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When we talk about things we've seen, our memories can be changed by the act of

verbalization. This is verbal overshadowing. When we describe an event, we create a verbal
7
memory of our description. Because verbal information differs from visual information, our

memory for what we said alters our memory for what we saw. This is consistent with fuzzy

trace views, which suggest that memory is a mixture of various traces. Overall, somehow our
more recent verbal memories overshadow our older visual memories.

As an example of this, in a study by Schooler & Engstler-Schooler, students at the
University of Washington Watcl;:ed a video of a bank robbery. Afterward, some people were
asked to spend five minutes writing a verbal description of the robber’s face. Everyone was
then shown a set of eight pictures of similar faces and asked to pick out which one was the
robber, if his picture was there at all. (In fact, the face of the robber was present.) It was
found that students who produced a verbal description of the robber’s face correctly picked it
out less often than students who did not write the description. Thus, memory was worsened
by talking about the experience. Verbal overshadowing can even occur when naming pictures
of simple objects (e.g., saying “chair” to a picture of a chair). It should be noted that verbal
overshadowing does not occur if people only read a description —only when they actually
generated a description does it occur.

The verbal overshadowing of something like the face of a person involved in an event can
occur even when it is not the face that is described. In a study by Dodson, Johnson, &
Schooler, verbal overshadowing was present even when people wrote descriptions of another
face. Moreover, Westerman & Larsen found verbal overshadowing for people who wrote

descriptions of a car that was in a videoed scene. Even under these conditions, memory for

the face became more difficult.

(Adapted from Human Memory, by Gabriel A. Radvansky, Routledge, 2017)
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