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and concepts one knows about is called 
a semantic network. Figure 8.1 depicts
a portion of such a network for a per-
son (such as me) who knows a good deal 
about Bernese Mountain dogs. Readers 
familiar with computer science may be 
reminded of linked lists and pointers, 
a metaphor that Collins and Quillian 
intended.

Collins and Quillian (1969) also tested 
the principle of cognitive economy. 
They reasoned that if semantic mem-
ory is analogous to a network of nodes
and pointers, and if semantic memory

a particular node,
and Quillian’

be able to verify the sentence “A 
tion” more quickly than the sentence “A Bernese Mountain dog has live young.” 
Note that the property “has an exuberant disposition” is stored right with the node 
for Bernese Mountain dog, indicating that this property is specific to this kind of
animal. The property “has live young” is not specific to Bernese Mountain dogs, so
it is stored a number of levels higher in the hierarchy.

In their study (see Figure 8.2), Collins and Quillian (1969) presented people with a 
number of similar sentences and found, as predicted, that it took people less time to 
respond to sentences whose representations should span two levels (e.g., “A canary is a 
bird”) than to sentences whose representations should span three levels (e.g., “A canary 
is an animal”).

This model was called a hierarchical semantic network model of semantic memory 
because researchers thought the nodes were organized in hierarchies. Most nodes in 
the network have superordinate and subordinate nodes. A superordinate node corre-
sponds to the name of the category of which the thing corresponding to the subordi-
nate node is a member. So, for example, a node for “cat” would have the superordinate 
node of “animal” and perhaps several subordinate nodes such as “Persian,” “tabby,” 
and “calico.”

Meyer and Schvaneveldt (1971) performed a series of experiments that elaborated the 
semantic network proposal. They reasoned that if related words are stored close to one 
another and are connected in a semantic network, then whenever one node is activated 
or energized, energy spreads to the related nodes, as in Figure 8.3. They demonstrated 
this relationship in a series of experiments based on lexical decision tasks. In this 
kind of experiment, participants see a series of letter strings and are asked to decide, as 
quickly as possible, whether the letter strings form real words. Thus, they respond yes 
to strings such as bread and no to strings such as rencle.

Meyer and Schvaneveldt (1971) discovered an interesting phenomenon. In their 
study, participants saw two words at a time, one above the other, and needed to decide 
whether both strings were words or not. If one of the strings was a real word (such 
as bread), participants were faster to respond if the other string was a semantically 

is– a

Has four paws

Has a tail

Mammal

Dog

Breathes air

Has live young

is– a

Has black, white,
and rust furHas an

exuberant disposition

Bernese
Mountain Dog

 Figure 8.1: Partial 
semantic network 
representation for Bernese 
Mountain dog.


