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1. Who was once in the 
army? 

a. John b. Dan c. Both 
 

2. Who was German?  
a. John b. Dan c. Both 
 

3. Which story takes place 
on a Thursday? 

a. John b. Dan c. Both 

  

 

Similar Stimuli and Misattribution
McNeese, T.

Fort Lewis College

In this study I investigated the memory error known as misattribution. I examined how one may unconsciously 

transfer aspects of one memory into another. More specifically I looked at the occurrence of misattribution when 

there are similar details in the presented stimuli (two memories). Will those presented with similar details 

display misattribution more than those presented with non-similar details? Similar to a previous study, half of the 

participants were given two stories with the main character having the same name, while the other half received 

stories containing different names. Participants were then asked to perform a recognition task regarding the 

details from the stories. The results indicate that there was not a significant difference between the two groups. 

There was a small difference in the mean scores between the two groups, with those in the group with the same 

name actually scoring slightly higher. This reveals that the results are due to chance. The results indicate that 

misattribution will not occur when participants are asked to recognize details from a short memory that is two 

paragraphs in length and the similarity is the name of the main character.

o Misattribution is the unconscious transfer of aspects of one 

memory into another memory

o Why does misattribution occur?

• When recalling a memory, we may combines details from 

multiple memories

• We confuse or forget the source in which the memory or 

information came from

• We may bind every piece of a single memory into one package

o Familiarity and similarity of details among memories increases the 

likelihood for misattribution
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Experiment Results

Conclusion
o Similar stimuli in memories, such as having the same name, 

does not significantly affect the occurrence of misattribution

o Particular similarities in things such as gender, age, name, and 

context may affect the strength and likelihood of misattribution

o There may be a positive relationship between the length of the 

memory and the occurrence of misattribution. 

o There may be a positive relationship between the number of 

details and the occurrence of misattribution.

(Word Remembered)

Experiment
 Manipulate the names of the character in each story to create one 

group that receives stories with the same name and another group 

that receives stories with different names (control group)

 To assess memory, participants complete recognition task in 

regard to story details

 Measure the mean number of correct answers for each group to 

determine occurrence of memory errors (misattribution)

 Compare scores to see which group has a higher occurrence of 

misattribution

Hypothesis
 Participants receiving similar stimuli will misattribute more than 

those receiving stimuli that is not similar

 Those in the group reading stories with the same name will have 

lower mean scores (recall less) on the recognition task

 Independent-samples t test

 It was found that those in Group 1, who read stories with 

different names (M=4.61, SD=1.67, N=23), did not score 

significantly higher compared to those in Group 2, who read 

stories with the same name (M=4.79, SD=1.44, N=19) 

** The image represents three of the questions on the recognition task for Group 1. Group 2 differed in that the 

first question listed options as “John L. (from Story 1)” and “John R. (from Story 2)” instead of “John” and 

“Dan”. The following six questions in Group 2 referred to the different characters as “John L.” and “John R.”

* Story 1 was identical in both Group 1 and Group 2. Story 2 was the same in both groups with the only 

difference being the name of the main character. Both group’s packet stated that the characters were different 

people.

*

**

Mean Number of Correct Answers on the Recognition Task


