An Ecologically Valid Test of the Survival Processing and Animacy Effects
Abstract
Countless studies have suggested that our memory systems are particularly tuned to
information that is relevant to our survival (e.g., Nairne, Thompson, & Pandeirada
2007). This finding has become known as the survival processing advantage. Another
less studied processing method, which has become known as the animacy effect, states
that animate objects are better recalled than inanimate objects (e.g., VanArsdall, Nairne,
Pandeirada, & Blunt, 2013). The present study examined the effect that both of these
processing effects would have on recall by comparing a survival related condition to a
non-survival related condition. Prior studies have used word lists to test memory under
the different processing conditions. This study differed from other studies in the way
that it contained more ecological validity induced by a realistic video of a person
walking through grasslands, which contained animate and inanimate objects appearing
on the screen. Based on previous findings related to both the survival and animacy
processing advantages, it would be logical to expect animate objects to be recalled at
higher rates than inanimates and for recall to be better in the survival group.

Method
Fifty-six Union College students participated, with 28
students per each of the two conditions: survival and
hunting contest. Participants were told that they would need
to collect objects that would increase their chances of
survival or of winning the hunting contest. Each participant
was shown a video that was originally created from “Rust”
the video game. The clip, which can be seen in Figures 1
and 2, was from the point of view of a person as he or she
walked through a grassland environment. As the video
progressed, objects appeared on the screen either alone or in
a pair. A total of 56 objects appeared, 28 were animate and
28 were inanimte. As the objects appeared on screen, the
participants rated them on a 1-5 scale based on how helpful
they would be for either hunting or survival. 1 meant
“extremely irrelevant” while 5 meant “extremely relevant”.
After, their memory for all of the objects was tested with a
recall test.

Figure 2. An example of
multiple objects on the
screen

Results

Introduction
The survival advantage refers to the finding that when stimuli are thought of in ways that
pertain to survival or fitness value, they will be remembered at higher rates than when
they are thought of in other non-survival ways, and was first tested by Nairne, Thompson,
& Pandeirada, (2007). They examined if thinking about items or stimuli as they related to
survival would increase people’s ability to remember them. They found that the survivalbased processing group had the best retention. This processing advantage has been
studied by other researchers, whom have used different survival conditions, control
conditions, and stimuli. The animacy effect is the finding that animate objects are better
remembered than inanimate objects (VanArsdall, Nairne, Pandeirada, & Blunt, 2013) and
was initially tested in a study by VanArsdall et al. (2013), where the focus was on
people’s ability to recognize and recall animate objects, which is crucial to survival. The
animacy effect was found, where recognition hit rates for nonwords paired with animate
properties were higher than for nonwords with inanimate properties. Leding (2018)
conducted a study that looked at the effects of both animacy and survival combined on
memory and found words that were processed in the survival condition were recalled at
higher rates than words in the non-survival condition. However, the animacy effect was
also significant in the non-survival condition, which meant that the animacy effect was
there regardless of the condition. The present study looked at both the survival processing
effect and the animacy effect by presenting inanimate and animate objects in two
conditions, survival, and non-survival. This study differed from these other studies in the
way that it contained more ecological validity due to a more life-like situation, induced by
a realistic video of a person walking through grasslands, which contained animate and
inanimate objects appearing on the screen. Based on previous findings related to both the
survival and animacy processing advantages, it would be logical to expect animate objects
to be recalled at higher rates than inanimates and for recall to be better in the survival
group.

Figure 1. An example of a
single object on the screen

Figure 3. Mean number of words recalled as a
function of condition and animacy in multiple
presentation condition. Error Bars = 95%
confidence intervals

Figure 2. Mean number of words recalled as a
function of condition and animacy in single
presentation condition. Error Bars = 95%
confidence intervals

Conclusions
1. I could not replicate the survival processing effect
using a realistic video

2. The animacy effect seems to occur regardless of
processing group

