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Abstrac t 

Severa l  line s o f  researc h hav e suggeste d tha t 
informatio n previousl y integrate d int o memor y ca n 
influenc e inference s an d judgments ,  eve n whe n mor e 
recen t  informatio n discredit s it .  A  firs t  experimen t 
teste d th e predictio n tha t  informatio n providin g causa l 
structure ,  versu s bein g mentione d bu t  otherwis e 
unintegrate d int o th e account ,  woul d lea d t o mor e 
influence ,  an d foun d tha t  subject s use d bot h discredite d 
and vali d informatio n affordin g causa l  structur e t o 
make inferences ,  bu t  no t  incidentall y mentione d 
informatio n wit h th e sam e conten t  Experimen t  2  foun d 
tha t  whe n a  plausibl e causa l  alternativ e accompanie d 
th e correction ,  subject s showe d les s influenc e fro m th e 
discredite d informatio n tha n whe n th e correctio n simpl y 
negate d earlie r  information .  Th e findings  sugges t  tha t 
th e continue d influenc e o f  discredite d informatio n 
depend s o n th e causa l  structur e i t  affords . 

I n th e cours e o f  understandin g a n event ,  on e m a y 
ofte n lear n "facts "  tha t  late r  tur n ou t  t o b e fals e o r 
unfounded ;  ideally ,  on e woul d wan t  t o the n eliminat e 
any effect s o f  thi s discredite d informatio n o n futur e 
reasonin g an d understandin g processes .  However , 
many previou s studie s (e.g. ,  Ross ,  Lepper ,  &  Hubbard , 
1975 ;  W y e r  &  Budesheim ,  1987 )  hav e foun d tha t 
despit e instruction s t o disregar d certai n information ,  i t 
stil l  result s i n continue d influenc e o n subjects ' 
judgment s an d inferences ,  a s compare d t o subject s w h o 
neve r  receive d tha t  information .  Thi s continue d 
influenc e effec t  occur s despit e evidenc e tha t  subject s d o 
notic e th e discreditin g (Carrett a &  Moreland ,  1983 ; 
Ross ,  e t  al. .  1975 ;  Wilke s &  Leatherbarrow ,  1988) ,  an d 
tha t  the y d o mak e th e connectio n betwee n th e disregar d 
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instructio n an d th e informatio n i t  refer s t o (Johnso n & 
Seifert ,  1992 ;  Wilke s &  Leatherbarrow ,  1988) .  I n 
addition ,  whil e som e studie s hav e suggeste d tha t  th e 
continue d influenc e result s fro m a  failur e t o 
successfull y edi t  pre-correctio n inference s base d o n th e 
eventually-discredite d informatio n (Anderson ,  Lepper , 
& Ross ,  1980 ;  Ross ,  e t  al. ,  1975 ;  W y e r  &  Budesheim , 
1987) ,  Johnso n an d Seifer t  (1992 )  demonstrate d tha t  th e 
continue d influenc e effec t  ca n als o aris e du e t o 
inference s tha t  subject s coul d hav e mad e onl y afte r  th e 
correction ,  whe n th e informatio n ha d alread y bee n 
discredited . 

W hy migh t  discredite d informatio n continu e t o 
influenc e late r  reasoning ? O n e possibl e explanatio n i s 
tha t  subject s m a y hav e use d th e informatio n bein g 
discredite d t o construc t  a  connecte d causa l  chai n (Va n 
de n Broek ,  1990) ,  providin g a  basi s fo r  furthe r 
inference s abou t  th e accoun t  (Graesse r  &  Clark ,  1985 ; 
Havilan d &  Clark ,  1974 ;  Kintsch ,  1988) .  W h e n 
subject s hav e n o alternat e wa y t o structur e a n accoun t 
coherently ,  the y m a y continu e t o rel y o n th e discredite d 
informatio n an d bas e furthe r  inference s o n it .  I n 
mak in g a n inference ,  on e m a y searc h one' s 
representatio n o f  th e accoun t  fo r  a n anteceden t  tha t 
satisfie s causa l  constraint s suc h a s sufficienc y an d 
operativit y (Trabass o &  va n de n Broek ,  1985) ,  an d m a y 
find  th e accoun t  har d t o structur e o r  exten d withou t 
usin g th e discredite d information .  Thus ,  on e m a y 
retriev e th e discredite d informatio n an d us e i t  becaus e i t 
provide s connection s tha t  structur e th e account ,  whic h 
migh t  otherwis e remai n fragmented .  I f  thi s explanatio n 
holds ,  les s influenc e fro m discredite d informatio n 
woul d b e expecte d whe n a  correctio n present s a n 
alternativ e tha t  woul d als o provid e causa l  structur e t o 
th e account ;  on e coul d incorporat e thi s alternativ e an d 
stil l  maintai n a  coheren t  understanding . 

However ,  a n alternat e hypothesi s i s tha t  th e shee r 
availabilit y o f  discredite d informatio n i n memor y ca n 
promot e inference s consisten t  wit h it .  Mentionin g thi s 
informatio n m a y activat e ke y concept s i n memory , 
resultin g i n inference s base d o n thes e concepts ,  rathe r 
tha n o n othe r  alternatives ,  du e t o thei r  increase d 
availabilit y  (Tversk y &  Kahneman ,  1973) .  I n conurasi , 
contro l  subject s w h o d o no t  hea r  mentio n o f  th e 
discredite d informatio n woul d no t  hav e thes e concept s 

581 

mailto:hollyn.johnson@um.cc.umich.edu
mailto:seifert@umich.edu


activated .  Thftrefpre ,  the y woul d b e les s likel y t o 
produc e inference ? consisten t  wit h the m a t  th e 
assessmen t 

T o examin e th e causa l  rol e versu s th e availabilit y 
hypothesis ,  tw o experiment s wer e conducted ,  usin g a 
serie s o f  report s o n a  fir e investigation ,  take n fro m 

Wilke s an d Leatherbarro w (1988). '  Experimen t  1 
manipulate d whethe r  th e report s presente d targe t 
informatio n a s causall y implicated ,  o r  incidentall y 
mentione d i t  withi n th e reports '  context ,  bu t  withou t 
causa l  implications .  I f  influenc e occur s du e t o th e 
information' s rol e i n th e account' s causa l  structure , 
rathe r  tha n becaus e o f  mer e activatio n i n memory ,  the n 
material s tha t  mentio n th e informatio n i n a  non-causa l 
fashio n shoul d no t  promot e inference s consisten t  wit h 
it .  Experimen t  2  examine d th e causa l  rol e hypothesi s 
furthe r  b y testin g whethe r  subject s sho w les s continue d 
influenc e fro m discredite d informatio n w h e n th e 
correctio n replace s i t  wit h a  plausibl e causa l  alternative , 
rathe r  tha n jus t  negatin g previou s information . 

Experiment 1: Availability vs. Causality 

Experiment 1 tested whether the continued 
influenc e effec t  depend s o n th e rol e th e informatio n 
play s i n th e account ,  o r  whethe r  simpl y havin g i t 
availabl e i n m e m o r y i s sufficien t  t o accoun t  fo r  th e 
effect .  First ,  i n a  discredite d causa l  referenc e group , 
subject s rea d tha t  a  shor t  circui t  occurre d nea r  a  close t 
reportedl y containin g volatil e materials .  Her e causa l 
inference s ar e likel y becaus e condition s o f  operalivit y 
and sufficienc y (Trabass o &  va n de n Broek ,  1985 )  ar e 
met .  Subject s late r  learne d tha t  th e close t  di d no t 
contai n volatil e materials .  I n th e secon d group ,  a  causa l 
referenc e condition ,  subject s receive d th e sam e initia l 
informatio n bu t  di d no t  receiv e th e late r  correction .  Th e 
thir d conditio n wa s a  noncausa l  referenc e group ,  whic h 
presente d th e volatil e material s withi n th e contex t  o f  th e 
account ,  bu t  a s product s i n a  stor e acros s th e stree t  fro m 
th e fir e location ,  s o th e informatio n di d no t  mee t 
condition s conduciv e t o involvemen t  i n causa l 
inferences ,  suc h a s operativit y an d sufficienc y 
(Trabass o &  va n de n Broek ,  1985) .  TTi e presenc e o f 
volatil e material s i n a  stor e acros s th e stree t  i s no t 
sufficient ,  i n th e contex t  o f  th e reports ,  t o accoun t  fo r 
th e warehous e fire;  on e woul d nee d t o m a k e m a n y 
inference s beyon d th e stor y contex t  (e.g. ,  tha t  someon e 
m o v ed th e material s int o th e warehouse ,  tha t  someon e 
intende d this ,  etc. )  t o establis h thes e material s i n a 
causa l  role .  Fo r  thi s grou p also ,  th e serie s o f  report s di d 
not  includ e a  correction . 

^Th e presentatio n o f  th e experiment s reporte d 

her e ha s bee n abridged .  Complet e description s 
of  al l  experimenta l  method s an d result s ar e 
availabl e i n Johnso n an d Seifer t  (1993) . 

M e t h o d .  Sixty-on e Universit y o f  Michiga n 
undergraduate s receive d a  bookle t  o f  report s an d wer e 
instructe d t o rea d throug h i t  a t  thei r  o w n pace ,  an d tha t 
the y woul d b e aske d t o recal l  th e informatio n later .  Th e 
material s wer e modifie d version s o f  a  serie s o f  report s 
use d b y Wilke s an d Leatherbarro w (1988) ,  describin g 
th e investigatio n o f  a  warehous e fire.  Th e serie s 
consiste d o f  1 3 individua l  messages ,  eac h 2- 4 sentence s 
lon g (se e Appendi x  A ) .  Fo r  th e discredite d causa l 

referenc e group ,  th e fift h messag e state d tha t  th e close t 
containe d volatil e material s (oi l  pain t  an d pressurize d 
gas cylinders) ,  an d th e correctio n appeare d a s th e 
elevent h message .  Fo r  th e causa l  referenc e group , 
Messag e 5  mentione d th e volatil e material s store d i n th e 
closet ,  an d i n Messag e 11 ,  a  polic e investigato r  state d 
tha t  severa l  firefighters  ha d bee n release d fro m th e 
hospital .  I n th e noncausa l  referenc e group ,  Messag e 3 
state d tha t  th e fire  departmen t  wa s calle d b y th e 
manager  o f  a  stor e tha t  sol d oi l  pain t  an d pressurize d 
gas cylinders ,  locate d acros s fro m th e warehouse .  I n 
thi s group .  Messag e 5  state d tha t  th e close t  i n th e 
warehous e wa s empty ,  an d Messag e 1 1 wa s th e sam e a s 
i n th e causa l  referenc e group .  Thus ,  th e noncausa l 
referenc e grou p sa w th e volatil e material s mentione d 
withi n th e contex t  o f  th e story ,  bu t  a s a  periphera l  an d 
not  integra l  fact . 

Afte r  completin g th e reading ,  eac h subjec t  too k a 
fre e recal l  test ,  wher e subject s wrot e a  fre e recal l  o f  th e 
reports '  content s an d wer e aske d wha t  wa s responsibl e 
fo r  th e fut; .  Followin g a  te n minut e distracto r  task ,  a 
m e m o ry questionnair e adapte d fro m Wilke s an d 
Leatherbarro w (1988 )  wa s presented .  Thi s include d te n 
question s o n fact s directl y presente d i n th e messages , 
te n othe r  question s requirin g th e subject s t o mak e 
inference s abou t  th e even t  (suc h as ,  "Wha t  wa s th e 
possibl e caus e o f  th e toxi c fumes? "  an d "Wha t  coul d 
hav e cause d th e explosions?") ,  an d tw o fina l  question s 
assessin g whethe r  subject s wer e awar e o f  an y 
correction s o r  contradiction s i n th e series .  Fo r  th e 
noncausa l  referenc e group ,  th e memor y questionnair e 
containe d a n additiona l  questio n abou t  th e content s o f 
th e stor e acros s th e street ,  appearin g afte r  th e tw o 
contradictio n questions . 
Result s an d Discussion .  A  code r  w h o wa s blin d t o th e 
experimenta l  condition s score d th e responses . 
Response s consisten t  wit h th e discredite d informatio n ~ 
believin g tha t  th e warehous e containe d carelessl y store d 
volatil e material s tha t  cause d o r  conuibute d t o th e fire 
-  encompasse d reference s usin g ke y word s fro m th e 
discredite d messag e (e.g. ,  oil ,  paint ,  gas(es) ,  can s o r 
cylinders) ,  mention s o f  th e close t  itsel f  withou t 
indication s tha t  i t  wa s empty ,  an d attribution s o f 
carelessnes s o r  negligence .  Th e mea n numbe r  o f 
inference s consisten t  wit h a  volatil e material s them e i s 
show n i n Tabl e 1 . 
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Tabl e 1 .  N u m b e r  o f  inference s consisten t  wit h a 
volatil e material s theme ,  b y group . 

Causal Discrediting Noncausal 
Referenc e Causa l  Referenc e 

Volatil e material s 
inference s 3.8 8 3.4 0 1.1 3 

A post-ho c compariso n showe d a  significan t  differenc e 
betwee n th e tw o causa l  referenc e groups ,  whic h hear d 
abou t  thos e materials ,  an d th e grou p tha t  di d not ,  /(57 ) 
= 5.07 ,  p  <  .001 ,  bu t  n o significan t  differenc e betwee n 
th e discredite d causa l  referenc e an d causa l  referenc e 
groups .  Overall ,  64 .5 % o f  th e subject s mad e a t  leas t 
one direc t  an d uncontroverte d referenc e t o th e volatil e 
materials .  However ,  whe n directl y aske d wha t  wa s 
responsibl e fo r  th e fire ,  onl y 13 .1 % o f  th e subject s 

atmbute d i t  t o th e volatil e materials. ^  I n th e discredite d 
causa l  referenc e group ,  8 0 % o f  th e subject s recalle d th e 
correction ,  an d i n th e noncausa l  referenc e condition , 
8 0 % o f  th e subject s correctl y recalle d th e incidenta l 
informatio n abou t  th e store' s contents .  Th e group s di d 
not  diffe r  i n summar y recal l  o r  i n fac t  recal l  { F <  1. 2 
and F  <  1 ,  respectively) . 

Th e result s o f  Experimen t  1  provid e evidenc e tha t 
discredite d informatio n influence s inference s becaus e i t 
afford s causa l  structur e fo r  th e account ,  an d no t  simpl y 
becaus e it s ke y concept s remai n activate d an d ar e 
therefor e easil y retrievable .  I n th e noncausa l  referenc e 
group ,  8 0 % o f  th e subject s recalle d th e informatio n 
abou t  th e store' s content s i n respons e t o a  direc t 
question ,  whic h suggest s tha t  i t  wa s availabl e fo r 
retrieva l  an d use .  However ,  thes e subject s faile d t o 
appl y i t  i n makin g furthe r  inferences .  I n contrast ,  i n th e 
group s mentionin g th e volatil e material s withi n a  causa l 
context ,  subject s showe d a  substantia l  numbe r  o f 
volatile-material s inferences .  Th e continue d influenc e 
tha t  discredite d informatio n ha s o n inference s appear s 
t o depen d o n th e rol e th e informatio n play s withi n th e 
contex t  o f  th e account ;  tha t  is ,  informatio n tha t  afford s 
causa l  structur e wil l  becom e involve d i n furthe r 
inference s abou t  cause s withi n th e account ,  whethe r  th e 
informatio n i s discredite d late r  o r  not .  Thus ,  th e 
continue d influenc e effec t  i s  no t  simpl y du e t o th e 
informatio n bein g mentione d an d therefor e mor e 
availabl e i n memor y fo r  us e i n inferences . 

However ,  on e migh t  expec t  tha t  whe n a  correctio n 
provide s a  causa l  alternative ,  rathe r  tha n simpl y 
negatin g earlie r  information ,  subject s woul d sho w les s 
influenc e fro m th e discredite d information .  W h e n 
informatio n i s negated ,  on e i s lef t  wit h man y aspect s o f 
th e accoun t  tha t  ar e unaccounte d for .  However ,  i f  on e 

^Th e res t  o f  th e response s attribute d th e fire  t o 
suc h cause s a s fault y wirin g an d arson ,  o r  wer e 
lef t  blank . 

als o hear s a n alternat e cause ,  on e ha s a  concretel y state d 
alternativ e tha t  ca n pla y th e sam e causa l  rol e a s th e 
discredite d information .  Experimen t  2  wil l  examin e 
whethe r  a  ne w causa l  alternativ e tha t  accompanie s a 
negatio n ca n successfull y mitigat e th e influenc e o f  th e 
discredite d cause . 

E x p e r i m e n t  2 :  C a u s a l  A l te rnat iv e 

Experiment 2 used modified versions of the 
warehous e fire  scenari o use d b y Wilke s an d 
Leatherbarro w (1988) .  Fo r  th e mention-contro l  group , 
th e implie d them e o f  th e accoun t  wa s tha t  th e fire  wa s 
an accidenta l  resul t  o f  th e presenc e o f  th e volatil e 
materials .  I n th e "negation "  group ,  subject s learne d 
abou t  th e volatil e material s an d the n ha d thi s 
informatio n discredited ,  leavin g a n implie d them e 
involvin g stationer y product s store d i n th e warehous e 
(a s i n th e previou s experiment) .  I n th e "alternative " 
group ,  th e implie d theme ,  afte r  th e discrediting ,  wa s 
tha t  th e fire  occurre d du e t o arson .  Finally ,  i n th e arso n 
contro l  group ,  subject s receive d informatio n suggestin g 
arson ,  bu t  di d no t  hea r  mentio n o f  th e volatil e materials . 
I f  subject s ar e abl e t o discredi t  informatio n whe n th e 
correctio n present s a n alternativ e instea d o f  jus t  a 
negation ,  on e woul d expec t  th e alternativ e grou p t o 
sho w fewe r  reference s t o th e volatil e material s tha n th e 
negatio n grou p would ,  an d potentiall y  a s man y arso n 
inference s a s i n th e arso n contro l  group .  Subject s coul d 
creat e an d repor t  a  coheren t  accoun t  o f  th e even t  b y 
relyin g o n th e informatio n abou t  th e arso n materials , 
and thu s woul d no t  us e th e informatio n abou t  th e 
volatil e material s i n thei r  inferences . 
M e t h o d .  Eighty-on e Universit y o f  Michiga n 
undergraduate s participate d i n th e sam e procedur e use d 
i n th e previou s experiment .  Th e material s wer e 
essentiall y  th e sam e a s thos e use d i n th e previou s 
experiments ,  excep t  fo r  th e critica l  message s tha t 
define d th e differen t  condition s (se e Tabl e 2) . 

For  th e thre e group s liste d above .  Messag e 6  stale d 
tha t  volatil e material s ha d bee n carelessl y store d i n a 
warehous e closet .  I n th e arso n contro l  group .  Messag e 
6 state d tha t  th e warehous e close t  wa s empty .  I n al l 
conditions .  Messag e 1 3 eithe r  state d tha t  th e previou s 
messag e regardin g th e closet' s content s wa s incorrec t 
and th e close t  wa s empty ,  o r  tha t  tw o firefighter s ha d 
bee n release d from  th e hospital .  Messag e 1 4 gav e 
eithe r  a  lis t  o f  supplie s normall y stocke d b y th e 
warehouse ,  o r  indication s tha t  gasoline-soake d rag s 
(arso n materials )  ha d bee n foun d i n suspiciou s 
circumstances .  Th e m e m o r y test s use d di d no t  diffe r 
fro m thos e i n th e previou s experiment ,  excep t  tha t  th e 
m e m o ry questionnair e containe d severa l  additiona l 
questions ,  o n topic s lik e motive s o f  th e owne r  an d th e 
caus e o f  a  previou s fire  o n th e premises ,  t o asses s 
inference s consisten t  wit h th e differen t  theme s use d 
here . 
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Tabl e 2 .  Messag e manipulation s b y group . 

Group Message 13 Message 14 

Meniion control nrefighters warehouse supplies 
Negatio n empt y close t  warehous e supplie s 
Aliemaiiv e empt y close t  arso n material s 

Result s an d Discussion .  Th e response s t o inferenc e 
question s wer e score d a s consisten t  wit h eithe r  a 
"volatil e materials "  them e o r  a n "arson "  theme .  Th e 
"volatil e materials "  them e wa s code d a s i n th e previou s 
experiment ;  th e arso n them e encompasse d response s 
tha t  referre d t o ke y word s fro m th e messag e presentin g 
th e arso n material s (e.g. ,  gasoline ,  rags ,  drum s o r 
barrels) ,  arso n intent ,  o r  motive s fo r  arson .  Th e group s 
wer e significantl y differen t  o n bot h th e negligenc e an d 
th e arso n themes ;  F(3 ,  76 )  =  15.02 .  p  <  .000 1 fo r 
volatil e materials ;  F(3 ,  76 )  =  27.98 ,  p  <  .000 1 fo r  arson . 

Bot h th e correctio n group s showe d hig h level s o f 
recal l  o f  th e correction ,  wit h 9 5 . 2 % o f  th e negatio n 
grou p an d 7 5 . 0 % o f  th e alternativ e grou p recallin g it . 
Th e group s di d no t  diffe r  i n summar y recal l  o r  i n fac t 
recal l  ( F <  1. 7 an d F  <  2.61 ,  respectively) .  Th e result s 
sho w tha t  whe n considerin g th e overal l  patter n o f 
inferences ,  subject s showe d les s influenc e fro m th e 
discredite d informatio n whe n the y receive d a  correctio n 
tha t  provide d a n alternat e causa l  explanation ,  a s 
compare d t o thos e subject s receivin g onl y a  negatin g 
correction .  Subject s i n th e negatio n grou p m a d e a s 
m a ny volatile-material s inference s a s a  contro l  grou p 
fo r  w h o m th e informatio n o n volatil e material s wa s no t 
discredited .  However ,  subject s i n th e alternativ e grou p 
showe d fewe r  volatile-material s inferences ,  an d mad e 
as man y arso n inference s a s thos e i n Ui e arso n contro l 
group ,  wher e th e report s neve r  mentione d th e volatil e 
materials .  T h e result s sugges t  tha t  a  correctio n 
accompanie d b y a  causa l  alternativ e work s bette r  tha n 
on e entailin g onl y negation ,  a t  leas t  i n case s wher e th e 
alternativ e doe s a  goo d jo b o f  fillin g th e causa l  rol e th e 
discredite d informatio n woul d hav e filled. 

H o w e v e r ,  a n analysi s o f  th e numbe r  o f 
uncontroverte d reference s t o th e volatil e material s 
themselves ,  i n eithe r  memor y tes t  showe d a  significan t 
differenc e betwee n th e arso n contro l  grou p an d th e 
thre e othe r  group s tha t  ha d hear d abou t  th e volatil e 
material s (1(76 )  =  6.80 ,  p  <  .000 1 i n a  post-ho c 
analysis) .  Thus ,  a  causa l  alternativ e doe s no t 
necessaril y  preven t  al l  influenc e fro m th e discredite d 
information ,  becaus e subject s m a d e severa l  direc t 
reference s t o th e volatil e material s i f  the y ha d see n 
thos e material s mentioned ,  regardles s o f  th e type ,  o r 
existence ,  o f  a  correction . 

Tabl e 3 .  N u m b e r  o f  inference s consisten t  wit h a 
volatil e material s theme ,  arso n theme ,  an d direc t 
reference s t o volatil e materials ,  b y group . 

Qtqw 
T h e me Mentio n Negatio n Alternativ e Arso n 

Volatile 
material s 4.3 2 4.1 4 2.6 0 2.1 0 

Arso n 
material s 1.4 7 1.3 3 4.0 0 4.3 3 

References 
t o volatil e 

material s 3.4 7 3.7 1 3.2 5 0.2 9 

G e n e r a l  Discussio n 

The results found here provide evidence that one must 
conside r  th e causa l  structur e informatio n affords ,  rathe r 
tha n it s mer e presence ,  i n explainin g th e continue d 
influenc e o f  discredite d information .  I n Experimen t  1 , 
when th e report s presente d th e volatil e material s i n a 
way tha t  wa s causall y sufficien t  t o accoun t  fo r  th e fu-e' s 
starting ,  subject s showe d man y inference s involvin g 
them ,  whethe r  a  correctio n occurre d o r  no L However , 
when th e volatil e material s wer e simpl y mentione d i n 
th e stor y context ,  subject s recalle d th e volatil e material s 
information ,  bu t  mad e ver y fe w inference s referrin g t o 
thos e materials .  Thus ,  i t  appear s tha t  informatio n wil l 
influenc e inference s despit e discreditin g base d o n th e 
causa l  structur e i t  affords ,  an d no t  jus t  becaus e 
mentionin g th e informatio n make s retrieva l  an d us e 
mor e likely . 

Further ,  i n Experimen t  2 ,  subject s mad e fewe r 
inference s involvin g th e discredite d informatio n whe n 
th e correctio n als o presente d a  causa l  alternativ e t o it . 
Thi s suggest s tha t  on e m a y involv e discredite d 
informatio n i n inference s whe n i t  i s  th e onl y materia l 
tha t  afford s causa l  suiictur e t o th e account ,  an d withou t 
it ,  on e woul d b e unabl e t o construc t  a s goo d a 
representatio n o f  th e event .  Thi s i s consisten t  wit h 
othe r  proposal s tha t  subject s us e discredite d informatio n 
when the y d o no t  hav e othe r  "relevant "  informatio n 
availabl e (Anderson ,  e t  al ,  1985 ;  Wegner ,  Couiton ,  & 
Wenzlaff ,  1985) ,  bu t  argue s tha t  th e mer e presenc e o f 
plausibl e informatio n doe s no t  a s readil y lea d t o 
influence ,  thereb y specifyin g "relevance "  i n term s o f 
th e causa l  role  i n whic h th e discredite d informatio n wa s 
presented . 

.  Th e result s her e m a y reflec t  idiosyncrasie s o f  th e 
particula r  tex t  used ;  however ,  ther e i s muc h evidenc e 
fo r  simila r  effect s usin g othe r  type s o f  material s i n 
widel y varyin g informationa l  contexts .  Other s hav e 
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foun d tha t  subject s us e late r  informatio n abou t  a 
scenari o t o reconstruc t  earlie r  memorie s o f  i t  (Hertel , 
1982 ;  Spiro ,  1980) .  Subject s hav e bee n foun d t o 
involv e discredite d informatio n i n makin g judgment s 
abou t  tas k abilit y  i n other s an d onesel f  (Ross ,  c t  al. , 
1975) ,  socia l  theorie s (Anderson ,  e t  al. ,  1980) ,  perso n 
impression s (Schu l  &  Burnstein ,  1985 ;  Wye r  & 
Budesheim ,  1987 ;  W y e r  &  Unverzagt ,  1985) ,  an d 
acceptabilit y  o f  a  wor k contrac t  (Golding ,  Fowler , 
Long ,  &  Latta ,  1990) . 

Thes e result s hav e severa l  implication s fo r 
understandin g account s containin g corrections . 
Assertin g informatio n ca n resul t  i n it s propagatio n 
throug h late r  inference s despit e eve n direct ,  immediat e 
corrections .  Thi s i n tur n suggest s tha t  on e canno t 
completel y discredi t  informatio n b y merel y addressin g 
th e litera l  conten t  expresse d earlier ,  s o a n effectiv e 
correctio n mus t  g o furthe r  i f  i t  i s t o resul t  i n a  complet e 
discrediting .  Further ,  th e mor e likel y a  piec e o f 
infomiatio n i s t o becom e involve d i n causa l  inferences , 
th e mor e likel y i t  i s t o lea d t o continue d influenc e upo n 
discrediting .  Thus ,  a  centra l  an d importan t  piec e o f 
informatio n i n a n accoun t  woul d b e harde r  t o eradicat e 
fro m memor y i f  incorrect ,  bu t  woul d als o b e th e 
informatio n mos t  importan t  t o correc t  accurately . 
Lastly ,  becaus e havin g a  causa l  alternativ e associate d 
wit h th e correctio n o f  previou s informatio n decreases , 
althoug h doe s no t  eliminate ,  influenc e fro m discredite d 
information ,  correction s tha t  sugges t  alternative s ma y 
improv e th e likelihoo d o f  accurat e correctio n o f 
informatio n i n memory . 

References 

Anderson, C. A., Lepper, M. R., & Ross, L. (1980). 
Perseveranc e o f  socia l  theories :  Th e rol e o f 
explanatio n i n th e persistenc e o f  discredite d 
information .  Journa l  o f  Personalit y an d 
Socia l  Psychology ,  59(1-6) ,  1037-1049 . 
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Appendi x A 

Materials adapted from Wilkes and Lealherbarrow 
(1988) . 

Message 1: Jan. 25th 8:58 p.m. Alarm call received 
fro m premise s o f  a  wholesal e stationer y 
warehouse .  Premise s consis t  o f  offices , 
displa y room ,  an d storag e hall . 

Messag e 2 :  A  seriou s fire  wa s reporte d i n th e storag e 
hall ,  alread y ou t  o f  contro l  an d requirin g 
instan t  response .  Fir e engin e dispatche d a t 
9:0 0 p.m . 

Messag e 3 :  Tli e alar m wa s raise d b y th e nigh t  securit y 
guard ,  w h o ha d smelle d smok e an d gon e t o 
investigate . 

Messag e 4 :  Jan .  26t h 4:0 0 a m .  Attendin g fire  captai n 
suggest s tha t  th e fire  wa s starte d b y a  shor t 
circui t  i n th e wirin g o f  a  close t  of f  th e mai n 
storag e hall .  Polic e n o w investigating . 

Messag e 5  (mentio n an d discreditin g groups) :  4:3 0 
a.m .  Messag e receive d fro m Polic e 
Investigato r  Luca s sayin g tha t  the y hav e 
report s tha t  can s o f  oi l  pain t  an d pressurize d 
gas cylinder s ha d bee n presen t  i n th e close t 
befor e th e fire . 

Messag e 5  (contro l  ) :  4:3 0 a.m .  Messag e receive d 
fro m Polic e Investigato r  Luca s sayin g tha t  the y 
hav e report s tha t  th e close t  wa s empt y befor e 
th e fire. 

Messag e 6 :  Firefighter s attendin g th e scen e repor t 
thick ,  oil y  smok e an d sheet s o f  flames 
hamperin g thei r  efforts ,  an d a n intens e hea t 
tha t  mad e th e fire  particularl y difficul t  t o brin g 
unde r  control . 

Messag e 7 :  I t  ha s bee n learne d tha t  a  numbe r  o f 
explosion s occurre d durin g th e blaze ,  whic h 
endangere d firefighters  i n th e vicinity .  N o 
fatalitie s wer e reported . 

Messag e 8 :  T w o firefighters  ar e reporte d t o hav e bee n 
take n t o th e hospita l  a s a  resul t  o f  breathin g 
toxi c fume s tha t  buil t  u p i n th e are a i n whic h 
the y wer e working . 

Messag e 9 :  A  smal l  fire  ha d bee n discovere d o n th e 
same premises ,  si x month s previously .  I t  ha d 
bee n successfull y tackle d b y th e worker s 
themselves . 

Messag e 10 :  10:0 0 a.m .  Th e owne r  o f  th e affecte d 
premise s estimate s tha t  tota l  damag e wil l 

amount  t o hundred s o f  thousand s o f  dollars , 
althoug h th e premise s wer e insured . 

Messag e 1 1 (control) :  10:4 0 a.m .  A  secon d messag e 
receive d fro m Polic e Investigato r  Luca s 

regardin g th e investigatio n int o th e fire.  I t 

state d tha t  th e tw o firefighter s take n t o th e 

hospita l  ha d bee n released . 
Messag e 1 1 (discreditin g groups) :  10:4 0 a.m .  A 

secon d messag e receive d fro m Polic e 
Investigato r  Luca s regardin g th e investigatio n 
int o th e fire.  I t  state d tha t  th e close t  reportedl y 
containin g can s o f  pain t  an d ga s cylinder s ha d 
actuall y bee n empt y befor e th e fire. 

Messag e 12 :  Th e shippin g sup)erviso r  ha s disclose d tha t 
th e storag e hal l  containe d bale s o f  paper ; 
mailin g an d legal-siz e envelopes ;  scissors , 
pencils ,  an d othe r  schoo l  supplies ;  an d a  larg e 
number  o f  photo-copyin g machines . 

Messag e 13 :  11:3 0 a.m .  Attendin g fire  captai n report s 
tha t  th e fire  i s no w ou t  an d tha t  th e storag e hal l 
has bee n completel y gutted . 

New message added in Experiment 1 
Messag e 3  (noncausa l  referenc e group) :  Th e alar m 

was raise d b y th e manage r  o f  a  stor e locate d 
acros s th e street ,  whic h sell s can s o f  oi l  pain t 
and pressurize d ga s cylinders .  H e ha d smelle d 
smoke an d becom e concerned . 

New messages added in Experiment 2 
Messag e 5 :  Th e fire  marsha l  ha d recorde d severa l  fire 

cod e violation s o n th e premise s a t  a  surpris e 
inspectio n tw o month s earUer . 

Messag e 7 :  Th e displa y roo m wa s reporte d t o contai n 
displa y cases ,  catalogs ,  an d th e sale s staffs ' 
desks .  I t  wa s onl y staffe d fro m 1 1 a.m .  t o 2 
p.m. ,  du e t o diminishin g sales . 

Messag e 14 :  (alternativ e an d arso n contro l  groups ) 
11:0 8 a.m .  Firefighter s hav e foun d evidenc e 
of  gasoline-soake d rag s nea r  wher e th e bale s 
of  pape r  ha d bee n store d i n th e storag e hall ,  a s 
wel l  a s severa l  emptie d stee l  drum s o f 
suspiciou s nature .  Th e owne r  denie s an y 
knowledg e o f  thes e materials . 
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