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Other studies by Loftus (1975) have 
demonstrated that people’s memories
can apparently be altered by present-
ing misleading questions. For exam-
ple, some participants viewed a film
and were then asked, “How fast was 
the white sports car going when it 
passed the barn while traveling along 
the country road?” Other participants
were merely asked, “How fast was the 
white sports car going while traveling 
along the country road?” Actually, no 
barn was presented in the film. One
week later, all participants were asked 
whether they had seen a barn. Fewer 
than 3% of the participants in the sec-
ond condition reported having seen a 
barn, whereas 17% of the participants
who had been asked the 
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in the majority of the cases.
the misinformation into their subsequent reported memories.

“Memory malleability” fits well with some laboratory studies of sentence recall; both 
support Bartlett’s conception of memory as a constructive process. A classic study by 
Bransford, Barclay, and Franks (1971) illustrates this idea. The authors gave partici-
pants a list of sentences, all derived from four basic sentences, such as “The ants were 
in the kitchen,” “The jelly was on the table,” “The jelly was sweet,” and “The ants ate 
the jelly.” The sentences the participants saw included two of the preceding sentences, 
combinations of two of the simple sentences (e.g., “The sweet jelly was on the table”), 
and combinations of three of the simple sentences (e.g., “The ants ate the sweet jelly 
on the table”). On a later recognition test, the participants were asked to decide, for 
each sentence presented, whether they had seen that exact sentence before and to rate 
their confidence in their judgment. They were most confident in “recognizing” the 
sentence that combined all four of the simple sentences, “The ants in the kitchen ate 
the sweet jelly that was on the table,” even though it had never been presented.

Bransford et al. (1971) explained that the participants had not stored a copy of the 
actually presented sentences in memory. Instead, they had abstracted and reorganized 
the information in the sentences, integrating the ideas and storing the integration.
The participants later could not distinguish between the presented sentences and their 
own integration. One might argue this is just what Loftus’s participants were doing: 
integrating the original memories with later questions. If the later questions were mis-
leading, that incorrect information became integrated with the original memory to 
produce a distorted memory.

Some work in cognitive psychology laboratories has focused on how to improve the 
chances of accuracy in eyewitness identification. Wells (1993) reviewed some of the 

 Photo 7.3: Although 
eyewitness testimony often 
has dramatic effects on 
jurors’ decision making, 
research suggests it is not 
always accurate.
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