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remember details about our own circumstances when 
we first heard the news? Some have argued that part 
of the explanation involves our physiological response 
when we hear such news; parts of the brain that are 
involved in emotional responses activate, and the cog-
nitive effects of this activation result in the storage of a 
great deal of information only indirectly related to the 
main information (R. Brown & Kulik, 1977). Pillemer 
(1984) found, for example, that his participants who 
reported a stronger emotional reaction to the news of 
the assassination attempt on President Ronald Reagan 
had stronger and more detailed flashbulb memories of 
that event.

Neisser (1982b) offered a different explanation for 
the origin of flashbulb memories: People are finding a 
way to link themselves to history. Flashbulb memories
come about because the strong emotions produced by 
the event prompt people to retell their own stories of 
where they were when they heard the news. Flashbulb
memories, then, result from the retellings of sto-
ries. Over time, the memories can become distorted 
in much the same way as participants in Bartlett’s
(1932) study distorted their retellings of the “War of 
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answering “peripheral” questions, such as what they were wearing. However, contrary 
to prediction, Schmidt found that those participants who initially reported the stron-
gest emotional reaction to the events of 9/11 showed the most impairment in their 
memory. Interestingly, Daniel Greenberg (2004) analyzed news reports to show that 
President George W. Bush demonstrated substantial inaccuracies in his own flashbulb 
memories of the events of that day. Arguably, as the sitting president during the events 
of 9/11, his reaction was powerfully emotional.

In 2015, Hirst, Phelps, and a consortium of psychologists published data from a 
10-year follow-up to memories of 9/11 (Hirst et al., 2015). They compared people’s 
flashbulb memories (i.e., their memories for their personal circumstances of hearing 
about the events of 9/11) with their event memories (i.e., their memories of the events 
of 9/11 themselves). A little over 3,000 participants were originally recruited between 
September 17 and 24, 2001; most of these came from New Haven, CT; New York,
NY; Washington, DC; St. Louis, MO; Palo Alto, CA; and Santa Cruz, CA. Participants 

 Photo 7.2: Most people 
old enough to understand 
what was happening in the 
9/11 attacks have durable 
memories of where they 
were when they received the 
news.
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