
Does far transfer exist?
And why does that question matter?

This presentation was given by Dr. Elizabeth Riley in December 2022 at 
NeuroSalon, an informal gathering of the neuro-curious at Cornell University. The 
presentation summarized the literature on the concept of “far transfer”. Although 

these slides do not stand alone and cannot substitute for the full presentation given, 
which included information not contained on the slides as well as frequent 
back-and-forth with the audience, they convey the gist of the presentation.



What is far transfer?
 “Far transfer occurs when a set of skills generalizes across two (or more) domains that are 
only loosely related to each other (e.g., mathematics and Latin).” (Sala & Gobet, 2017) 

Frontiers Kids

https://medium.com/the-spike/yes-the-brain-is-a-computer-11f630cad736

Does it work?  Why does this question matter?



Origins: Thorndike, 1923



Far transfer sells



Our educational system loves the idea of far transfer



Far transfer informs decisions and attitudes about parenting



We hope far transfer will prevent or slow dementia



So does it work? Look at RCTs.
“That is, no impact on far-transfer measures was observed regardless of the type of population and cognitive-training 
program. The lack of generalization of skills acquired by training is thus an invariant of human cognition.” (Sala et. al., 2019, 
Near and Far Transfer in Cognitive Training: A Second-Order Meta-Analysis

In over a half century, no systematic body of evidence demonstrating the effectiveness of any general problem-solving 
strategies has emerged. ... There is no body of research based on randomized, controlled experiments indicating that such 
teaching leads to better problem solving. (Sweller, Clark and Kirschner, 2010)

"The results of our study, in combination with many meta-analyses (Melby-Lervåg et al., 2016, Sala and Gobet, 2017, Soveri et al., 
2017) demonstrates that cognitive training fails to provide strong evidence for far-transfer effects.” (p

Jerrim et al., 2017



How about in older adults? Hmmm.

Rebok et al., 2014

Borella et al., 2010

Valenzuela et al., 2007



Special considerations in older adults

● Are we trying to train new abilities (and enhance untrained abilities) or prevent 

the loss of abilities we already have?

● Brain as a muscle vs. brain as a computer

● Do you need to improve certain cognitive abilities to maintain activities of daily 

living? Could this, then, improve cognitive abilities?



Common sense break! Take a step back

● Does understanding physics help you when chopping down a tree?
● Does knowledge of baking measurements help you learn fractions?
● Does gardening expertise help you learn science?
● (Is this far transfer, or just generalization? Can you tell the difference?)

● Does going to chess club prepare you for talking to teachers?
● Do private music lessons and daily practice build character?
● Does playing video games enhance your ability to solve puzzles?
● (What cognitive benefits of an activity might arise from something other than the intellectual 

content?)

● What skills and abilities do we value or require and how do we communicate that in our culture?



Why is this belief so prevalent?

1. There is a huge amount of evidence that people who succeed at music, 
chess, or Latin, will receive higher scores in math, science and writing.

Daniel Mackin Freeman

Benz et al., 2016

Burgoyne et al., 2016



Why is this belief so prevalent?

2. It makes intuitive sense.

3. Neuroplasticity is definitely possible throughout the lifespan, and 
undoubtedly occurs as a result of some “brain-boosting” activities. This is best 
studied in the context of musical training. 

4. There are many potential mechanisms that could explain the benefit of brain 
training, and they probably depend heavily on context.

Daniel Mackin Freeman

Schlaug et al., 2006



Lack of far transfer does not necessarily mean lack of value

● But, it’s possible that training programs designed to correct or prevent 
dyslexia, dementia, autism, and other conditions are scammers



If far transfer doesn’t work, what actually does?

● Exercise
● Gut health
● Nutritious diet
● Vision training for athletes
● Non-traumatic environment
● Parental nurturing


