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Inhibition as a psychological construct has been used to explain a wide range of social and cognitive phenomena that show a

decrement in memory performance relative to a baseline. Decrements have been argued to reflect inhibitory processes which serve to

suppress a response to a stimulus. We replicate the retrieval-induced forgetting (RIF) effect and use RIF as a tool to demonstrate that

decrements in performance do not require an inhibitory mechanism. We observed that decrements in performance occur only to the

extent that self-regulatory resources are depleted. We propose a resource depletion mechanism to account for such decrements in

performance.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The construct of inhibition has long been part of language,

both in daily life as well as in scientific theorizing. From an
experimental psychology perspective, the term inhibition has two
primary functions: to explain basic neuronal behavior within the
central nervous system, and to account for a variety of deficits in
both cognitive and social phenomena (Aron 2007). It is the latter
function that is the focus of this paper. The goal of the present
research was to examine the utility of the concept of inhibition
within the domain of memory and we use the retrieval induced
forgetting paradigm–a paradigm which has been paramount in the
development of the cognitive inhibition account–as a tool to dem-
onstrate the limitations of the notion of inhibition as a psychological
construct. In the case of the retrieval-induced forgetting effect,
which is the observation that retrieval of some items in memory
impairs other items in memory (Anderson, Bjork and Bjork 1994),
we suggest a mechanism involving resource depletion (Muraven
and Baumeister 2000; Vohs and Heatherton 2000).

The resource depletion mechanism takes into account both a
person’s capacity limitations (Baddeley 1996) and the strategies
used to perform a memory task. According to the resource depletion
view, the self has a limited reserve of a resource that is deployed
whenever the self actively regulates, changes, or overrides a re-
sponse (Baumeister and Heatherton 1996). Resource depletion is
observed by some deficit in task performance; when participants
must engage in some sort of self-regulatory task, performance on a
subsequent task is inferior compared to a baseline for which no such
regulatory task has been engaged in (Vohs and Heatherton 2000).

The resource depletion view does not suggest overarching
deficits in motivation or ability, as depletion occurs only in tasks
that require active control of the self. Depletion occurs when a
person engages in more complex, but not simple, cognitive tasks,
suggesting that, when depletion occurs, performance on subse-
quent, but also resource-laden, cognitive tasks declines (Schmeichel,
Vohs and Baumeister 2003).

In light of the findings in the literature on self regulation, we
questioned whether retrieval practice involves a form of self-
regulation. That is, retrieval practice requires the individual to
control responses on some task. Therefore, performance on the
subsequent task (final recall) is inferior compared to a baseline for
which no retrieval practice has taken place; failure to remember
during final recall seems to not be due to inhibition, but rather, to the
depletion of the resource needed to be successful during retrieval
practice and again in the final recall test.

We first replicated the basic retrieval-induced forgetting ef-
fect (experiment 1) using the standard procedures which employ a
30 second recall opportunity. We posited that during the initial
task–the retrieval practice session–one must actively practice some
items from some categories, which depletes resources. In conse-
quence, given that the final test requires the same set of resources
as those required for the retrieval practice, and given that it is easier
to report the practiced items; unpracticed items are not reported on
the final test. We reasoned that allowing more time on the final test
may provide an unconstrained context that allows report of all
items. According to the resource depletion view, allowing partici-
pants more time to recall may provide a better context for which

participants can use whatever is left over from their self-regulatory
resources. Thus, experiment 2 was virtually identical in procedure
to that of experiment 1 with the exception of the amount of time
given to recall each category on the final test. We observed no
retrieval-induced forgetting, providing evidence to support the
hypothesis that the forgetting effect is, at least in part, determined
by the demands of the recall task.

The aim of experiment 3 was to investigate resource depletion
in an alternate way. We manipulated recall order on the final recall
test. A resource depletion account would suggest that there should
be greater decrements in recall for whatever is retrieved second,
which is what we observed. An inhibition account would argue that
“retrieval induced forgetting” should be observed regardless of
output order.

A resource depletion account would predict that the self begins
with a limited stock of any given resource, which is consumed when
one engages in cognitive activity. This consumption results in
decrements in performance on subsequent tasks that require the
same resource. As long as the same resource is required in the
second task as the first, decrements should be observed. An inhibi-
tion account instead makes specific predictions about when inhibi-
tion should occur at the taxonomic level. For example, there cannot
be inhibition across categories: repeated practice in retrieving some
members of a class should impair retrieval of other member of that
class, not members of other classes (Anderson, et al 1994; Alba and
Chattopadhyay 1986).

Based on this assumption, in experiment 4 we carried out a
between-subjects manipulation which varied the number of catego-
ries used. Based on the findings of our previous experiments, we
predicted that the amount of retrieval-induced forgetting will de-
crease as the number of categories decreases. Such a finding would
further call into question the need for the mechanism of inhibition.
That is, if the forgetting effect is attenuated by reducing the number
of categories, there can not be a role for inhibition, as inhibition
occurs within a particular category. However a finding that the
forgetting effect is attenuated by reducing the number of categories
would provide additional support of a resource depletion account.
That is because, by reducing the number of categories, the resource
required for retrieval practice is depleted to a lesser extent than with
more categories. As such, reducing the number of categories should
lead to a lower likelihood of performance decrements. Comparing
the decrement in recall for the 8-category group to the same means
of the 6-category group, there was a reliable decrease in retrieval
induced forgetting for the 6-category group. This result provides
compelling support for the resource depletion account of retrieval
induced forgetting.
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