it is accessed. The errors resulting from the Bartlett Technique are thus

not failures of the system, but evidence of the system's adaptive, meaning-making function.

5. Significance and Impact on Cognitive Science

The Bartlett Technique provided the necessary methodological framework to transition

psychological studies of memory away from behaviorism and toward the exploration of complex

cognitive processes. Its impact on cognitive science is profound, establishing several key areas of

modern research.

First, it validated the concept of schema theory, which remains central to fields ranging from

artificial intelligence to educational psychology. Schema theory explains how knowledge is

organized into generalized knowledge frameworks, and how these frameworks guide attention,

comprehension, and retrieval. Without the systematic distortions revealed by the Bartlett

Technique, the evidence for these internal, interpretive structures would have remained largely

theoretical.

Second, the technique laid the groundwork for the study of reconstructive memory and its

implications for eyewitness testimony and the reliability of autobiographical memory. The finding

that recollection is an active reconstruction suggests that every retrieval attempt is also an

opportunity for modification, leading to research into confabulation, false memories, and the

malleability of human memory, notably influencing figures like Elizabeth Loftus.

Finally, the Bartlett tradition emphasized the necessity of considering social and cultural context

in cognitive research. By proving that memory is socially situated and influenced by shared cultural
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knowledge, Bartlett's work highlighted the limitations of studying cognition purely in isolated

laboratory settings and paved the way for cross-cultural psychological studies. The technique

provided the empirical proof that memory is not just individual hardware, but socially and culturally

programmed software.

6. Criticisms and Limitations

Despite its foundational importance, the Bartlett Technique has faced several methodological and

theoretical criticisms, primarily concerning its rigor compared to the quantitative methods it sought

to replace.

One major criticism revolves around the lack of stringent experimental controls. Bartlett's studies

often prioritized ecological validity over strict control of variables. His reliance on qualitative

analysis of recalled narratives--focusing on descriptive patterns rather than hard, quantifiable

metrics--made direct replication and statistical comparison across studies challenging. Critics

argued that the lack of standardized scoring procedures made the interpretation of assimilation and

rationalization somewhat subjective, diminishing the technique's reliability in the eyes of traditional

experimental psychologists.

Furthermore, while the technique successfully demonstrated that memory is reconstructive, it has

been debated whether it fully explains the specific cognitive mechanisms involved in distortion.

Later researchers argued that while the technique shows what happens (changes occur), it is less

effective at explaining how those changes occur at a neural or processing level. Modern cognitive

models often integrate schema theory with information processing models, refining Bartlett's broad

concepts with more granular detail regarding encoding and storage failure, retrieval cues, and

source monitoring errors.

Finally, the ethics and interpretation of the results regarding 'false memories' have been debated.

While Bartlett's intent was to show natural schema processes, the technique inherently creates

memory errors. In modern forensic psychology, there is a necessary distinction between the

systemic, adaptive errors revealed by the Bartlett Technique and clinically induced or

therapeutically suggested false memories, requiring careful application of Bartlett's findings outside

the academic study of narrative retention.

7. Further Reading

Frederic Bartlett (Wikipedia)

Reconstructive memory (Wikipedia)

Remembering: A Study in Experimental and Social Psychology (Wikipedia entry on Bartlett's 1932

book)
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Schema (psychology) (Wikipedia)
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