“Surely every psychological researcher or professor will want to read this
insightful book. Moreover, every student should be required to read it.
Most undergraduate psychology majors and even many graduate stu
dents can name hundreds of athletes, singers, and actors, but they
ors
struggle to name any living psychologist other than their profess
rock
h
researc
our
n
to
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call
we
time
about
It’s
and “Dr. Phil.”
stars!
—James Kalat, Professor Emeritus, N. C. State University
“Even beyond the Who’s Who of Psychological Scientists represented
by the authors and editors of this volume (and talk about an impossible
task to begin with!), the sum of the topics contained throughout these
chapters makes the indisputable case for Psychological Science as the
our
way forward in understanding so much of what is important in
world.”
Alan Kraut, Association for Psychological Science,
Executive Director Emeritus
—

“A wonderful collection of essays from psychology’s A-hsters. We
quickly learn that they are engaging writers, as their stories bring their
important discoveries to life. Every aspiring psychological scientist will
es
want to read these essays, hoping to emulate at least some of the qualiti
that these eminent scientists share.”
Todd F. Heatherton, Lincoln filene Professor
in Human Relations, Dartmouth College
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In December 2004, the New York Times reported on that year’s winners of
the Grawemeyer Awards. The Grawemeyer Awards are given in
Psychology and also several other fields (e.g., education, religion, improv
ing world order). That year they were accompanied by a $200,000 prize—
amongst the largest for an award in a field that does not have a Nobel
Prize. It was with enormous pride that I learned that I had won the award
in Psychology. Another news outlet reported that I was the most con
troversial researcher ever to win the prize, anà the most controversial
winner since former Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev won the 1994
prize for improving world order. The award is for a big, important idea in
Psychology. So what was my big, important idea?
A staff member sent me an email about that time, letting me know what
the external awards committee had said when summarizing my”idea.”
Their summary practically made me weep. The committee said that I had
“changed the way that both scientists and lay citizens think about the
nature of human memory,” and had “made it clear that human memory is
not a literal and faithful recorder of experience.” Of course, we’ve known
for some time that memory is fallible, and just how easy it is for us to forget
things. But what my work has shown is that we can also falsely remember
things differently from the way they happened, and can remember entire
events that never happened.
This work teaches us about the malleable nature of memory.
Information suggested to an individual about an event can be integrated
with the memory for the event itself, so that what actually occurred, and
what was discussed later about what may have occurred, become inex
tricably interwoven, allowing distortion, elaboration, and even total fab
rication from suggestions.
People often ask me howl came up with this idea, and to answer I have
to take us back to the 1970s. Back then I was interested in what happened
when witnesses were questioned about events they had experienced,
important events such as crimes or accidents. I did several studies in
which I showed that leading questions could bias what people claimed
to have seen. for example: “How fast were the cars going when they
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smashed into each other?” led to higher estimates of speed than the same
question asked with the verb “hit.” “Did you see the broken headlight?”
led to more reports of seeing non-existent objects than the same question
asked with the indefinite article, as in “Did you see a broken headlight?”
But eventually I began to see the leading questions as a form ofpost-event
misinformation, one of many forms of post-event information that had
the potential to contaminate memory. Witnesses pick up misinformation
not only from biased or leading questions, but also when they talk with
other people who (consciously or inadvertently) give an erroneous version
of a past event, or when they see news coverage about some event that
they may have previously witnessed. I began to explore the myriad ways in
which our memories could be contaminated as we encounter new infor
mation. My collaborators and I showed that distorted memories could be
created not only in the minds of young children, or college students in
laboratory experiments, but in the minds of all sorts of individuals. For
example, we readily distorted the memories of people who had highly
exceptional personal memories. We even distorted the memories of
highly trained soldiers who were attending a survival school where they
learned what it would be like if they were ever captured as prisoners of
war. Without much effort at all, they could be led to believe that they had
seen a telephone or a weapon in the interrogation room where they had
spent a half hour. These objects were not there.
What I love about this research program is that not only does it tell us
a great deal about the malleable nature of human memory, but it also has
important implications for society. Precise memory, even for minute
details, is often provided in court cases involving crimes and accidents
and other legally relevant events. My research showed that we cannot
always trust this testimony. We cannot assume that the degree of convic
tion expressed by an eyewitness is a reliable indicator of the accuracy of
that testimony. Even when witnesses are trying to be as accurate as
possible, they may not be describing what really happened.
The testimony is honest in the sense that the witness fervently believes
it to be valid and yet it can be partly or completely wrong.
Another real-world setting where memory has been important is psy
chotherapy. Often in therapy, patients are pressed for details about their
childhood or an earlier phase of life experience. Sometimes even talking
about a possible past can create a false sense of recollection that the event
actually did occur. My collaborators and I established clearly that this can
happen, showing that after a few discussions, a fabricated experience
takes on a sense of verisimilitude that can fool someone into thinking
that they remember the event as if it really did occur. The implications for
how we should probe a person’s memory, or for the advisability of
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In the meantime, my hope is that I have left the world with a deeper
appreciation of the constructive and destructive ways in which memory
can work. We would all do well to keep in mind a lesson I’ve learned over
the decades: that just because someone tells you something with confi
dence, with details, and with emotion, it doesn’t mean that it really
happened.
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