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Child Development, July/ August 1999, Volume 70, Number 4, Pages 887-895

Planting False Childhood Memories in Children:
The Role of Event Plausibility

Kathy Pezdek and Danelle Hodge

This experiment tested and supported the hypothesis that events will be suggestively planted in children’s
memory to the degree that the suggested event is plausible and script-relevant knowledge exists in memory.
Nineteen 5- to 7-year-old children and 20 9- to 12-year-old children were read descriptions of two true events
and two false events, reported to have occurred when they were 4 years old. One false event described the
child lost in a mall while shopping (the plausible false event); the other false event described the child receiv-
ing a rectal enema (the implausible false event). The majority of the 39 children (54%) did not remember either
false event. However, whereas 14 children recalled the plausible but not the implausible false event, only one
child recalled the implausible but not the plausible false event; this difference was statistically significant. Three
additional children (all in the younger age group) recalled both false events. Although this pattern of results was
consistent for both age groups, the differences were significant for the younger children only. A framework is out-
lined specifying the cognitive processes underlying suggestively planting false events in memory.

INTRODUCTION

Professionals and researchers worldwide are con-
cerned about the reliability of children’s memory for
witnessed events (for a review, see Bottoms & Good-
man, 1996). The central concern here has been the
question of whether children’s memory is sufficiently
accurate, and whether their memory might be too
vulnerable to suggestibility to be relied upon in court.
There have been numerous studies in recent years on
this topic and it is generally found that when pre-
school children have been compared to older children
and adults, significant differences in the degree of
suggestibility of memory have been reported. This
conclusion follows from a review of 18 studies by
Ceci and Bruck (1993), in which 15 of these studies re-
ported that preschoolers were more suggestible. On
the basis of this research, there are those who con-
clude that children should not be relied upon as wit-
nesses in court. This study is based on the premise
that just because children’s memory can be vulnera-
ble to suggestibility does not mean that it always is.
The purpose of this study is to identify the conditions
under which children’s memory is likely to be resis-
tant to versus vulnerable to suggestibility.

In this study, we attempted to plant false memories
in children. In a number of studies, it has been re-
ported that it is possible to plant false events in mem-
ory. For example, Loftus and Pickrell (1995) had 24
volunteers suggest to an offspring or younger sibling
that they had been lost in a shopping mall when they
were about 5 years old. Six of the 24 subjects reported
either full or partial memory for the false event. Sim-
ilarly, Hyman, Husband, and Billings (1995) asked

college students about their memory for numerous
true events and two false events. The percentage of
subjects who recalled the false events as real was 20%
in Experiment 1 and 25% in Experiment 2. And Ceci,
Huffman, Smith, and Loftus (1996) read preschool
children a list of true and false events and asked them
to “think real hard about each” event and “try to re-
member if it really happened.” In the initial session,
44% of the children aged 3 to 4 years, and 25% of the
children aged 5 to 6 years remembered at least one of
the false events. On the other hand, Pezdek and Roe
(1997) reported that with 4- and 10-year-old children,
it was relatively more difficult to suggestively plant a
memory for a touch that did not occur than to sugges-
tively change a memory for a touch that did occur.
Although it is clear that some false events can be
suggestively planted in memory, it is not clear what
factors affect the probability of suggestively planting
false memories. This study specifically tests the hy-
pothesis that events will be suggestively planted to
the degree that the suggested event is plausible and
script-relevant knowledge exists in memory. This hy-
pothesis is derived from the notion that an asserted
event must first be evaluated as true before it can be
incorporated into autobiographical memory, and if an
event is implausible it is not likely to be evaluated as
true. Further, if an event is plausible and one has a
well-developed generic script for the event, it should
be relatively easier to form a memory construction for
a specific episode of that event than to form a memory
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888 Child Development

trace for an episode of an implausible event about
which one does not have a generic script.

Although the degree of plausibility and the amount
of script-relevant knowledge in memory are highly
correlated for most real world events, we agree that,
in fact, it is possible to have a great deal of knowledge
about some implausible events, and perhaps very lit-
tle knowledge about some plausible events. Thus, al-
though it may be possible to independently vary
plausibility and degree of scripted knowledge, for
most real world examples, these two factors are
highly correlated. In this study, the plausible event
was a typical plausible event, that is, an event about
which participants had a high degree of knowledge.
Similarly, the implausible event in this study was a
typical implausible event, that is, an event about
which participants had little knowledge. Consequently,
in this study it was not possible to separately isolate
the effects of degree of plausibility and amount of
script-relevant knowledge in memory. This study,
however, assesses the suggestibility effect associated
with typical plausible and implausible events.

In two experiments by Pezdek, Finger, and Hodge
(1997), it was recently reported that events will be
suggestively planted to the degree that the suggested
event is plausible and script-relevant knowledge ex-
ists in memory. In Experiment 1, 32 Jewish and 29
Catholic high school students were read descriptions
of three true events and two false events that were re-
ported to have happened when they were 8 years old,
and were asked what they recalled about each. One
false event described a Jewish ritual; the other false
event described a Catholic ritual. Catholics were sig-
nificantly more likely to recognize falsely the Catholic
event (n = 7) than the Jewish event (1 = 1), and Jews
were significantly more likely to recognize falsely the
Jewish event (n = 3) than the Catholic event (n = 0).In
Experiment 2, 20 confederate experimenters read de-
scriptions of one true event and two false events to a
younger sibling or close relative who was at least 15
years old (M = 23 years, 6 months) at the time of the
study. One false event described the relative lost in a
mall while shopping (the plausible event); the other
false event described the relative receiving a rectal
enema (the implausible event). More participants re-
called the false event involving being lost (n = 3) than
the false event involving the enema (n = 0).

In this study, the methodology used in Experiment
2 by Pezdek et al. (1997) was used to test the vulnera-
bility of children to suggestibility for plausible versus
implausible events. Developmental differences in
suggestibility for plausible versus implausible events
warrant investigation because young children, due to
their relatively more limited world experiences, gen-

erally have less script-relevant knowledge in memory
than do older children, even for events that are famil-
iar to both age groups (Fivush, Kuebli, & Clubb, 1992;
Fivush & Slackman, 1986). Thus, children may not
distinguish between suggestively incorporating plau-
sible versus implausible false events into their mem-
ory. Further, children have a very limited knowledge
base for many domains but nonetheless can acquire
new information within those domains. Children,
thus, commonly learn about new events that they ini-
tially cannot evaluate as true or false. It follows then
that if the effect of plausibility on suggestibility is
based on the notion that an asserted event must first
be evaluated as true before it can be incorporated into
autobiographical memory, children may not be as re-
luctant as adults to incorporate into memory a sug-
gested implausible false event. These issues underlie
the rationale for investigating developmental differ-
ences in the suggestibility of memory for plausible
versus implausible events in this study.

Younger children (5 to 7 years old) and older chil-
dren (9 to 12 years old) were included in this study
based on reports of developmental differences across
this age span in a number of suggestibility studies.
For example, Cassel and Bjorklund (1995) reported
that 6-year-olds (62%) were more likely than 8-year-
olds (57%) and adults (20%) to incorrectly verify neg-
ative leading questions. Similarly, Ceci, Ross, and
Toglia (1987) reported that when children were tested
on details of a story about which they had been sub-
sequently suggestively misled, 63% of 3- to 4-year-
olds, 42% of 5- to 6-year-olds, 33% of 7- to 9-year-olds,
and 16% of 10- to 12-year-olds incorrectly verified the
suggested false information.

In this study, a parent (or the experimenter) read
descriptions of four events that they reported had
happened when the child was 4 years old. The child
was asked to recall everything he or she could re-
member about each event. Two events were true; two
events were false. One false event described an inci-
dent very similar to that used by Loftus and Pickrell
(1995) in which the participant had been lost in a mall
while shopping with a parent (the plausible event). We
contend that this is a familiar event to most children,
and as such, should be relatively easy to plant in
memory. Children are often warned about the dan-
gers of getting lost, have fears about getting lost,
read classic tales about children who get lost (e.g.,
Hansel and Gretel, Snow White and the Seven
Dwarfs, Pinocchio, Goldilocks and the Three Bears),
and often do get lost themselves, if only for a few
frightening minutes.

The other false event described the participant re-
ceiving a rectal enema for constipation (the implausible
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event). Because much of the research on planting false
memories is generalized to the evaluation of the prob-
ability of planting false memories for childhood sex-
ual abuse, we selected a false event that approached
this experience. This particular false event was sug-
gested because, like sexual abuse, being given a rectal
enema is shameful and embarrassing and involves
discomfort in a private part of the body.

METHOD

Participants and design. The participants were chil-
dren whose parents had volunteered from public
schools and day care centers in the suburban San Ber-
nardino, California area. Two age groups were sam-
pled. The 19 younger children ranged from 5 to 7
years old (M = 6 years, 5 months, SD = .79). The 20
older children ranged from 9 to 12 years old (M = 10
years, 8 months, SD = 1.03). Ten boys and 9 girls were
included in the younger age group; 8 boys and 12
girls were included in the older age group. The group
included six African Americans, five Mexican Ameri-
cans, and 28 European Americans.

The design was a 2 (age) X 2 (plausibility) mixed-
subjects design with plausibility varied within subjects.

Materials and procedure. We intended to have par-
ents interview their children, but many parents pre-
ferred to have the experimenter do this. Nineteen
children were interviewed by their own mother, three
children were interviewed by their father, and 17 chil-
dren were interviewed by the experimenter. The fre-
quency of using the experimenter versus a parent in-
terviewer did not differ between the young and older
children, (1, N = 39) = .03. The parents who inter-
viewed their own children participated in a 30 min
training session before the experiment began. Prior to
the experiment, each parent described to the experi-
menter two true events that happened to his or her
child when the child was about 4 years old. The true
events typically described getting a new pet or the
death of a pet, a trip to the hospital, or a special event
such as a birthday party, competition, or family vaca-
tion. These descriptions were edited to insure that the
level of detail and writing style were comparable to
the descriptions of the false events.

All interviews were conducted in the child’s home
or in the home of a close relative. Each child was read
descriptions of two true events and two false events—
one plausible and one implausible. The two true
events were always presented first. The order of pre-
senting the plausible and the implausible false events
was counterbalanced across subjects. Just prior to
hearing each of the four events, children were told
that they were part of a memory study to investigate
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the types-of things that are easy for children to re-
member and the types of things that are difficult for
children to remember. All events were purported to
have occurred when the child was about 4 years old.

The plausible false event regarding being lost was
the following:

I remember that once you and I were at the (name
of local store or shopping center). It was about (x)
years ago because you were about (x) years old. Iwas
looking in the store window at something I wanted
to buy. When I turned around, you were gone. I
don’t remember ever being so scared. You must
have been really scared too because when I found
you, you were standing in a corner crying. I was so
relieved that I bought you (favorite childhood treat).
This is what I remember about when this hap-
pened. What do you remember?

The implausible false event regarding receiving
the enema was the following:

I think you were about (x) years old because it was
the year that (memorable event from child’s life). I
remember letting you eat too much (favorite child-
hood treat). After a couple of days of junk food
though, you started to feel really sick and couldn’t
go to the bathroom. I thought that you should have
an enema. An enema is when you have some warm
water put into your bottom to help you (term used
by child to denote a bowel movement). I remember
telling you that the enema wouldn’t hurt and that
it would make you feel better. You were scared
anyway though, because when I took you into the
bathroom, I remember that you cried a lot. This is
what I remember about when this happened. What
do you remember?

Both false events were customized as indicated
above to include some familiar contextual material
about the time and place. In each description, the
word “I” was replaced by “your mother” for children
tested by the experimenter. As with the false events,
descriptions of true events ended with the statement,
“This is what I remember about when this hap-
pened. What do you remember?” If a child could not
remember anything about an event, the description
was read to them again and he or she was encour-
aged to think hard about it to see what he or she
could remember. At the end of the first test day, each
child was asked to think hard about the four events
to see what else he or she could remember about
each. They were told that on the next day, they
would be asked if they could remember anything
else about each event, but were asked not to talk
with anyone about these events.
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890 Child Development

During the second interview, after reading a brief
summary of each event, each child was asked if he or
she recalled any additional memories about the event.
Nineteen children completed an optional third inter-
view on day 5. At the end of the final session, on day
2 or day 5, clarity ratings were obtained from each
child for both false events. Each child was asked
“How clearly do you remember this time that you
were lost in the mall?” and “How clearly do you re-
member this time that you received an enema?” Re-
sponse options were 1 (I do not remember this at all),
2 (I do not remember this too clearly), 3 (I remember this
kind of clearly), and 4 (I remember this very clearly).
These response options were presented orally and re-
peated for children who requested it. Finally, children
were told, “One of these four memories never really
happened. I just pretended that it did. Which of these
things do you think never really happened?”

To ensure that all children comprehended what an
enema was, after the final session each child was
asked to describe what an enema was. All but two
children in the younger age group could at least cite
the description of an enema offered in the scenario. At
this point each child also was asked how many times
he or she remembered being lost, and how many
times he or she remembered receiving an enema as a
child. Each child’s parent also was asked how many
times he or she remembered this child (1) being lost,
and (2) receiving an enema.

Following participation, children were told that re-
ally two of the events described in the study were
made up: the story about them being lost and the
story about them receiving an enema. They were told
that this study tested children’s memory for what
happened to them in their childhood, and that it was
thus important to include some events that had not re-
ally happened. They also were told that many of the
children tested believed these made up events, so they
should not be surprised if they actually thought that ei-
ther of these events had really happened to them. The
children as well as their parents were then encouraged
to discuss their thoughts and feelings about the de-
briefing information with the experimenter.

RESULTS

The data were analyzed first to determine if for the
participants in this study, being lost was a signifi-
cantly more plausible experience than receiving a rec-
tal enema. Whereas parents of 23 children reported
that their child had been lost at least once, only one
parent reported that their child had received an en-
ema. Further, for the children for whom it was re-
ported that they had been lost, the mean number of

occurrences remembered was 2.52, and for the chil-
dren for whom it was reported that they had received
an enema, the mean number of occurrences remem-
bered was 1.0. This validates the manipulations in
this study and shows that the false event regarding
being lost was more plausible, and the false event re-
garding receiving an enema was less plausible for
the participants in this study. It is important to note,
however, that plausibility can arise from a number
of sources besides direct personal experience such as
exposure to information on television, in books, and
in conversations.

The major results are presented in Table 1. An
event was operationally defined as having been re-
membered if a child recalled elaborative details not
presented in the description read. Elaborative details
for the recalled plausible event typically included in-
formation about the location where the child was lost,
what was purchased that day, and what the child was
doing while they were lost. Elaborative details for the
recalled implausible event typically included infor-
mation about where the child lived at that time, the
sick feeling that precipitated the need for the enema,
and the relief when it was over. An event was consid-
ered not remembered if a participant said that he or
she did not remember it, made no verbal response
after being asked about the event, provided only in-
formation that was redundant with the description
read, or provided irrelevant information (e.g., “That
sounds like something my brother would have
done”). Although 19 children were tested on day 5, no
additional information was recalled on day 5 for any
of these children. Of the 39 participants, only three
differed between day 1 and day 2 in their recall of the
two false events. One child recalled only the plausible

Table1 Number of Children Who Recalled Each Type of Event
by Day 2

Children Children

5to7 9to 12 All
Years Years Children
n=19 ®m=20) (n=239
False Events
Plausible but not
implausible false event 7 7 14
Implausible but not
plausible false event 0 1 1
Both false events 3 0 3
Neither false event 9 12 21
True Events
One true event 4 6 10
Both true events 14 11 25
Neither true events 1 3 4
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event on day 1 and both events on day 2. Two chil-
dren recalled the implausible event only on day 1, but
then recanted on day 2, indicating that they had de-
cided that the event they remembered the previous
day was really a different incident than the one the ex-
perimenter had described. As a result, we felt that the
data for day 2 was a more accurate assessment of false
recall. Consequently, the analyses of the recall data
were conducted on the day 2 data.

As can be seen in Table 1, the majority of the chil-
dren in both age groups recalled both of the true
events. Computed differently, 63 of the 78 true events
posed to participants (81%) were recalled. On the
other hand, the majority of the 39 children (54%) did
not remember either of the false events. Three chil-
dren, all in the younger age group, remembered both
false events. The principle finding involves the num-
ber of children who remembered the plausible versus
the implausible false event. Of the 15 children who re-
membered one false event on day 2, 14 remembered
the plausible false event, and only 1 remembered the
implausible false event. A McNemar’s test yielded
this difference significant, x2(1, N = 39) = 9.6, p < .01.
To determine if there was a relationship between the
probability of recalling true events and false events, a
3 (number of true events recalled, 0, 1, or 2) X 3 (num-
ber of false events recalled) x? analysis was con-
ducted. There was not a significant relationship be-
tween the probability of recalling true and false
events in this study, x*(4, N = 39) = 1.75.

Analyses were conducted on each of the two age
groups separately to examine potential age differ-
ences in performance. Among the 19 younger chil-
dren, 9 remembered neither false event and 3 remem-
bered both false events. Of the 7 younger children
who remembered one false event on day 2, all 7 re-
membered the plausible event and none remembered
the implausible event. A McNemar’s test yielded this
difference significant, x*(1, N = 19) = 5.14,p < .05. A
similar pattern emerged for the 20 older children.
Twelve remembered neither false event and none re-
membered both false events. Of the eight older chil-
dren who remembered one false event by day 2, seven
remembered the plausible event and one remembered
the implausible event. This difference approached sig-
nificance, x*(1, N = 20) = 3.13,.10 > p > .05.

A X2 analysis was conducted to assess whether
there were differences in recall between the children
interviewed by their parent versus those interviewed
by the experimenter. First, among those children in-
terviewed by the experimenter, eight recalled at least
one false event and nine did not. Among those chil-
dren interviewed by a parent, 10 recalled at least
one false event and 12 did not. These frequencies did

Pezdek and Hodge 891

not differ from what would be expected by chance,
x%(1, N = 39) = .01. Although the absence of a differ-
ence in results between children tested by a parent
versus the experimenter seems surprising, it is im-
portant to note that in this study, when the experi-
menter tested a child, the parent also was present in
the same room.

There is a concern in this and every suggestibility
study, that when children recall an event that is “false,”
they may be recalling a similar event that actually did
happen to them. To address this concern, we com-
pared the frequency of recalling the plausible false
event in this study for the 15 children whose parents
reported that they had never previously been lost and
the 23 children whose parents reported that they had
previously been lost at least once. A 2 (actually lost or
not) X 2 (recalled the false plausible event or not) x2
analysis indicated no significant relationship between
recall of the plausible false event and past experience
with being lost in this sample, x*(1, N = 38) = .74.
This analysis was not possible for the implausible
false event as only four children recalled this event
and for none of these children did the parent report
that the child had ever actually received an enema.
The one child in the study whose parent reported that
they had received an enema, however, did not verify
the implausible false event in this study. It is interest-
ing to note here that there was not a significant differ-
ence between the older and younger children in the
number whose parents reported that they had previ-
ously been lost. Fourteen younger children (out of 19)
and nine older children (out of 19; the relevant data
was missing for one older child) were reported to
have been lost, x?(1, N = 38) = 2.74.

A second approach was taken to assess the possi-
bility that when children recalled an event that is
“false” in the study, they may be recalling a similar
event that actually did happen to them. First, we com-
pared the mean number of idea units recalled for the
plausible event by children who were reported by
their parents to have been previously lost (M = 5)
with the comparable mean for children who were re-
ported by their parents not to have been previously
lost (M = 2.63). This difference was not significant,
t(15) = 1.33. Second, we computed the correlation be-
tween the number of times that each child was re-
ported to have been lost and the number of idea units
that he or she recalled for the plausible false event in
this study. This analysis included the 17 children who
falsely recalled the plausible false event. This correla-
tion was not significant, r(16)= .21, p < .05. This anal-
ysis was not possible for the implausible false event
due to the small number of children who recalled
this event. Thus, the children who had been lost
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892  Child Development

more frequently did not include statistically more
idea units in their descriptions of the plausible false
event than did the children who had been lost less
frequently. These results suggest that the children
were recalling details of the suggested false event in
this study rather than details of their actual experi-
ence of being lost.

In the above analyses, an event was operationally
defined as having been remembered if a child recalled
elaborative details not presented in the description
read. Thus, if a child simply echoed back a descrip-
tion of a false event without providing any details, the
event was not considered to have been recalled. It
could be argued, however, that echoing a description
might be considered a consent, rather than a denial
that the event had in fact occurred. It is thus impor-
tant to examine the number of children who did not
recall each false event using the above operational
definition, and within this group compare the num-
ber of children who simply echoed the description
provided as compared to the number who either de-
nied the event outright or provided some other re-
sponse that implied dissent. Of the 22 children who
did not recall additional details of the plausible false
event, only 6 echoed details provided, and 16 denied
that the event had occurred. Similarly, of the 35 chil-
dren who did not recall additional details of the im-
plausible false event, only 5 echoed details provided,
and 30 denied that the event had occurred. The low
rate of echoing and the similar pattern for echoing
versus denying for the plausible event and the im-
plausible event suggests that echoing responses per
se did not affect the overall pattern of recall results.

Several analyses were conducted on the number
and quality of the idea units recalled for true versus
false events. An idea unit was defined as an isolatable
elaborative detail that was recalled but had not been
presented in the scenario described. For each child,
the number of unique idea units recalled across days
1 and 2 were used in this analysis. Thus, if a child
simply repeated on day 2 what had been recalled on
day 1, no additional idea units were added beyond
the day 1 recall. The interrater reliability calculated
on 20% of the 156 events presented was reasonably
high, Cohen’s kappa = .87. One-tailed significance
tests were conducted on these data; the results are
presented in Table 2.

The following analyses are based on the mean
scores for the true and false events that were actually
recalled. Of the 18 children who remembered at least
one false event, significantly more idea units were re-
called for true events (M = 4.86) than for false events
(M = 3.06), t(17) = 2.36, p < .05. Of the 17 children
who recalled the plausible false event, significantly

Table2 Comparisons of the Mean Number of Idea Units Recalled
for the Various Event Types for Both Age Groups Combined?

Recalled Event Type Mean Number of Idea Units Recalled

True events 4.86* (3.07)

False events 3.06* (1.95)
(n = 18)

True events 5.06* (3.04)

Plausible false event 3.24* (1.95)
(n=17)

True events 3.00 (1.08)

Implausible false event 1.75 (.50)
(n=12)

Plausible false event 3.00 (0)

Implausible false event 1.67 (.58)

(n=3)

Note: Standard deviations are in parentheses.

?Because all children did not recall events of each type, different
numbers of children are included in each set of contrasts.

* Significant at p < .05, two-tailed.

more idea units were recalled for the true events (M =
5.06) than for the plausible false event (M = 3.24),
t(16) = 2.26, p < .05. The pattern of results was consis-
tent for the next two comparisons as well; however,
due to the small numbers of subjects in each condi-
tion, there was insufficient power to conduct statisti-
cal analyses. Of the four children who recalled the im-
plausible false event, more idea units were recalled
for true events (M = 3.0) than for the implausible false
event (M = 1.75), and of the three children who re-
called both false events, more idea units were recalled
for the plausible false event (M = 3.0) than for the im-
plausible false event (M = 1.67). Together these re-
sults suggest that the true events could be distin-
guished from the false events, even the plausible false
event, by the number of details recalled. Even when
children recalled a false event, they recalled signifi-
cantly fewer idea units about that event than they re-
called about the true events.

At the end of their last day of participation, each
child was asked, “How clearly do you remember this
time that you were lost in the mall?” and “How
clearly do you remember this time that you received
an enema?” Clarity ratings were not obtained for true
events. Response options ranged from 1 (do not re-
member this at all) to 4 (very clearly remember). For
the 38 children who answered this question, clarity
ratings were significantly higher for the plausible
false event (M = 2.13) than the implausible false event
(M =1.32), t(37) = 3.77, p < .001.

As the last step in the procedure, participants were
told, “One of these four memories never really hap-
pened. I just pretended that it did. Which of these
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things do you think never really happened?” Of the
28 children who identified one of the four events, 23
identified the implausible false event, 3 identified the
plausible false event, and 2 identified a true event.
This distribution of responses differed significantly
from chance, x2(2, N = 28) = 10.02, <.01. Thus, when
forced to identify the least likely event to have actu-
ally occurred, children in both age groups were far
more likely to select the implausible false event.

Several analyses were conducted to examine qual-
itative difference in the recall of the two age groups.
First, the number of idea units recalled for the plausi-
ble false event were compared for the 10 younger chil-
dren (M = 3.90 idea units) and the 7 older children
(M = 2.29) who recalled the plausible false event. This
difference was not significant, £(15) = 1.79. Second,
the number of idea units recalled for the implausible
false event was compared for the three younger chil-
dren (M = 1.67) and the one older child (M = 2.0) who
recalled the implausible false event. Given the small
sample size in this comparison, a significance test was
not possible. Next, clarity ratings for the plausible
false event were compared for the 18 younger chil-
dren (M = 2.5) and the 20 older children (M = 1.8)
who completed this part of the procedure. This differ-
ence was not significant, #(36) = 1.65. Finally, clarity
ratings for the implausible false event were compared
for the 18 younger children (M = 1.56) and the 20 older
children (M = 1.1) who completed this part of the pro-
cedure. This difference was not significant, £(36) = 1.87.
Thus, although the younger children tended to recall
more idea units than the older children and provide
higher clarity ratings for recalled items, none of these
differences was statistically significant.

DISCUSSION

This study tested the hypothesis that events will be
suggestively planted in children’s memory to the de-
gree that the suggested event is plausible and script-
relevant knowledge exists in memory. This hypothe-
sis was confirmed with the finding that across all 39
children, the more plausible event was more likely to
be planted in memory than the less plausible event.
Further, when forced to identify the least likely of the
four events to have actually occurred, children in
both age groups were far more likely to select the im-
plausible than the plausible false event. These find-
ings extend the results of Pezdek et al. (1997) to chil-
dren aged 5 to 7 and 9 to 12.

The finding that relatively plausible events are
more likely to be planted in memory than relatively
implausible events has implications for the cognitive
processes underlying suggestibility. The literature on
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script processing is useful for understanding these
cognitive processes. According to Graesser’s schema
copy plus tag model (Graesser, 1981; Graesser & Na-
kamura, 1982), every time a scripted activity is expe-
rienced, a specific memory trace is formed by the
comprehender. This memory trace contains a pointer
to an instantiated script that has been copied from a
permanent generic script. The instantiated script for
the specific episode includes all script-relevant ac-
tions that were explicitly triggered by the experienced
event as well as script-relevant actions that were trig-
gered by default as a result of script-based inferences
that occurred during comprehension.

Based on the interpretation of suggestibility of-
fered by Pezdek et al. (1997), if a person is presented
with a description of a specific instance of an event
and asked to verify whether this happened to them,
they would compare the instance as described with
their memory for related instances of that event to de-
termine if there is a match. The more overlap there is
between the information in the description and the
information in memory, the more likely it is that a
match will be indicated and the described event will
be reported as true. Thus, if the described event is an
implausible one, about which an individual is not
likely to have either specific episodic memory nor ge-
neric script-relevant knowledge, then it is less likely
to be verified as true than if the event is plausible. Ac-
cordingly, a description of a false event that is an epi-
sode of an implausible activity is less likely to be re-
ported as true than a description of a false event that
is an episode of a plausible activity.

Gentner and Collins (1981) reported a similar effect
that they referred to as the “lack of knowledge infer-
ence.” In this inference, a person who is trying to ver-
ify an assertion about another person’s experience as
true or false, uses their metaknowledge to reason that
the other person would certainly have remembered
the event if it was true; “if that had happened, they
certainly would have remembered it!” Therefore, if an
asserted event is implausible, and the other person
cannot remember it, this allows the conclusion that
the assertion must be false. In this study for example,
if a child did not know what an enema is nor how one
is administered, she is likely to make the lack of
knowledge inference that it thus must not have ever
happened to her or surely she would know some-
thing about it. The finding in this study that young
children are differentially vulnerable to suggestively
planted plausible versus implausible events, as are
older children and adults (in the study by Pezdek et
al., 1997), suggests that the “lack of knowledge infer-
ence” operates for young children as well as adults.
This is especially interesting in light of the fact that
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894 Child Development

young children generally have less script-relevant
knowledge in memory than do older children (Fi-
vush et al., 1992).

According to the Pezdek et al. (1997) interpretation
of how false events can be suggestively planted in
memory, once a false event is judged to be true, then
details of the generic script for the event as well as de-
tails from related episodes of the event can be “trans-
ported” to the memory for the suggested false event.
Thus, memory for the false event becomes developed
by this related information in memory. The results of
this study, however, suggest that there are significant
differences between children’s memories for true ver-
sus false events; recalled false events contained less
information than recalled true events. This result is
consistent with the results of Pezdek et al. who re-
ported that recall for false events contained less infor-
mation than recall for true events, and participants
were less confident with false events than with true
events that they could recall more information if
given more time. In addition, memories for recalled
false events were rated as less clear on average than
were memories for recalled true events. On the other
hand, Hyman and Pentland (1996) reported that rat-
ings of image clarity were similar for false and true
memories in their study. Thus, it appears that under
some conditions it may be more difficult to differenti-
ate between true and false memories.

The results of this study suggest developmental
differences in the general vulnerability to suggestibil-
ity. First, whereas 3 out of the 19 younger children
(16%) reported that they remembered both false
events, none of the older children did so. Also, devel-
opmental comparisons can be made based on the
probability of remembering the “lost in the mall”
plausible false event scenario that has now been used
in at least three different studies. Whereas 43.6% of
the children in this study remembered the false event
about being lost, 15% of the adults in the Pezdek et al.
(1997) study and 25% of the adults in the Loftus and
Pickrell (1995) study did so.

Nonetheless, the fact that children as well as adults
are more likely to falsely remember plausible false
events than implausible false events suggests that
similar cognitive processes underlie suggestibility for
children and adults. These results suggest that the lo-
cus of developmental differences in the suggestibility
of memory does not reside at the level of memory
processes or memory representations. Consequently,
we propose that developmental differences in the sug-
gestibility of memory are more likely based in chil-
dren’s heavier reliance on extramemorial social cues to
verify suggested events. Consistent with the approach
of Nelson (1993), because children’s autobiographical

memory is essentially a social-interactive process, the
social verification of a suggested event by a parent,
for example, is proposed to play a more critical part in
deciding whether a suggested event is true or false for
children than for adults.

This study reports that false memories are not
likely to be planted if they involve events that are rel-
atively implausible. Because the findings of Loftus
and Pickrell (1995) are frequently applied to cases in-
volving children’s memory for childhood sexual abuse
(Loftus, 1993), it is especially important to evaluate
the appropriateness of this generalization. The results
of this study suggest that for a given child, the rela-
tive ease of suggestively planting false memories for
childhood sexual abuse versus being lost in a mall
while shopping should be related to the relative plau-
sibility of these two events for the child. It should be
easier to plant false memories of childhood sexual
abuse with children for whom childhood sexual con-
tact with an adult is more plausible than with chil-
dren for whom childhood sexual contact with an
adult is less plausible. In conclusion, one should be
cautious to recognize that although it is possible to
plant false memories in children, and it appears that
false memories are more likely to be planted in chil-
dren than in adults, all memories are not equally
likely to be suggestively planted in memory. Children
with various degrees of prior experience and prior
knowledge will differ in their vulnerability to sug-
gestibility for specific events.

ADDRESSES AND AFFILITIATIONS

Corresponding author: Professor Kathy Pezdek, De-
partment of Psychology, Claremont Graduate Univer-
sity, Claremont, CA 91711; e-mail: kathy.pezdek@cgu.
edu. Danelle Hodge also is at Claremont Graduate
University.

REFERENCES

Bottoms, B. L., & Goodman, G. S. (Eds.). (1996). International
perspectives on child abuse and children’s testimony. Thou-
sand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Cassel, W. S., & Bjorklund, D. E. (1995). Developmental pat-
terns of eyewitness memory and suggestibility. Law and
Human Behavior, 19, 507-532.

Ceci, S.J., & Bruck, M. (1993). Suggestibility of the child wit-
ness: A historical review and synthesis. Psychological Bul-
letin, 113, 403—439.

Ceci, S. J., Huffman, M. L. C., Smith, E., & Loftus, E. F.
(1996). Repeatedly thinking about a non-event: Source of
misattributions among preschoolers. In K. Pezdek & W. P
Banks (Eds.), The recovered memory/false memory debate
(pp- 225-244). San Diego, CA: Academic Press.

This content downloaded from
174.249.178.176 on Sun, 01 Mar 2026 23:01:20 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Ceci, S.J., Ross, D. F, & Toglia, M. P. (1987), Suggestibility of
children’s memory: Psycholegal implications. Journal of
Experimental Psychology: General, 116, 38—49.

Fivush, R., Kuebli, J., & Clubb, P. (1992). The structure of
events and event representations. Child Development, 63,
188-201.

Fivush, R., & Slackman, E. (1986). The acquisition and de-
velopment of scripts. In K. Nelson (Ed.), Event knowledge:
Structure and function in development (pp. 71-96). Hills-
dale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Gentner, D., & Collins, A. (1981). Studies of inference from
lack of knowledge. Memory and Cognition, 9, 434—443.
Graesser, A. C. (1981). Prose comprehension beyond the word.

New York: Springer.

Graesser, A. C., & Nakamura, G. V. (1982). The impact of a
schema on comprehension and memory. In G. H. Bower
(Ed.), The psychology of learning and motivation: Advances
in research and theory (Vol. 16, pp. 59-109). New York:
Academic Press.

Pezdek and Hodge 895

Hyman, L. E,, Jr, Husband, T. H., & Billings, E. J. (1995).
False memories of childhood experiences. Applied Cogni-
tive Psychology, 9, 181-197.

Hyman, L. E,, Jr., & Pentland, J. (1996). The role of mental
imagery in the creation of false childhood memories.
Journal of Memory and Language, 35, 101-117.

Loftus, E. F. (1993). The reality of repressed memories.
American Psychologist, 48, 560-572.

Loftus, E. E, & Pickrell, J. E. (1995). The formation of false
memories. Psychiatric Annals, 25, 720-725.

Nelson, K. (1993). The psychological and social origins of
autobiographical memory. Psychological Science, 4, 1-8.

Pezdek, K., Finger, K., & Hodge, D. (1997). Planting false
childhood memories: The role of event plausibility. Psy-
chological Science, 8, 437—-441.

Pezdek, K., & Roe, C. (1997). The suggestibility of children’s
memory for being touched: Planting, erasing and chang-
ing memories. Law and Human Behavior, 21, 95-106.

This content downloaded from
174.249.178.176 on Sun, 01 Mar 2026 23:01:20 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



	Contents
	image 1
	image 2
	image 3
	image 4
	image 5
	image 6
	image 7
	image 8
	image 9

	Issue Table of Contents
	Child Development, Vol. 70, No. 4, Jul. - Aug., 1999
	Front Matter
	Empirical Articles
	Biobehavioral Development, Perception, and Action
	Behavioral Inhibition, Heart Period, and Respiratory Sinus Arrhythmia: An Attachment Perspective [pp.  805 - 816]
	Executive Functions in Young Children with Autism [pp.  817 - 832]

	Cognition and Language
	Representational Abilities and the Hearing Status of Child/Mother Dyads [pp.  833 - 852]
	Theory of Mind, Emotion Understanding, Language, and Family Background: Individual Differences and Interrelations [pp.  853 - 865]
	Reasoning about a Structured Object: Three- and Four-Year-Olds' Grasp of a "Borderline Case" and an "Unexcluded Middle" [pp.  866 - 871]
	Children's Understanding of Logical Inconsistency [pp.  872 - 886]
	Planting False Childhood Memories in Children: The Role of Event Plausibility [pp.  887 - 895]

	Personality and Social Development
	The Relation between Mothers' Hostile Attribution Tendencies and Children's Externalizing Behavior Problems: The Mediating Role of Mothers' Harsh Discipline Practices [pp.  896 - 909]
	Charting the Relationship Trajectories of Aggressive, Withdrawn, and Aggressive/Withdrawn Children during Early Grade School [pp.  910 - 929]
	The Structure of Achievement and Behavior across Middle Childhood [pp.  930 - 943]

	Relationships and Interactions
	Concurrent and Longitudinal Relations between Children's Playground Behavior and Social Preference, Victimization, and Bullying [pp.  944 - 954]
	A Developmental Perspective on Peer Rejection: Mechanisms of Stability and Change [pp.  955 - 966]

	Family, School, and Community
	African American Fathers in Low Income, Urban Families: Development, Behavior, and Home Environment of Their Three-Year-Old Children [pp.  967 - 978]
	Family Influences on Adaptive Development in Young Children with Down Syndrome [pp.  979 - 989]
	Family Context and Gender Role Socialization in Middle Childhood: Comparing Girls to Boys and Sisters to Brothers [pp.  990 - 1004]

	Culture and Environment
	Cultural Differences in Maternal Beliefs and Behaviors: A Study of Middle-Class Anglo and Puerto Rican Mother-Infant Pairs in Four Everyday Situations [pp.  1005 - 1016]
	Life Experiences among Urban Adolescents: Examining the Role of Context [pp.  1017 - 1029]
	Attitudes toward Family Obligations among American Adolescents with Asian, Latin American, and European Backgrounds [pp.  1030 - 1044]

	Back Matter [pp.  1045 - 1046]



