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Normative data were collected on 300 general-information questions froma wide variety 

of topics, including history, sports, art, geography, literature, and entertainment. Male 

and female undergraduates at two different universities made a one-word response to each 

question either in a response booklet or at a computer console. The reported data include 

the following for each question: (a) probability of recall for all 270 undergraduates, for males 

versus females, and for University of Washington subjects versus University of California, 

Irvine, subjects, (b) latency of correct recall, (c) latency of errors, and (d) feeling-of- 

knowing ratings for nonrecalled items. Correlations among these dependent variables, 

along with measures of reliability, are also reported. 

Many current investigators are becoming 

increasingly disenchanted with research on 

memory for items such as nonsense sylla- 

bles and instead are becoming more in- 

terested in examining memory for the kinds 

of general information that one encounters 

in the everyday world (e.g., Freedman & 

Landauer, 1966; Koriat & Lieblich, 1974; 

Hart, 1965; Lachman, & Lachman, in press; 

Squire and Slater, 1975). There are at least 

two (and probably more) reasons for this 

shift. First, forceful arguments have been 

made by Jenkins (1974), Neisser (1976), and 

others to study memory situations that are 

more "ecologically valid" (however, also 
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see Gibbs, 1979). Second, by testing mem- 

ory for the answer to general-information 

questions (e.g., "What is the name of the 

navigation instrument used at sea to plot 

position by the stars?"), the researcher can 

investigate retrieval from long-term mem- 

ory in a single session; this eliminates the 

necessity of a prior session for acquisition 

in which the subject learns a list of items as 

in the previously popular list-learning 

studies (e.g., Ebbinghaus, 1885). Research 

on memory for general information (as 

contrasted with nonsense syllables) has 

been continually popular in Europe, fol- 

lowing the tradition of Bartlett (1932). In 

North America, however, widespread re- 

search on memory for general information 

has occurred during only the last decade 

or SO. 

Although many norms are available on 

the ease of recall for nonsense syllables 

(e.g., Glaze's norms), for unrelated words 

(e.g., Thorndike & Lorge's norms), and for 

categorized words (e.g., Battig & Mon- 

tague's norms), currently no norms are 

available for research on general informa- 
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tion. The present project attempted to fill 

this gap. Our goal was to provide a large set 

of general-information questions with the 

following characteristics: (1) They would 

come from a wide spectrum of topics; (2) 

they would vary in difficulty in a predict- 

able way so that researchers could select 

whatever difficulty levels were desired; (3) 

they would avoid recent topics whose level 

of recallability might change dramatically 

over the next few years; (4) they would 

have relatively unambiguous one-word an- 

swers that are fairly easy to spell, at least 

over the first four letters, so as to be useful 

for research in which the answers are 

scored by computer; and (5) they would 

have levels of relative difficulty that are 

fairly invariant across different universities. 

To whatever degree was possible we 

wanted to provide normative data not only 

on the probability of correct recall but also 

on the latency of correct recall, and on both 

the latency of search termination and the 

feeling of knowing for nonrecalled answers. 

METHOD 

Items 

The 300 general-information questions 

were developed from fact books, with the 

aid of almanacs, atlases, trivia books, 

friends, and colleagues. All questions per- 
tained to information that was at least 10 

years old so as to prevent the normative 

data from becoming quickly obsolete. The 

questions covered a wide variety of sub- 

jects including sports, geography, enter- 

tainment, history, art, and literature. 

Whenever possible, an attempt was made 

to have what appeared to the authors to be 

an easy question and a hard question from 

the same topic area (e.g., if an easy ques- 

tion such as "What is the capital of 

France?" was employed, we also selected a 

harder question on capitals such as "What 

is the capital of Finland?"). The thought 

was that future studies of priming and 

categorical relatedness might find such 

clusters of questions to be useful. The 300 

questions are listed in Table 1. 

Subjects and Design 

To facilitate the replicability of the rela- 

tive difficulties of the questions across dif- 

ferent universities, one pool of subjects (53 

females and 73 males) came from intro- 

ductory psychology classes at the Univer- 

sity of Washington and another pool (71 

females and 73 males) came from intro- 

ductory psychology classes at the Univer- 

sity of California, Irvine. All subjects re- 

ceived extra course credit for their partici- 

pation. We also wanted to maximize the 

replicability of the relative difficulties 

across two modes of presentation-- 

questions presented in response booklets 

versus questions presented via computern 

so the Washington subjects answered the 

questions in response booklets whereas 

the Irvine subjects answered the questions 

at computer consoles. The procedure for 

each of these two pools of subjects will 

be described separately. 

Procedure 

University of Washington. The subjects 

were tested in subgroups of approximately 

25 subjects. Each subject was randomly as- 

signed one of five different response book- 

lets, which differed only in terms of the pre- 

sentation order of the questions (five differ- 

ent random presentation orders were de- 

termined without restrictions). The ques- 

tions appeared in upper-case letters, with 

15 questions on each of 20 pages. Next to 

each question, there was a space for the 

subject to record his/her answer. The sub- 

jects answered the questions at their own 

rate. The cover page of the booklet con- 

tained the following instructions: 

This experiment will investigate your knowledge 

about general kinds of information. We will go 

through a very large number of general informa- 

tion questions. For each question, PRINT your 

best guess in the space to the left of the question. 

The answer will always consist of exactly one 

word and will never be longer than one word. As 

each question is presented search your memory 

hard in an attempt to find the answer to the 

question. When you have determined the answer 

there is no need to waste extra time before pro- 
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ceeding to print it in the space. However, if you 

do not locate the answer immediately, give your- 

self a chance to find it by searching your memory 

a bit more. Some questions may take awhile be- 

fore you locate the correct answer. The ques- 

tions vary greatly in difficulty such that you will 

probably be able to answer some easily while 

others will be harder, and still others you may 

not know at all. If, after searching your memory, 

you are sure that you don't know the answer 

then print the word "NEXT" and proceed to the 

next question. Please do not return to (or look 

back at) any previous question after you have 

proceeded to the next question. And never leave 

an answer space blank; for every answer space, 

either fill in "NEXT" or fill in your best guess. 

However, there is no penalty for guessing and 

incorrect answers will not affect your score so be 

sure to take a guess, if you can, whenever you 

are unsure. We are only concerned that you get 

as many questions correct as you possibly can. 

Now let's try a practice question. PRINT your 

best guess in the space to the left of the question: 

WHAT IS THE LAST NAME OF 

THE CURRENT PRESIDENT OF THE 

UNITED STATES? 

NOW, if you have any questions about the pro- 

cedure, raise your hand. The experimenter can- 

not answer any questions once you begin the ex- 

periment, so if you have a question you should 

ask it now. 

When you are ready to begin, turn to the first 

page and start going through the booklet. After 

you have finished the last question in the book- 

let, raise your hand to indicate that you have 

completed the experiment. 

After finishing the 300th question, the sub- 

jects were dismissed. 

University of California, Irvine. The 

subjects were tested via a PDP11computer. 

The laboratory had five booths, with each 

booth containing a television monitor and a 

typewriter keyboard for responding. The 

subjects were tested in subgroups of one to 

five subjects, with a given subject being 

alone in his or her booth. Each subject re- 

ceived the questions in a different random 

order. The instructions were identical to 

those listed above except for additional re- 

marks concerning how to use the typewriter 

keyboard. The subject was permitted to 

correct any typographical error before pro- 

ceeding to the next question. 

The time-sharing properties of the corn- 

puter system were such that response 

latencies could be determined, but only 

when no more than one of the five booths 

was in use. Therefore 43 of the subjects, 

randomly determined in advance of the ses- 

sion, were tested individually with all re- 

maining booths inactive. Each of these 

subject's response latencies was recorded 

in terms of the elapsed time between the 

onset of the question and the first letter of 

the subject's answer. The subject was not 

informed that the response latencies were 

being recorded, and no emphasis on speed 

versus accuracy was given except for the 

remarks in the instructions reported ver- 

batim above. After finishing the 300th 

question, these subjects gave feeling-of- 

knowing ratings for all of the items that they 

had answered incorrectly. The incorrect 

items were represented in a random order, 

preceded by the following instructions: 

That's the end of the question-answer stage 

of the experiment. In the next stage we would 

like you to rate many of the previous items in 

terms of your "feeling of knowing." That is, for 

a given item, we would like to see how likely you 

think you would be to recognize the correct an- 

swer. You will give a feeling-of-knowing rating of 

1 or 2 or 3 or 4 or 5 or 6 or 7 or 8 or 9 by pressing 

one of those numbered keys located at the top of 

the keyboard. If you are completely sure that 

you know the answer well enough to recognize it 

then press the "9" key. If you are completely 

sure that you would not recognize the answer 

then press the "1" key. When your feeling-of- 

knowing for the item is somewhere in between, 

then press one of the intermediate numbered 

keys by dividing your overall feeling-of-knowing 

confidence into nine different levels, going from 

"1" at the lowest level to "9" at the highest 

level. After you have typed in your feeling-of- 

knowing rating push the "return" key just once 

and we will proceed to the next question for your 

next feeling-of-knowing rating. 

After making a feeling-of-knowing rating on 

every incorrectly recalled item, the subject 

was dismissed. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The results for each item are shown in 

Table 1. The 300 items are ordered (and 

numbered from 1 to 300) in terms of overall 

accuracy, going from highest overall accu- 
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racy to lowest overall accuracy. Next to 

each item number are the question and (in 

parentheses) the answer that comprise each 

item, followed by (a) the probability of cor- 

rect recall for the overall sample of 270 

subjects, (b) the probability of correct recall 

for the 124 female subjects, (c) the proba- 

bility of correct recall for the 146 male sub- 

jects, (d) the probability of correct recall for 

the 126 University of Washington (UW) 

subjects, (e) the probability of correct recall 

for the 144 University of California at Irvine 

(UCI) subjects, (f) the median latency of 

correct recall, (g) the median latency of 

error (i.e., amount of search time before the 

subject either made an erroneous response 

or proceeded to the next item), and (h) the 

median feeling-of-knowing rating if the item 

had not been correctly recalled. 

Overall Accuracy 

The probability of correct recall reported 

in the "All" column in Table 1 shows a 

good spread across the 300 items, ranging 

from .974 for the POPEYE item to .000 for 

the ACONCAGUA item. The distribution 

is somewhat skewed, with approximately 

one-third of the items having a probability 

of correct recall that is greater than .500 and 

the remaining two-thirds (from item #100 

on) having a probability of correct recall 

that is less than .500. The middlemost item 

(#150, the HUNGARY item) has a proba- 

bility of correct recall of .270. In general, 

there seem to be enough items available at 

any given level of accuracy that a re- 

searcher should be able to select a subset 

for whatever kind of distribution of item 

difficulty is desired (e.g., rectangular, 

unimodal-symmetric, unimodal-skewed). 

However, two of the items should probably 

not be employed because of possible am- 

biguity in the correct response; they are 

items #57 and #297 (e.g., in #57 , for the 

name of the giant ocean wave, many sub- 

jects responded "TSUNAMI" instead of 

TIDAL, and both are correc0. 

Sex Differences 

While selecting items for inclusion in the 

norms, no particular attempt was made to 

choose items that would (versus would not) 

have different probabilities of recall across 

males versus females. Nevertheless, each 

item was examined for possible sex differ- 

ences in recall. We employed a conserva- 

tive alpha level ofp < .001 for reliability in 

all inferential statistical tests throughout the 

study (in part because, as in the present 

case, a given test was conducted 300 times, 

once for each item). Table 1 indicates by an 

asterisk (*) in the "All" column any item 

that had both a reliable sex difference in the 

UW sample and a reliable sex difference in 

the UCI sample (via a binomial test of the 

difference between two proportions). Such 

sex differences occurred on only 12 items: 

#51, 72, 75, 85, 86, 90, 117, 126, 129, 173, 

194, and 202. However, an additional 35 

items had reliable sex differences in the 

UCI sample but not in the UW sample 

(#42, 61, 63, 64, 66, 70, 74, 82, 84, 87, 94, 

96, 97, 109, 113, 114, 115, 119, 122, 133, 

135, 154, 164, 168, 174, 178, 186, 187, 189, 

205, 207, 209, 215, 227, and 231), and an 

additional 8 items had reliable sex differ- 

ences in the UW sample but not in the UCI 

sample (#31, 43, 54, 92, 131, 158, 169, and 

190). This illustrates that studies of sex dif- 

ferences should be replicated at different 

universities to increase the generalizability 

of the conclusions to "males versus 

females" (rather than only to "males ver- 

sus females at university X"). Finally, 14 

additional items did not have reliable sex 

differences in the UW sample and did not 

have reliable sex differences in the UCI 

sample but did have reliable sex differences 

when the data were combined (# 10, 46, 48, 

53, 59, 67, 80, 81, 93, 98, 160, 188, 234, and 

255). 

Although the aforementioned sets of 

items had sex differences in the absolute 

probability of correct recall, it is important 

to point out that the relative difficulty 

acrossthe full set of items is quite similar 

for males and females. That is, the correla- 

tion over the 300 items (in the probability of 

correct recall for males versus females on 

each item) is +.933. Thus, one can expect 

similar results in terms of which items are 
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easier or harder to recall, regardless of 

whether the subjects are male or female. 

University Differences 

As Table 1 indicates, only five items dif- 

fered reliably across the two universities in 

the absolute probability of correct recall. 

Items 101,123,127, and 141 were easier for 

the UCI sample than for the UW sample, 

and item 169 was easier for the UW sample 

than for the UCI sample. 

Even more important, however' the rela- 

tive difficulty across the 300 items was 

highly similar for UW subjects versus UCI 

subjects (r = +.976). This conclusion holds 

both for UW males versus UCI males (r =- 

+.967) and for UW females versus UCI 

females (r = +.962). Considering that the 

UW subjects responded in response book- 

lets while the UCI subjects responded by 

typing their responses at a computer con- 

sole, this finding can also be interpreted to 

mean that the relative difficulty across the 

300 items was roughly the same for testing 

via response booklets versus testing via 

computer. 

Latency Data, Feeling-of-Knowing 

Ratings, and Relation to Accuracy 

Data 

The latency data and feeling-of-knowing 

ratings shown in the last three columns of 

Table 1 come from 43 UCI subjects, as de- 

scribed previously. Although we report all 

of these data for completeness, the reader 

should be aware that the reliability varies 

systematically in the following way. The 

reliability of the median latency of correct 

recall, L(C), is directly related to the prob- 

ability of correct recall because, as that 

probability increases, the number of items 

upon which the median L(C) is based will 

increase. By contrast, the reliability of the 

median latency of an error, L(E), and the 

reliability of the median feeling-of-knowing 

rating, FOK, are inversely related to the 

probability of correct recall because, as that 

probability decreases, the number of items 

upon which the median L(E) and the me- 

dian FOK are based will increase. For some 

items near the top of Table 1, none of the 43 

subjects made errors and, hence, no median 

L(E) or median FOK is reported; for some 

items near the bottom of Table 1, none of 

the 43 subjects made correct responses and, 

hence, no median L(C) is reported. One can 

estimate the number of observations upon 

which the median L(C) for a given item is 

based by multiplying that item's probability 

of correct recall for the UCI sample by 43. 

Although the result is not an exact 

estimate--the reported probability of cor- 

rect recall for the UCI sample is based on 

all 144 UCI subjects--such an estimate is 

quite good because the probability of cor- 

rect recall across the 300 items is highly 

correlated for the 43 UCI subjects who do- 

nated latency-FOK data versus the re- 

maining 101 UCI subjects (r = +.968). 

Next, consider the correlations among 

the various dependent variables. A given 

correlation for any pair of dependent vari- 

ables is computed over at least 276 items 

(the number of items can be less than 300 

because of missing entries for some items, 

e.g., 4 items had no median FOK such that 

the correlation between median FOK and 

probability of correct recall is computed 

over 296 items). Although a correlation 

coefficient obviously should not be inter- 

preted in a causal way, we will offer some 

brief remarks that might be useful for 

stimulating more systematic (i.e., experi- 

mental) research. 

The correlation between L(E) and FOK 

is r -- +.468, in accord with the notion that 

the amount of time passing before the 

search is terminated is at least partially de- 

termined by the feeling of knowing; that is, 

people search longer for what they think 

they know than for what they think they do 

not know (Thompson, 1977; Kolers & 

Palef, 1976). 

The correlation between L(E) and the 

overall probability of correct recall is r = 

+.352, perhaps suggesting that the amount 

of search time may be partially determined 

by what people as a whole know and, 

hence, what the individual "probably" 

knows. Such an interpretation might imply 

a positive correlation between FOK and the 
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overall probability of correct recall and, in- 

deed, the r = +.566 for these two depen- 

dent variables (i.e., FOK may be partially 

based on actuarial considerations). Also, 

although relatively small in magnitude, the 

correlation of r = -. 165 between FOK and 

L(C) is reliable and perhaps reflects a simi- 

lar tendency based on actuarial consid- 

erations, namely, that the FOK is based 

partially on one's prediction of how quickly 

an answer would be retrieved by people 

who can retrieve it at all. 

The correlation between L(E) and L(C) is 

r = -.036, in accord with the notion that 

these two kinds of latency reflect different 

psychological processes (Millward, 1964; 

Nelson & MacLeod, Note 1) and should not 

be thought of as being interchangeable. 

The correlation between L(C) and the 

probability of correct recall is r = -.300. 

This correlation is in the expected direction 

(i.e., items that are most likely to be re- 

trieved at all tend to be retrieved faster than 

other items that are less likely to be re- 

trieved at all). However, the magnitude of 

this correlation is not very large (e.g., either 

of these two variables accounts for only 9% 

of the variance in the other variable, even 

though the range is quite large in both vari- 

ables) and might be less than would be pre- 

dicted by a unidimensional strength theory 

(cf. Nelson & MacLeod, Note 1; also see 

Scheirer, 1971). 

Scoring 

One of the goals of this research was to 

develop a set of items that could be scored 

by computer as well as by hand. In the 

present study, after the UCI responses 

were scored by computer they were also 

scored by hand. The computer scoring con- 

sisted of counting a response as correct if 

and only if the first four letters of that re- 

sponse were correct, whereas the hand 

scoring (shown in the UCI column Table 1) 

consisted of allowing spelling errors as 

long as the subject appeared to have the 

correct response word in mind. 

One can inquire about the degree of re- 

lationship between these two kinds of 

scoring. For instance, the computer had to 

make a decision concerning the correctness 

of a given response in order to decide 

whether or not the item would be presented 

for a feeling-of-knowing rating. The corre- 

lation across the 300 items (from the 43 UCI 

subjects who went through the FOK phase) 

for computer scoring versus hand scoring 

was a very high r = +.982. Thus, the two 

methods of scoring yield essentially the 

same relative ordering of difficulty for these 

items. 

Another important issue concerns the re- 

liability of hand scoring across different 

judges. This issue was examined in detail 

for the UW data, where the use of response 

booklets rendered scoring by hand almost a 

practical necessity. Each response booklet 

was scored independently by two student 

judges, and any discrepancy in the scoring 

of a particular response was reconciled by a 

third student judge. Since there were 126 

UW subjects, each of whom each went 

through 300 items, a total of 126' x 300 = 

37,800 responses were scored by at least 

two student judges. Out of these 37,800 re- 

sponses, there were discrepancies on 573 

responses; hence, the probability of a dis- 

crepancy was 573 - 37,800 = .015 or, put 

differently, the interjudge reliability in 

terms of the probability of agreement was 1 

- .015 -- .985. Thus, this set of questions 

appears to have answers that can be scored 

reliably across different student judges and 

reliably across computer scoring versus 

hand scoring. 
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