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couples leads to more false memories than collaborative 

remembering between strangers. 
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Research on memory conformity shows that collaborative remembering—typically in the 

form of discussion—can influence people’s memories. One question that remains unanswered 
is whether it matters with whom we discuss our memories. To address this question, we 
compared people’s memories for an event after they discussed that event with either their 
romantic partner or with a stranger. Pairs of subjects watched slightly different versions of a 
movie, and then discussed some details from the movie, but not others. Subjects were better at 
remembering the nondiscussed details than the discussed details, and this effect was even 
stronger for romantic partners. In other words, subjects who discussed the event with their 
romantic partner (rather than with a stranger) were more likely to report false memories. We 
discuss our findings in relation to other research on memory conformity, social influences on 
false memories, and memory systems within romantic relationships.  

 
  

We talk all the time. We talk to cultivate 
relationships (Lunch next week?). We talk to 
persuade (Let's buy that house). We talk with 
others with whom we have shared 
experiences, creating—as we do—joint 

accounts of those events, sometimes trying 
to settle on what "really" happened, or 
highlighting infuriating differences in what 
we remember (Ross, 1997; Wade & Garry, 
2005). Sometimes our inability to settle on 
what really happened has few 
consequences (No, you did not tell me to pick 
up the milk), but other times it has enormous 
consequences (Yes, officer, that is the man who 
attacked us.). Does it matter whether we talk 
about an event with a stranger or a 
romantic partner? That is the question we 
address in the study we present here.
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When people observe the same event, they 
rarely recall the same aspects of it. For 
example, a study about siblings’ memories for 
shared childhood experiences found that the 
vast majority (75%) of the details subjects 
remembered about the events were different 
to the details their sibling remembered 
(French, Sutherland, & Garry, 2006). We do 
not take in everything we see; we rarely 
remember everything we take in; and we 
often cannot describe everything we have 
remembered. Furthermore, memory is often 
goal-driven, so that people frequently talk 
about events in a way that does not accurately 
reflect their memory (Marsh, 2007; Marsh & 
Tversky, 2004). Thus, when people talk about 
events together, they may be exposed to some 
information that they did not originally take 
in or remember.  A growing body of research 
shows that when witnesses discuss an event 
together, they can mistakenly incorporate 
elements of each other's memories into their 
own memories (for example, Gabbert, 
Memon, & Allan, 2003; Gabbert, Memon, 
Allan, & Wright, 2004; Garry, French, Kinzett 
& Mori, 2007; Hoffman, Granhag, See, Kwong, 
& Loftus, 2001; Paterson & Kemp, 2006a; 
Wright, Self & Justice, 2000). To parallel the 
consequences of the real-life situations in 
which people remember different things 
about the same event, some memory 
conformity studies ask pairs of subjects to 
watch slightly different versions of an event 
and then discuss the event together. The usual 
result is that subjects later remember seeing 
things that their partner mentioned during the 
discussion, despite the fact that they never 
actually saw those things in their own version 
of the event (see Harris, Paterson & Kemp, 
this issue, for an excellent review of memory 
conformity research). This finding has 
obvious implications for the legal system, 
which relies on witnesses’ ability to accurately 
reconstruct crimes. Discussion between 
witnesses might alter what they remember 
and compromise their testimony. 

A survey conducted in Australia showed 
the concern that witnesses might talk to each 

other is a valid one; witnesses do discuss 
witnessed events together (Paterson & Kemp, 
2006b). In this survey, 86% of respondents 
who had witnessed a significant event (such 
as a crime or serious accident) reported 
discussing the event with another witness. 
Furthermore, the most frequent reason 
respondents gave for discussing the event 
with other witnesses was "providing 
information,” a finding that suggests 
witnesses may contaminate each other’s 
reports. 

Although Paterson and Kemp's (2006b) 
survey provides evidence that witnesses talk 
to each other, it does not tell us about the 
relationships among those witnesses nor the 
consequences those relationships might have 
on memory. For example, some witnesses 
may have discussed the crime with strangers 
who happened to be in the same place at the 
same time, whereas others may have 
discussed the crime with friends or partners 
who were with them at the time.   

Rather than induce certain beliefs or 
feelings in a laboratory setting, one way to 
examine the role of social factors on memory 
is to look at memory conformity in naturally 
occurring relationships. For example, 
romantic relationships are based on 
familiarity, trust and respect. Studying 
memory conformity in romantic couples, then, 
is a way to study the effects of a collection of 
social factors that have arisen without 
experimental intervention. In the experiment 
below, we asked people to watch an event, 
and then asked some of them to discuss it 
with their romantic partner, and others to 
discuss it with a stranger. Our primary 
interest was whether romantic partners would 
influence each other’s memories more than 
strangers would. 

Although there is no research that directly 
addresses this question, there are several 
bodies of research that speak to the issue. We 
first address research regarding social 
influences on the misinformation effect and 
then discuss several different lines of research 
from social psychology. 
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Misinformation Effect 
Loftus and colleagues developed the 

misinformation effect paradigm to examine 
how memory is affected when people access 
information about an event after that event 
has happened (Loftus, 1991; Loftus, Miller & 
Burns, 1978; see also Lindsay, 1990; 
McCloskey & Zaragoza, 1985). For example, 
eyewitnesses to a crime might see media 
reports, get information from the police, or 
talk to other witnesses. In a standard 
misinformation study, subjects see an event—
such as a traffic accident, read a narrative 
containing some misleading postevent 
information about that event, and then 
complete a memory test about the event. The 
typical result is that people recall the 
postevent information rather than what 
happened in the event, a finding that is 
commonly known as the misinformation 
effect (Tousignant, Hall, & Loftus, 1986).  

Several researchers have demonstrated 
social influences on the misinformation effect 
(for example, Echterhoff, Hirst & Hussy, 2005; 
Vornik, Sharman & Garry, 2003); Dodd and 
Bradshaw (1980) were among the first to do 
so. Dodd and Bradshaw asked subjects to 
watch a slide sequence of a car accident and 
then read a narrative about it. For subjects in 
the control group, there was no misleading 
information in the narrative. For the other two 
groups the narrative contained some 
misleading information. The crucial difference 
between these two groups was that half of the 
subjects were told that the narrative was an 
account provided to police by an innocent 
bystander, while the other half were told that 
it came from the driver that caused the 
accident. Subjects who read the innocent 
bystander’s account showed the typical 
misinformation effect, incorrectly reporting 
misleading postevent information. However, 
when the narrative was attributed to the 
guilty driver, there was no such effect: 
subjects did not report the misleading 
information any more than the control group. 
These findings suggest that people are able to 
resist the influence of misleading information 

when they judge that the source of the 
information is not credible. 

Vornik et al. (2003) found similar results 
when they manipulated the source of the 
misinformation in a more subtle way. 
Drawing on research that suggests accents 
provide information from which listeners can 
make social judgments (Luhman, 1990), 
Vornik et al. asked subjects to listen to the 
postevent information read in one of two 
accents. Although accent itself had no effect 
on memory, subjects' social appraisals of the 
speaker's power and social attractiveness were 
related to how misled they were.  

Taken together, these studies show that 
the source of the misleading postevent 
information is important. Thus, it seems likely 
that who we discuss an event with is also 
important. People might perceive their 
romantic partner as a more credible source 
than a stranger, and thus should be more 
influenced by what their romantic partner 
says than by what a stranger says. In fact, both 
the clinical and social psychology literatures 
provide evidence to predict that members of 
couples would be more influenced by each 
other than strangers would be. 
 Evidence from social psychology 

Research by Gottman and colleagues has 
shown that a major predictor of relationship 
success is the willingness to be influenced by 
one’s partner. More specifically, a husband 
who yields to his wife’s influence is more 
likely to have a satisfying and lasting 
relationship (Gottman, Coan, Carrere, & 
Swanson, 1998). Similarly, people maintain a 
variety of relationships by negotiating a 
“shared reality” of their past experiences, by 
agreeing on what “really” happened 
(Echterhoff, Higgins, & Groll, 2005; Hardin & 
Higgins, 1996). The couples in our study may 
be well practiced in yielding to each other’s 
influence, and incorporating their partner’s 
information into their own memories of the 
past; as a result, the couples in our study 
might be more likely to incorporate what they 
tell each other into their subsequent memory 
reports than strangers would be.  
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Another example from social psychology 
comes from research on transactive memory 
systems (Wegner, Giuliano, & Hertel, 1985). In 
close relationships, members have their own 
areas of expertise, and they know each other's 
areas of expertise. For example, one partner 
may be very good at remembering birthdays; 
the other may be good at remembering 
telephone numbers. Thus each individual's 
cognitive workload is decreased, and the 
information they can access is supplemented 
and broadened by their partner's memory.   

Several studies have demonstrated that 
people in intimate relationships benefit from 
transactive memory systems (Hollingshead 
1998a; 1998b; Wegner, Erber & Raymond, 
1991). For example, Wegner et al. (1991) 
recruited couples who had been together for 
at least three months, and found that they 
used each other as extensions of their own 
memories, outperforming pairs of strangers at 
remembering category exemplars in different 
areas of expertise (for example science, food, 
spelling). Similarly, Hollingshead (1998a, 
1998b) showed that for general knowledge 
tests and remembering word lists, couples 
working together outperformed pairs of 
strangers who worked together.  

Taken together, these different lines of 
research all lend support to the idea that 
members of couples may be more influenced 
by discussion with each other than strangers 
would be. Couples may be open to each 
other’s influence, they may be practiced at 
incorporating what their partner recalls about 
the past into their own memory, and they may 
rely on the other’s memory for the day-to-day 
functioning of their relationship.  

In the experiment we report here, we were 
interested in whether talking to different 
people about the past has different 
consequences for memory. Our objective was 
to determine if people who jointly observed 
an event would be more misled by what their 
romantic partner told them about that event 
than by what a stranger told them. To address 
this question, we recruited romantic couples 
and pairs of strangers. In keeping with other 

memory conformity research, we showed 
pairs of subjects ostensibly identical—yet in 
fact different versions—of a movie, before 
they discussed some aspects of the movie 
together (for example, Gabbert et al., 2003; 
Gabbert, Memon & Wright, 2006; Garry et al., 
2007; Wright et al., 2000). Finally, subjects 
completed an independent memory test; we 
used subjects’ answers on this test to compare 
memory for items they did not discuss 
(control items) with their memory for items 
they did discuss.  

If subjects adopt their partner’s misleading 
information from the discussion into their 
memory, it will hurt their accuracy for 
discussed items. In other words, subjects 
should be less correct when remembering 
items that they discussed than items that they 
did not discuss. Furthermore, if couples were 
more willing than strangers to take on 
misinformation reported by their partner, 
their memories for discussed items will be 
even worse than strangers’ memories. 

Method 
Design 

We used a 2 (relationship to discussion 
partner: couple vs. stranger) x 2 (item type: 
nondiscussed vs. discussed) mixed design 
Subjects 

Sixty-four people took part in the study; 
32 took part with someone who they had 
never met and 32 took part with their 
romantic partner.1 We recruited subjects via 
advertising around the university campus and 
in staff and student publications. In 
advertisements targeting romantic partners, 
we specifically asked for "monogamous 
heterosexual couples" who had been together 
for at least three months. We chose three 
months as the minimum relationship duration 
because it had been used in earlier studies on 

                                                
1 Two couples and one stranger pair were not included 
in the study because one member in each pair did not 
follow instructions; one person repeatedly tilted his 
head during the movie, and the other two made no 
attempt at filler tasks. A further two stranger pairs were 
excluded because of a fault with the digital voice 
recorder. The data we present is for the remaining 64 
subjects. 
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couples (for example, Wegner et al., 1991), 
however, we did not obtain any further 
information on relationship duration. Stranger 
pairs were always made up of one male 
subject and one female subject. 
Materials and Procedure 

We used an adaptation of a technique first 
reported by Mori (2003; see also Garry et al., 
2007). This method, called the MORI 
technique (Manipulation of Overlapping 
Rivalrous Images), presents one of two 
different movie versions simultaneously to 
each member of a subject pair, thus allowing 
the pair to experience the event together, 
while not realizing they each actually see 
something different. The two movies are 
separately projected onto a screen so that the 
images overlap. The images are polarized at 
90 degrees to each other; each person wears a 
pair of polarization glasses, allowing them to 
see the image from one projector, while 
blocking the image from the other. 

We told subjects that the study was about 
people's sensory impressions at different 
levels of visual acuity, and that their first task 
was to watch a movie. More specifically, at the 
beginning of the session we told them:  

We are interested in people’s 
sensory impressions at different 
levels of visual acuity. Visual 
acuity basically means how well 
you can see. So, right now you 
should both have 100% visual 
acuity either because your eyes 
work properly, or because you 
have correcting lenses on. We 
want to know what happens to 
people’s sensory impressions 
when their visual acuity is 
degraded by different amounts.  

 
While explaining the study, the 

experimenter brought the subjects' attention 
to the stack of boxes containing "acuity 
glasses.” Each box was labeled as though it 
contained different strength acuity glasses, for 
example, one box read "95% Acuity Glasses: 4 
pairs". In actual fact only the "95% Acuity" box 

contained glasses; the other boxes were 
empty, but were used to provide credibility to 
our cover story. We then told subjects:  

Today, you will both be in the 95% 
acuity condition, so that's not too 
different to normal vision. I will 
give you each a pair of 95% acuity 
glasses and I am going to show 
you a movie of a tradesman 
named Eric working in a house; I 
just want you to watch the movie 
through the glasses, and then we 
will do a couple of related tasks 
afterwards. You might find that 
things look a bit funny through 
the glasses, but don't worry—that 
is how they are supposed to work. 
We do find that people see best 
when they keep their head straight 
rather than tilted, so we ask that 
you keep your head as straight 
and still as possible while you 
watch the movie. If you already 
wear glasses, the acuity glasses 
should fit over the top.  

 
We then gave each subject a pair of 

polarization glasses from the 95% Acuity box. 
There were three phases to the study; in the 
first phase, subjects watched the movie. The 
movie versions were adapted from Takarangi, 
Parker and Garry (2006), and show an 
electrician ("Eric") who is supposed to be 
working in an unoccupied house. During the 
movie Eric strays from his duties, wanders 
around the house, delves into personal 
possessions, and steals various items. The 
movie is identical across both versions except 
for eight critical differences (see Table 1 for a 
summary of the critical items). The original 
movie was digitally altered using 
Commotion© software to create the eight 
critical items. For example, in one version of 
the movie, Eric tries on a black baseball cap, 
and in the other version he tries on a red 
baseball cap. The movie has no audio, and 
runs for 6 minutes 34 seconds.  
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The two movie versions were each played 
on a separate Apple iBook PowerPC G4; each 
iBook was connected to a NEC ViewLight 
Mobile DPL projector, model LT75ZJ, and the 
two images were projected onto the rear of a 
semi-transparent projection screen. The rear 
projection screen consisted of a 1.22m x 1.82m 
wooden panel with a 29cm x 38cm cutout 
holding the semi-transparent screen and hid 
the rest of the equipment from view. Two 
projectors were mounted one above the other 
in a metal stand, each tilted slightly towards 
the screen so that the two images overlapped. 
One movie version was polarized along the 
horizontal plane by attaching a polarizing 
filter horizontally to the projector stand in 
front of the lens. The other image was 
polarized vertically by doing the same with 
another filter placed at 90 degrees. One 
member of each pair wore glasses that 
allowed him or her to see the horizontally 
polarized image while blocking the vertically 
polarized image, and the other person wore 
glasses that did the opposite. Subjects sat side-
by-side at a table facing the rear projection 
screen for the duration of the study. After 
watching the movie, subjects completed a 12-
minute filler logic puzzle. 

In the second phase of the study, subjects 
were asked to talk about what they saw in the 
movie. The twelve discussion questions were 
presented one at a time on the rear projection 
screen, and subjects discussed each one. Each 
question asked about a detail from the movie 
and provided five alternative answers. For 
example, "Eric tried on a ____ cap: Blue; Black; 
Green; Red; Grey”. Four of the twelve 
questions targeted critical items; for these four 
questions, the correct answer for each version 
appeared in the list of five alternatives. The 
other four critical items were not mentioned 
during the discussion, and served as the 
nondiscussed control items at test. The 
remaining eight discussion questions were 
fillers, and were not mentioned again. Critical 
items were fully counterbalanced so each 
served equally often as a discussed and 
nondiscussed item. 

 

Critical Item Version 1 Version 2 

Logo on Eric’s van RJ’s Electricians AJ’s Electricians 

Bed in first room Made Unmade 

Drink from fridge Coke Pepsi 

Colour of mug White Green 

Colour of cap Black Red 

Magazine Time Newsweek 

Checked time on: Wall clock Wristwatch 

Looked at picture 
of: 

Leaning Tower 
of Pisa 

Eiffel Tower 

 
Table 1. Critical differences between movie versions. 
 
The experimenter recorded subjects’ 

conversations using an Olympus digital voice 
recorder, and also noted down subjects’ 
answers during the discussion. Subject-pairs 
were asked to discuss the questions together, 
figure out the answer, and tell the 
experimenter what answer they decided on. If 
the subjects could not agree on an answer, 
they were permitted to give separate answers. 
Pilot testing showed that pairs of people 
generally answered the questions within 30 
seconds, so to ensure they had ample time, 
subjects were given up to one minute to 
discuss each question, and were warned when 
they had 10 seconds remaining. After the 
subjects told the experimenter their answer(s), 
the experimenter displayed the next question. 
After the discussion, subjects completed long-
multiplication problems as a filler task for a 
further three minutes.  

Finally, subjects completed a surprise 20-
item two-alternative forced choice pen and 
paper recognition test independently. Eight of 
the twenty items referred to the critical items. 
For these eight questions, the two alternatives 
offered were the two correct answers from the 
different versions of the movie.2 The 
remaining twelve filler questions referred to 
details that had not previously been 

                                                
2 Thus, random responding to critical items on the 
recognition test would yield a proportion correct score 
of 0.5 (50%). 
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mentioned. After each question, subjects used 
a scale to rate how confident they were that 
their answer was correct, where 1 = not at all 
confident, and 5 = very confident. At the 
completion of the study, subjects were 
thanked for their time, given a voucher and 
debriefed. 

Results and Discussion 
Sixteen romantic couples and sixteen pairs 

of strangers completed the study, however, all 
data were analyzed on an individual level, 
yielding a total of 64 subjects. We analysed 
subjects’ responses on the independent 
recognition test to see whether discussion 
with a romantic partner or a stranger 
influenced memory for the event. 
Filler Questions and Discussion Duration 

Before addressing the primary purpose of 
the study, we examined memory for the 
twelve filler items, to make sure the members 
of couples and members of stranger pairs 
performed equally well on the independent 
memory test.  Indeed, there were no 
differences in accuracy between the groups, M 
= 10.13 correct (84%), SD = 1.24; M = 10.22 
correct (85%), SD = 1.16 respectively; t (63) = 
.31, p = .76. There was also no evidence that 
subjects felt rushed to choose an answer 
during the discussion—if they did, then we 
should see most pairs taking close to the full 
12 minutes allowed. In fact, no one took the 
maximum time to discuss the questions; 
discussion duration ranged 2.54 to 8.03 min, 
M = 5.03 min, SD = 1.11. However, couples 
took longer than stranger pairs to complete 
the discussion, M = 5.27 min, SD = 0.82; M = 
4.42 min, SD = 1.39 respectively; t (62) = 2.97, 
p < .01, Cohen’s d = 0.75.3 This finding might 
mean that couples were more willing to argue 
when they did not agree, thus extending the 
discussion time. We will return to this finding 
later.  

Before we could turn to our research 
question—whether members of couples 
wielded more influence over each other’s 
memories than strangers did—we needed to 
determine what the discussion partners told 
                                                
3 Effect sizes were calculated using G*Power v3.0 

each other during the discussion. In 
misinformation studies, subjects typically read 
or listen to a narrative containing misleading 
information (Dodd & Bradshaw, 1980; 
Echterhoff et al., 2005; Lindsay, 1990; Loftus, 
1991; Loftus et al., 1978; McCloskey & 
Zaragoza, 1985; Vornik et al., 2003); thus the 
experimenters have complete control of the 
information that subjects are exposed to. In 
our study, the method was not so simple; we 
relied on each subject to expose another 
subject to the misleading information, and we 
had no control over whether they did so. We 
used the experimenter’s written record of 
subjects’ discussion answers, and transcripts 
of the digital voice files to determine what 
was said during the discussion. 

In fact, subjects were exposed to the 
misinformation 154 out of a possible 256 times 
(60%). This exposure rate is similar to Garry et 
al. (2007). Because each subject was exposed to 
a different number of misleading details, we 
calculated—for each subject—a proportion-
correct score for discussed and nondiscussed 
items. We use the word nondiscussed to refer to 
control items, those items that subjects were 
not asked about at all during the discussion. 
For the discussed items, we counted only the 
154 instances in which subjects were exposed 
to the misinformation during discussion; we 
refer to these details as discussed items. The 
remaining 102 instances where subjects were 
asked about a given detail during the 
discussion, but were not exposed to the 
misinformation, do not speak to our research 
question, and thus were not included in our 
analyses. This non-exposure occurred because 
subjects did not always assert the correct 
answer from their version of the movie during 
the discussion; sometimes subjects provided 
an incorrect answer either because they 
guessed or because they were mistaken, and 
sometimes they simply agreed with what their 
partner said without offering an alternative 
answer.  

We found that members of couples and of 
stranger pairs were equally likely to expose 
each other to misinformation during the 
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discussion; of the 154 instances, members of 
couples were exposed to misinformation 76 
times (49%) and members of stranger pairs 
were exposed 78 times (51%). Members of 
couples and stranger pairs were also equally 
likely to dispute what their partner said when 
they were exposed to the misinformation 
during discussion: members of couples 
disputed what their partner told them 39 
times (of 76; 51%); members of stranger pairs 
disputed what their partner told them 36 
times (of 78; 46%).  

Did couples wield more influence over 
each other’s memories than strangers did? The 
answer is yes. As Figure 1 shows, members of 
couples and members of stranger pairs were 
good at remembering nondiscussed items, 
and both groups were worse at remembering 
items they had discussed than those they had 
not discussed. In other words, in the 
independent memory test, subjects 
remembered what their partner had told them 
about the event rather than what they 
personally saw. Importantly, however, 
members of couples were even worse at 
remembering items that they had discussed 
with their partner than members of stranger 
pairs were. These results tell us that subjects 
incorporated misleading details from each 
other’s recall into their own memory and they 
were even more likely to do so when they 
discussed the event with their romantic 
partner than with a stranger, F (1, 61) = 5.39, p 
= 0.02, ηp2 = .08. 
Retention Interval 

Recall that couples took longer than 
stranger pairs to complete the discussion, thus 
increasing the retention interval for couples 
over strangers. A well-established finding in 
the misinformation effect literature is that the 
longer the retention interval between the 
original event and the memory test, the more 
misled subjects tend to be (Loftus et al., 1978). 
Perhaps, then, couples were more misled not 
because of their relationship to each other, but 
simply as a consequence of an increased 
retention interval, which in turn caused 
poorer event memory and thus increased 

susceptibility to misleading suggestion. If so, 
then members of couples should also show 
poorer memory for nondiscussed items. In 
fact, they did not: members of couples and of 
stranger pairs remembered nondiscussed 
items equally well, M = 0.73, SD = 0.25; M = 
0.75, SD = 0.22 respectively; t (63) = 0.27, p = 
0.79. This finding suggests that the increased 
retention interval did not cause our effect. 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Proportion of correct responses by couples 
and strangers for nondiscussed and discussed critical 
items. 

 
Another counter explanation for our 

results is that the couples used the extra time 
they took in the discussion to marshal 
evidence in an attempt to persuade the other. 
To examine this possibility, we conducted 
correlation analyses between discussion 
length and accuracy for discussed details in 
the recognition test. For stranger pairs, there 
was no relationship between how accurate 
members were at remembering discussed 
details and how long they took to complete 
the discussion. However, there was a 
relationship for couples; the longer couples 
took to complete the discussion, the more 
likely members of the pair were to give the 
correct answer for discussed details, r = .45, p 
= .01, (95% CI = .07 < x < .67). In other words, 
there is no support for the hypothesis that 
increased discussion duration led members of 
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couples to be more persuaded by their 
partners. Instead, the correlation suggests that 
romantic partners who spent extra time 
discussing the details were arguing with each 
other and holding their ground, and as a 
result were less likely to be misled by what 
their partner said. 
Confidence 

Although our analyses thus far tell us that 
members of couples were more likely than 
members of stranger pairs to incorporate 
incorrect information from the discussion into 
their memory report, they do not tell us 
anything about subjects’ subjective experience 
of their memories. To address this issue, we 
examined subjects’ confidence in their 
answers to the memory test. First we focused 
on confidence for responses to items that had 
or had not been discussed, and found that 
there was no interaction with relationship 
type: whether subjects were paired with their 
romantic partner or a stranger had no effect 
on their confidence for either discussed items 
or nondiscussed items, F (1, 61) = 0.01, p = .90. 
However, there was a main effect for 
relationship type: members of couples were 
more confident about their answers to both 
discussed and nondiscussed items than were 
members of stranger pairs, M = 3.65, SD = 
0.58; M = 3.32, SD = 0.55 respectively; t (61) = 
2.27, p = .03, Cohen’s d = 0.58.  

We found a similar pattern of results 
when we looked at subjects’ confidence for 
true memories (their correct responses on 
nondiscussed items) and false memories (their 
incorrect responses on discussed items). There 
was no interaction between relationship type 
and subjects’ confidence in their correct and 
incorrect answers: whether subjects were 
paired with their romantic partner or a 
stranger had no effect on their confidence for 
either true memories or false memories, F (1, 
49) = 1.30, p = .26. However, there was a main 
effect for relationship type: members of 
couples were more confident overall about 
both their true and false memories than 
strangers were, M = 3.85, SD = 0.67; M = 3.23, 
SD = 0.52 respectively; t (49) = 3.58, p < .01, 

Cohen’s d = 1.03. This result fits well with our 
overall confidence data showing that couples 
were more confident in their responses, 
whether or not they discussed those specific 
items, and whether or not their response was 
correct. It is possible that the couples in our 
study were used to verifying the past with 
each other, and through previous experience, 
the verification boosted their confidence in 
memory for all details of the event, regardless 
of whether they actually discussed those 
specific details. Alternatively, it might be that 
merely watching the event with one’s 
romantic partner leads to greater confidence 
about memory for that event.  

Both couples and strangers were more 
confident in their responses to items that they 
did discuss than those they did not, M = 3.61, 
SD = 0.73; M = 3.36, SD = 0.76 respectively; t 
(62) = 2.08, p = .02, Cohen’s d = 0.34, providing 
evidence that social verification works to 
boost confidence. Finally, couples and 
strangers were more confident about their 
true than their false memories, M = 3.77, SD = 
0.91; M = 3.57, SD = 0.68 respectively; t (50) = 
2.85, p < .01, Cohen’s d = 0.25. 
Discussion factors 

We also examined the possibility that 
other factors, aside from relationship, were 
associated with who was misled. First we 
describe similarities and differences between 
the couples and pairs of strangers in their 
discussions, and then we discuss which of the 
discussion factors predict whether a subject 
was misled or not. 

Similarities and differences. Recall that we 
had no control over whether subjects were 
exposed to the misinformation during 
discussion; they were ultimately exposed to 
misinformation on 154 out of a possible 256 
instances (60%). Of those instances, subjects 
went on to use the misinformation to answer 
the independent recognition test 56% of the 
time; members of couples were more likely to 
use the misinformation as an answer in the 
test (68%) than were strangers (45%). 

 Subjects were more likely to answer with 
the misinformation in the independent 
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recognition test when they had previously 
used that information as their answer during 
the discussion. In fact, after using the 
misinformation as an answer during the 
discussion, subjects went on to use it as an 
answer at test 87% of the time, suggesting 
informational influence (Deutsch & Gerard, 
1955). In other words, subjects incorporated 
their partner’s information into their own 
memory report because they believed it was 
accurate and reliable. Perhaps more 
interesting were the remaining 13%—subjects 
who answered with the misinformation 
during discussion, but then reverted to the 
correct answer from their own version of the 
event during the independent recognition test. 
These subjects produced a pattern suggesting 
normative influence, a case of going along with 
their partner during the discussion for social 
reasons, but privately changing their answer 
at test (see Deutsch & Gerard, 1955, for a 
discussion of these influences). In fact, when 
we classified these data by couples and 
strangers, we found that not one subject who 
took part with their romantic partner 
exhibited normative influence: instead, 100% 
of the time that members of couples used the 
misinformation as an answer during the 
discussion, they used the same information as 
an answer on their independent test. Members 
of stranger pairs on the other hand exhibited 
normative influence 25% of the time, using the 
misinformation during discussion, but later 
reporting something different. 

In a related vein, we found that subjects 
sometimes used the misinformation as their 
answer during the independent test, even 
though they gave a different answer during 
the discussion, and this behavior was 
especially true for members of couples. Of the 
instances that members of stranger pairs did 
not use the misinformation as an answer 
during the discussion phase, 6% of the time 
they later decided to use that information as 
an answer in the independent test; members 
of couples did so 29% of the time, Z = 2.54, p < 
.01. 

Finally, we looked at the role of dispute. 
Of the instances where subjects agreed to use 
the misinformation as an answer during the 
discussion, 19% were preceded by dispute 
about the answer, and again this pattern was 
more likely for members of couples (24%) 
than members of stranger pairs (14%), 
although this difference was not significant, Z 
= 1.21, p = .11. Put another way, of the 
instances that subjects disputed what their 
partner said during the discussion, 21% ended 
with them using the misinformation as an 
answer; again, this pattern was greater for 
members of couples (26%) than members of 
stranger pairs (17%), although again, the 
difference was not significant, Z = 0.95, p = 
.17. 

Although subjects from couples and 
stranger pairs were equally exposed to 
misinformation during discussion, and 
equally likely to dispute with each other, these 
data suggest that subjects’ experiences of the 
discussion were influenced by their 
relationship to each other. Couples never 
went along with their partner just to be polite, 
or to “keep the peace”—or if they did, they 
maintained that behavior even in an 
independent memory test. Furthermore, when 
couples refused to answer with the 
misinformation during discussion, they were 
more likely than strangers to use that same 
information at a later stage, on the 
independent recognition test. 

What factors predict accuracy? We turn now 
to our analysis of whether discussion factors 
predicted accuracy in the face of misleading 
suggestion. Other research has shown that the 
person who speaks first during a discussion is 
more likely to mislead the second speaker 
than vice versa, and that people are more 
likely to be misled when they do not dispute 
what their discussion partner tells them than 
when they do (Gabbert et al., 2006). Similarly, 
in our earlier work, (Garry et al., 2007), we 
found that subjects who disputed the accuracy 
of misleading suggestions during discussion 
were less likely to be misled than those that 
did not dispute them, and subjects who 
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previously used the misleading information as 
an answer during discussion were more likely 
to be misled than those who settled on 
another answer. However, in that study, 
unlike in Gabbert et al. (2006), whether 
subjects spoke first during the discussion 
made no difference to whether or not they 
were later misled on that detail.  

We addressed similar questions by doing 
a nominal logistic regression to see which 
factors predicted whether a subject was 
misled on a given critical item. To conduct the 
regression, we assumed independence of item 
responses (Wright, 1998), and looked at only 
the 154 instances that subjects were exposed 
to misinformation. We then analyzed 
transcripts of the discussion to determine 
three factors: [1] whether the subject spoke 
first in trying to answer the critical question; 
[2] whether the subject disputed what their 
partner said during the discussion of that 
item; and [3] whether the subject used the 
misinformation as their final answer in the 
discussion. We entered these three 
dichotomous factors, along with sex and 
relationship to discussion partner (couple or 
stranger) into the regression to predict 
whether a subject was misled on a given item 
on the independent recognition test.  

The regression produced four important 
results. First, the primary predictor of being 
misled on a given item was prior usage, χ2 (1, 
N = 154) = 18.06, p < .01. More specifically, the 
odds ratio showed that a subject who used the 
misinformation as an answer during the 
discussion was 121 times more likely to be 
misled in the final recognition test than if he 
or she answered with one of the other four 
alternative answers listed for that discussion 
question. 

The second predictor was the relationship 
the subjects had to their discussion partner, χ2 
(1, N = 154) = 12.94, p < .01; subjects who took 
part with their romantic partner were 27 times 
more likely to be misled than those who took 
part with a stranger. Third, when people took 
part with their romantic partner, they were 
four times more likely to be misled if they did 

not dispute what their partner told them 
during discussion, than if they did dispute it, 
as shown by the interaction, χ2 (1, N = 154) = 
3.74, p = .05. Finally, there was a trend that 
subjects who spoke first when discussing a 
critical item were three times less likely to be 
misled than those who did not, χ2 (1, N = 154) 
= 3.37, p = .07. There was no effect for sex: 
men and women were equally likely to be 
misled.  

These results fit with earlier work on 
memory conformity (Gabbert et al., 2006; 
Garry et al., 2007): prior usage, speaking first 
and disputing what someone tells you can 
predict whether you will later remember 
seeing the information that was only passed 
on to you during discussion. Furthermore, 
consistent with the major results above, 
people who discussed an event with someone 
they were romantically involved with were far 
and away more likely to be misled by the 
information provided during discussion, than 
someone who encountered that same 
information from a stranger.  

Our results fit with work on the 
misinformation effect, and the importance of 
the source of information in determining the 
consequences for memory (Dodd & 
Bradshaw, 1980; Echterhoff et al., 2005; Vornik 
et al., 2003). Furthermore, these results fit with 
the social psychology literature that suggests 
couples might be skilled in accepting their 
partner’s influence, and be practiced in 
relying on each other’s memories to create a 
shared account of the past, and to help their 
relationship function effectively (Gottman et 
al., 1998; Hardin & Higgins, 1996; 
Hollingshead 1998a; 1998b; Wegner et al., 
1991). Although our findings fit with these 
studies, we did not obtain any measure of 
relationship duration, relationship 
satisfaction, areas of expertise within the 
relationship (that is, evidence of specific 
transactive memory systems) or gauge how 
the couples talked about their shared past. 
One avenue for future research could be to 
investigate to what extent measures such as 
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these can predict how misled couples will be 
in a study like this one. 

Although relying on each other’s 
memories might give couples an advantage by 
way of their decreased cognitive workload, 
our study shows they can also experience a 
disadvantage in memory accuracy when their 
partner gives them incorrect information. The 
mechanisms driving the (negative) effect we 
found in our study might also work to 
improve memory accuracy outside of this 
specific experimental situation. Because we do 
not remember everything we see, we can 
increase our ability to report accurate 
information about an event via the same 
mechanisms through which we incorporate 
inaccurate information. These mechanisms 
often operate to confer benefit in the real 
world, but sometimes end up producing 
negative effects— such as those found in our 
study. Additionally, we investigated only the 
negative effects of discussion on memory by 
creating a kind of no-win situation: 
information correctly reported by one 
member of a subject pair was incorrect if 
adopted by another member of the pair. In 
short, whether discussion leads to a positive 
or negative outcome on memory depends in 
part on the accuracy of the information 
conveyed during the discussion. Regardless of 
whether the outcome is a more accurate 
memory or a less accurate memory, 
understanding the underlying mechanisms 
and the factors that influence them is an 
interesting and worthy avenue for future 
research. Another question for future research 
is to examine how discussion with different 
people might influence not only the details of 
people’s memories, but also their evaluations 
and experiences of those memories (Lindsay, 
Wade, Hunter & Read, 2004); for example, 
perhaps the emotions associated with a 
memory might be more susceptible to 
influence through discussion with a romantic 
partner, than with an unfamiliar therapist or 
doctor. 

Often, when people discuss events 
together, they do so with someone they know 

rather than with a stranger. If people are even 
more susceptible to memory distortion when 
someone they know provides the misleading 
information, memory conformity studies to 
date (which do not account for relationship) 
may underestimate the true effect of 
discussion on memory. Our results show that 
when people talk with an intimate partner 
they have the potential to become not only 
less accurate, but also more confident in their 
memories. This situation could have serious 
consequences for the legal system. Court cases 
often rely on multiple witnesses who know 
each other, have ample opportunities to talk 
together about the case and their testimony, 
and may be motivated to create a consistent 
account. Multiple witnesses may recall highly 
consistent stories as a result of post-event 
discussion, rather than as a result of their 
memory of the event. In doing so their 
consistency with other people’s reports may 
convince them of their own accuracy, 
increasing their confidence in their memories 
(Luus & Wells, 1994). Importantly, when a 
witness’ memory report is corroborated by 
another witness’ testimony, the report appears 
more credible to other people (Pickel, 1993). In 
addition, confident witnesses seem more 
credible to other people (Bradfield & Wells, 
2000; Brewer & Burke, 2002). As a result, 
jurors may give the consistent and confidently 
told reports more credit than they are due 
when weighing up the evidence in a case. 
Although our results speak specifically to the 
contamination of memory when eyewitnesses 
incorporate inaccurate details into their 
reports, people may be equally likely to 
incorporate accurate details into their 
memories. In this case, an eyewitness’ report 
would become more accurate, more 
informative, and just like in the example 
above more consistent, more confidently told, 
more credible—by all accounts the 
hypothetical eyewitness report would be 
better. It remains a matter for debate whether 
the memory reports in this case should be 
considered accurate simply because the new 
information happened to be accurate.  



COUPLES’ FALSE MEMORIES      13 
 

Discussion and social verification might 
work to help us remember more than we 
otherwise would—our results suggest that 
sometimes this memory mechanism might 
work to sweep up inaccurate details. In 
normal everyday life, such a mechanism 
seems beneficial, providing a means to boost 
our memories. In other arenas (such as the 
criminal justice system) where memory 
accuracy is paramount, the same mechanism 
could create problems. We believe our study 
highlights a potential starting point for the 
formation of collective memories—people, 
especially people in relationships, influence 
each other’s memory of the past via 
discussion; as a result their memories become 
more similar to each other’s, more consistent 
and collectively shared. 
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