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Influencing memory for people and their actions
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In two experiments subjects saw slides of people behaving. Afterward some subjects were asked
questions suggesting that a particular person had done something that was actually done by someone else.
The effect of these leading questions was to increase the likelihood that a person was recalled as having

committed an act that he did not commit.

When a person witnesses a second person engaged
in some activity, certain bits of information become
recorded in the memory of the witness. When later
asked about the incident, the witness must reconstruct
the incident that was observed. The reconstruction
can be strongly influenced by new information that is
received after the incident. It has been argued that this
new information can actually alter or distort the original
memory, an argument which receives support from
numerous studies in which long-term recollections about
a complex event were influenced by leading questions
asked immediately after the event (Loftus & Palmer,
1974, Loftus, 1975).

Specifically, in one study (Loftus, 1975, Experi-
ment 3) subjects viewed a video tape of an automobile
accident and then answered questions about the
accident. Half of the subjects were asked ‘“How fast
was the white sports car going when it passed the barn
while traveling along the country road?,” while the
remaining subjects were asked ‘“How fast was the white
sports car going while traveling along the country road?”
All subjects returned 1 week later and were asked,
“Did you see a barn?” In fact, no subject could have
seen a barn, since none existed. The subjects who heard
the question presupposing the existence of a barn were
over six times as likely to say that they had seen one.
As an explanation for this phenomenon, it was argued
that the subjects altered their memorial representation
corresponding to the accident by integrating a barn
into it; subsequently, they “saw” a barn that they
themselves constructed.

Unlike the accident witness, a witness to a crime is
often asked to remember the person who committed
the crime. Here the phenomenon of ‘“‘unconscious
transference” is important. Unconscious transference
occurs when a person seen committing one act is
confused with or recalled as the person seen committing
a second act. A reallife example of this phenomenon
is discussed in Wall (1965, p. 120). A ticket agent in
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a railroad station was held up at gun point and subse-
quently the agent recognized a sailor in a line-up as the
culprit. The sailor had an iron-clad alibi, however,
and was eventually released from custody. The ticket
agent, who was later interviewed in an attempt to
determine why he had misidentified the sailor, said
that when he saw the sailor in the line-up, his face
looked familiar. This was not surprising, since the
sailor’s base was near the railroad station and on three
occasions prior to the robbery he had purchased tickets
from this agent. It appears, then, that the ticket agent
mistakenly assumed that the familiarity related back
to the robbery when it undoubtedly related back to
the three times the sailor bought train tickets. This
is an example of unconscious transference—the face
of the person seen buying tickets was transferred to
or integrated with the act of armed robbery, an act
that was actually committed by someone else.

The present research was designed to answer this
question: When a witness sees a number of people
committing different acts, to what extent can leading
questions increase the likelihood that a person seen
performing one act will be recalled as the person seen
performing a different act?

EXPERIMENT 1
Method
Twenty-six students at the University of Washington
volunteered to participate as subjects in exchange for

course credit. The experiment was divided into three phases.
First, the subject saw a series of 20 slides presenicd for 3 sec
each. Each slide depicted one of five persons (models) engaged
in one of four different activities. The models were four women
and one man, all of college age. The models were photographed
performing activities such as blowing up a balloon, reading a
book, and working a jigsaw puzzle. Each model was seen four
times, doing four different things. Two models were never
depicted doing the same thing. The experiment was counter-
balanced such that across subjects each of the five models was
seen performing some particular act (e.g., reading a book)
approximately equally often.

After the 20 slides had been presented, the subject
performed a 10-min filler activity (reading an unrelated mhgazine
article). In the second phase of the experiment, the subject
was asked a series of questions about the slides. The procedure
was as follows. A slide showing one of the models in a standing
position was displayed and a question was simultaneously asked.
For example, a slide of the man was displayed and the question
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“What color was the balloon he was blowing up?” was asked.
In 16 cases the question was appropriate to the model (i.e.,
the man had actually been seen blowing up a balloon). In four
cases the question referred to a behavior performed by one of
the other four models (i.e., the balloon had actually been blown
up by one of the four women).

In the third and final phase of the experiment, the subject
was shown 20 slides and asked to say whether each one had been
presented previously. Six of the slides were ones that had been
seen previously, and six were slides that were very different from
the previous set (e.g., a model holding a cat). The remaining
eight slides depicted one of the five models doing something
that had previously been done by one of the other models.
Questions asked during Phase 2 suggested to the subject that
he had seen four of these slides. For the other four, there had
been no suggestion.

Results

The proportion of “yes” responses to each of the
four types of recognition slides was tabulated for each
subject. If the slide had been seen previously, a mean
of 88% of the responses were correctly “yes.” If the
slide had not been seen before and was unrelated, a
mean of 3% of the responses were incorrectly “yes.”
If a leading question asked during Phase 2 had falsely
suggested that a model seen in Phase 3 performed the
behavior on the slide, subjects falsely recognized the
slide 69% of the time. If there had been no suggestion,
subjects falsely recognized the slide 48% of the time,
t(25) = 4.62, p < .001. Thus, by asking a witness a lead-
ing question such as “What color was the balloon he was
blowing up?”’ and indicating a specific person, it is
possible to induce the witness to testify later that he had
seen that person doing something whether or not it
was actually true.

EXPERIMENT I

In Experiment I.a subject saw models perform 20
different unrelated activities. The recognition task
was reasonably difficult; even when no suggestion
occurred, subjects falsely accused a model of
committing another model’s behavior nearly half of
the time. In Experiment II subjects saw six models,
each doing one thing. The behaviors formed a realis-
tic sequence. Again, the purpose of the experiment
was to determine the extent to which a leading
question could induce a witness to recall a. person
seen doing one thing as the person who actually did
something else.

Method

Procedure. The subjects were 100 students at the
University of Washington. Each subject heard, via tape
recorder, a story concerning six college students. The intro-
duction of each character was accompanied by a slide of
that character. The characters were all white males with
medium-length brown hair and no glasses.

Each subject heard the following story: “Of Jim Fisher,
the valedictorian of his class, it is commonly said that he gives
a misleading initial impression. Many of his classmates find him,
on first acquaintance, to be a quiet, somewhat distant person
who is more measuring than gregarious. ‘It is often said of
Jim that he is aloof and calculating,” says Howard Leland, who
is a long-time friend of Fisher’s. Some people resent this. In
fact, one day last week several of the guys on the debate team,

including Robert Dirks, initiated an argument with Fisher,
for seemingly no reason at all. They were all probably in a
rotten mood and wanted someone to pick on. Steve Kent
was the worst of the bunch; he went too far this time. When
Fisher started yelling back, Kent picked up a heavy paper-
weight and threw it at Fisher, hitting him on the side of
the head. Fisher fell over. Two people had witnessed the whole
event. Sam Tappin ran to the nearest telephone to call an
ambulance. He had trouble speaking coherently because he was
so nervous about what had happened. David McCoy rushed
over to help Fisher. The rest of the guys had already run away.”

As each character was introduced, a slide of that person
was displayed for approximately 2 sec. Fisher was shown
walking by an auditorium; Howard Leland was shown driving
by the auditorium; Robert Dirks was shown walking up to the
auditorium, wearing a small brown hat; Steve Kent was shown
with a paperweight in his hand; etc. After the subject heard the
story and saw the slides, he participated in a filler activity of
reading an unrelated magazine story and answering several
questions about jt. This took approximately 40 min. The
subject was then asked 10 questions about the original
story, one of which was critical. Half of the subjects were
asked, “After the guy with the hat threw the paperweight
at Fisher, did he run away?” and the other half were asked,
“After the guy threw the paperweight at Fisher, did he run
away?”’

The subject returned 3 days later and was shown six full-
face photographs—one of each of the characters—and asked
whether the person who had thrown the paperweight in the
original story was among the set of six and, if so, which one
he was.

Design. All subjects heard the same story, but different
groups of subjects saw different people committing the six
acts. For example, a given person might have represented
Steve Kent, the culprit, for one group of subjects and
represented Robert Dirks, the man with the hat, for another
group of subjects. During the final phase of the experiment,
all subjects saw a set of six photographs for identification
purposes. The person who had represented Robert Dirks was
the only person to wear a hat.

In sum, each subject listened to a story which was
accompanied by slides of characters acting various roles
in the story. After a filler activity, half of the subjects were
asked a question that falsely implied that the person with the
hat committed the crime; the other half were not. After 3 days,
the subjects attempted to identify the criminal in the story
from a set of six faces presented to them.

Results

Of the 50 subjects who had been asked a question
implying that the person with the hat committed the
crime, 29 made a correct identification, 12 chose the
man with the hat, and 9 chose one of the other four
characters. Of the 50 subjects who had not been asked
the leading question, 40 made a correct identification,
3 chose the man with the hat, and 7 chose one of the
other four characters. Thus, the leading question
significantly affected the distribution of choices,
x> (2) = 7.42, p < .025. Specifically, the occurrence of
only one type of error was increased.

DISCUSSION

In two experiments, witnesses saw a number of people doing
different things and were then asked leading questions which
suggested that a person had done something that was actually
done by someone else. The effect of these leading questions
was to increase the likelihood that a person was recalled as
having committed an act he did not commit.



These experiments provide additional support for the view
that information provided subsequent to an initial experience
(in this case, information provided via leading questions) can
change the memory for that experience. In previous research it
was shown that new information could alter a judgment about
the speed of vehicles and the severity of an automobile
accident (Loftus & Palmer, 1974), could raise or lower the
estimate of the number of people involved in a classroom
disruption (Loftus, 1975, Experiment 2), and could increase
the likelihood that nonexistent objects would be “recalled”
(Loftus, 1975, Experiments 3 and 4). In the present research,
suggestive questions induced a witness to accuse a person of
doing something that he had not done. This result is not
surprising if one accepts the constructive nature of human
memory; the person is familiar, the behavior is familiar, and
the witness himself constructs the combination so that it is
now familiar.

INFLUENCING MEMORY 1!
REFERENCES

Lortus, E. F. Leading questions and the eyewitness report.
Cognitive Psychology, 1975, in press.

Lorrus, E. F., & PALMER, J. C. Reconstruction of automobile
destruction: An example of the interaction between language
and memory. Journal of Verbal Learning and Verbal Behavior,
1974, 13, 585-589.

WaLL, P. M. Eye-witness identification in criminal cases.
Springfield, Ill: Charles C Thomas, 1965.

(Received for publication August 22, 1975.)




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (ISO Coated v2 300% \050ECI\051)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Perceptual
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /PDFA1B:2005
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<


    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e55464e1a65876863768467e5770b548c62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200036002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc666e901a554652d965874ef6768467e5770b548c52175370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200036002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>



    /HUN <>
    /ITA (Utilizzare queste impostazioni per creare documenti Adobe PDF adatti per visualizzare e stampare documenti aziendali in modo affidabile. I documenti PDF creati possono essere aperti con Acrobat e Adobe Reader 6.0 e versioni successive.)
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020be44c988b2c8c2a40020bb38c11cb97c0020c548c815c801c73cb85c0020bcf4ace00020c778c1c4d558b2940020b3700020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200036002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken waarmee zakelijke documenten betrouwbaar kunnen worden weergegeven en afgedrukt. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 6.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>


    /SKY <>

    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>

    /ENU <FEFF004a006f0062006f007000740069006f006e007300200066006f00720020004100630072006f006200610074002000440069007300740069006c006c0065007200200039002000280039002e0034002e00350032003600330029002e000d00500072006f006400750063006500730020005000440046002000660069006c0065007300200077006800690063006800200061007200650020007500730065006400200066006f00720020006f006e006c0069006e0065002e000d0028006300290020003200300031003100200053007000720069006e006700650072002d005600650072006c0061006700200047006d006200480020>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [595.276 841.890]
>> setpagedevice




