
Cognitive Science: Memory Lab

(1) Memory, the Tip of the Tongue Phenomenon (TOTP), and incubation.
Below please find a list of the countries of the world. (Ten pages – sorry – you might not want to 
print this out ...).

Scan through the list. You will certainly know the capital city of some of the countries (Paris, 
France, for instance). Others you certainly won’t know. But for some of them, you will have the 
feeling that you do know the capital, that it’s on the tip of your tongue, but you just can’t get it. 
Make a note of these on a separate sheet of paper (you won’t need a lot of these to understand 
what’s going on).

The phenomenon of incubation refers to a situation in which you seem to succeed in a problem (a 
memory problem such as remembering a capital city, or an insight problem such as a programming 
problem) by being distracted from it, perhaps by thinking about something else, perhaps by 
sleeping.

Put your list in your bag and bring it to the lab. Perhaps you looked at it the night before? Perhaps 
you looked at it only just before the lab? Can you now remember any more than originally?

Compare notes with your partner(s). If someone wants a clue, try giving them the first letter/
sound of the answer, try giving them the number of syllables, try giving them the stress pattern (ask 
a linguist what the stress pattern is). These are all ways in which targets and errors resemble each 
other in malapropisms (e.g. You gotta have a few laughs to break the monogamy.)

TOTP and incubation is an area of research with mixed results. See the attached paper by Choi and 
Smith (2005) for a flavour of the research. Learn to read papers fast; what do they say in the 
abstract, in the first paragraph or two of the Discussion, in the Conclusion? Give yourself two 
minutes to absorb this paper. Then put it in a folder of .pdfs for any later reference.

Discuss with your partner(s) how you could have made this informal test on capital cities into a 
reportable experiment, perhaps including other variables.
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