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 Similarity effect 

 Similar-sounding words harder to recall in the order of presentation than 

dissimilar words (Baddeley, 1966).

 Error rate: “cow day bar” < “cap cad mat” < “sip rip pip”

Confusion of rehearsible, categorical information (Crowder & Morton, 1969)

– Lexicality (e.g., reversal of rhyming effect; Lian et al., 2001)

– Phoneme position (e.g., rhyming (_VC) is more harmful than the 

sharing of consonants (C_C); Nimmo & Roodenrys, 2004)

 Cognitive load effect

 Robustly detrimental (phonological strategy adopted; Campoy & Baddeley, 2008). 

Phonological basis of word retention

Cross-linguistic variations (Lexical tone)
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Facilitation of Cantonese lexical tone similarity (Yip, 2014)

– Inconsistent with Mandarin data (Xu, 1991)

– At odds with the direction of segmental similarity effects

 Chinese spoken word retention

 Rhyming effect is reversible across contexts

• Holistic encoding alters the detectability of speech regularities.

 Tonal similarity is persistently detrimental

• Consistent with Mandarin (Xu, 1991)

• Ruling out the role of phonological inventories

 The robustness of tonal similarity effect

1. Persisted under high cognitive load

2. Unaffected by lexicality variations

3. Abolished rhyming advantage (pseudo context)

 Differential mechanisms for tones and segments

 Nature of phonological processing deficit

 Degraded representations vs. Access impairment

Open Q.: Cause of similarity effect (habituation vs. lexical competition)
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Research questions

 Lexicality (real, pseudo, reversed) × Group (amusic, control) × Similarity

(high, medium, low) × Load (low, high) mixed factorial design

 Can cross-linguistic variations be explained by

– Differential processing of tones and segments?

– Influence of phonological inventories (Mandarin vs. Cantonese)?

Method

Results: Recall accuracy

Figure 2. Recall of real (left) and pseudo (right) speech words as a function of (phonological) 

Similarity and Load. *: p < .05, ***: p < .001, N.S.: non-significant. 

Significant Cognitive load effects across all contexts (ps < .05); Group: N.S.

Real: Similarity × Load (p<.05) Pseudo: Rhyming advantage
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Figure 3. Recall speed 

as a function of group, 

context, and cognitive 

load. ***: p < .001, 

N.S.: non-significant. 

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of Cantonese subjects

Group Age MBEA
Threshold in 

semitones

Working memory 

(complex span task)

Control (n = 21) 23.51 87.71 24.95 131.14

Amusic (n = 13) 23.35 70.08 57.32 131.15

P (Mann-Whitney U) 0.448 < 0.001 < 0.001 0.503

Figure 1. Procedures of Cantonese word order recall task (low cognitive load condition).

Reversed: Non-significant interactions; no rhyming advantage.

Discussion

Results: Recall speed


