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learning can make retention of subsequent learning more difficult. Thus, if a group of 
participants learns a list of paired associates (“List A–B” in Table 6.1) and then learns 
a second list with the same set of first terms but new second ones (“List A–C” in the 
table), recalling information from the second list is harder.

A more familiar example of proactive interference might come from foreign language 
vocabulary learning. Imagine you are taking beginning courses in French and German 
at the same time and for some perverse reason you decide to study their vocabularies 
sequentially. You first learn a list of French words by pairing them with their English 
alternatives—for example, dog–chien. Next, you learn the German equivalents for the 
English words, again by pairing—for example, dog–Hund. If we compare how well you 
perform on a test of German vocabulary with the performance of your roommate (who 
is studying German but not French), we’ll generally find, all other things being equal, 
that your recall is not as good. We call the kind of interference you experience proactive 
to indicate that earlier material is interfering with subsequent material.

The other kind of interference is called retroactive interference. Imagine you and 
another friend both study a list of English words and their French equivalents. Your 
friend now works on a physics problem set while you work on a list of the same English 
words with their German equivalents. The next day, you and your friend take a quiz 
in French class. All other things being equal, your recall of French will be worse than 
your friend’s because of retroactive (or backward) interference. Presumably, your recall 
of French is contaminated by intrusions of your recall of German.

Some researchers have argued that interference plays a role in most, if not all, forgetting 
of material from the long-term storage system (Barnes & Underwood, 1959; Briggs, 
1954; Postman & Stark, 1969). Of course, it is impossible to rule out the idea that decay 
occurs because it is impossible to design a task in which interference cannot occur.

How exactly does interference work? M. C. Anderson and Neely (1996) presented sev-
eral possibilities. They started with the assumption that a retrieval cue points to, and 
leads to the recovery of, a target memory. However, when that retrieval cue becomes 
associated with other targets, during retrieval the second target “competes” with the 
first one. Anderson and Neely offered the following example:

Consider, for example, the deceptively simple task of recalling where you parked 
your car at a local shopping center. If you have never before been to that shopping 
center, recalling your car’s location may be fairly easy. If you park there frequently, 

 Table 6.1: Experimental Paradigms for Assessing Proactive and Retroactive Interference

Phase Experimental Group Control Group

Proactive interference
I Learn List A–B (Unrelated activity)
II Learn List A–C Learn List A–C
Test List A–C List A–C

Retroactive interference
I Learn List A–B Learn List A–B
II Learn List A–C (Unrelated activity)
Test List A–B List A–B


