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Imagination inflation: Imagining a childhood
event inflates confidence that it occurred
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Counterfactual imaginings are known to have far-reaching implications. In the present experiment,
we ask if imagining events from one’s past can affect memory for childhood events. We draw on the so-
cial psychology literature showing that imagining a future event increases the subjective likelihood
that the event will occur. The concepts of cognitive availability and the source-monitoring framework
provide reasons to expect that imagination may inflate confidence that a childhood event occurred.
However, people routinely produce myriad counterfactual imaginings (i.e., daydreams and fantasies)
but usually do not confuse them with past experiences. To determine the effects of imagining a child-
hood event, we pretested subjects on how confident they were that a number of childhood events had
happened, asked them to imagine some of those events, and then gathered new confidence measures.
For each of the target items, imagination inflated confidence that the event had occurred in childhood.
We discuss implications for situations in which imagination is used as an aid in searching for presum-

ably lost memories.

People often imagine the past as being different from
what it really was. Many investigators have argued that
people spontaneously imagine alternatives to real events
more in some settings than in others. These mental mus-
ings, called counterfactual thinking, have far-reaching im-
plications. They influence, for example, judgments of re-
gret, perceived happiness, and causality (Kahneman &
Tversky, 1982). For example, in one study subjects as-
signed more blame to an individual for a bad outcome
when counterfactual thoughts—thoughts of what might
have been done instead—would have undone the bad out-
come (Wells & Gavanski, 1989). The question we ask here
is whether these counterfactual imaginings also affect a
person’s memory for the past. For example, suppose you
imagined stumbling on something in your house, and be-
fore you realize what is happening you’ve shattered a
window with your hand. Would you later be more likely
to claim that this unfortunate event had happened to you?

We already know, from the social psychology litera-
ture, that imagining a future event increases the subjec-
tive likelihood that the event will occur (Carroll, 1978;
Gregory, Cialdini, & Carpenter, 1982; Sherman, Cialdini,
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Schwartzman, & Reynolds, 1985). For example, con-
sider Carroll’s (1978) study on the power of imagination.
Before the 1976 presidential election, subjects were
asked to imagine either Carter or Ford winning the elec-
tion. They were then asked to predict the outcome of the
election using a scale from 0 (sure Carter will win) to 100
(sure Ford will win). Subjects who imagined that Carter
had won were more certain that he eventually would;
similarly, those who imagined Ford had won were more
certain that he would later win.

But imagination does not always have these conse-
quences. One determining variable is the ease with which
the event can be imagined. Sherman et al. (1985) asked
subjects to imagine getting a disease whose symptoms
were either easy or difficult to imagine. The ease with
which subjects stated they could imagine the symptoms
was tied to likelihood estimates: Those who judged the
symptoms as easy to imagine also tended to estimate the
disease as more likely to occur; those who thought the
symptoms were difficult to imagine thought it less likely
to occur. Sherman et al. suggested that easily imagined
future events somehow become more “available” in the
sense pioneered by Tversky and Kahneman’s (1973) re-
search on judgment and decision making. Tversky and
Kahneman proposed that when people are given uncertain
conditions and asked to make outcome likelihood judg-
ments, the more easily pictured outcomes are more “cog-
nitively available,” and seen as more likely. Put in different
terms, the act of imagination may provide scaffolding, so
that when subjects are tested, it is easier for them to build
on this memorial framework. Perhaps if subjects imag-
ined stumbling and shattering a window as a child, the
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event might also become more available, and subjects
would become more confident that it had occurred.

Imagining a childhood event might also change mem-
ory for it by inducing source attribution errors (Johnson,
1988; Johnson, Hashtroudi, & Lindsay, 1993). Simply put,
source attribution errors occur when information is re-
membered, but its source is remembered incorrectly or
not remembered at all. Koehler (1991) argued explicitly
that source attribution errors were partly responsible for
the increased confidence in the probability of imagined
future events. He noted that the mere act of imagining a
scenario forces people to create an alternate reality for a
short time and to fit the imagined facts into their exist-
ing knowledge of the world. The imagination procedure
generates event information that subjects may remem-
ber, even if they don’t remember the source of the infor-
mation. Event information becomes more available, and
therefore more plausible; subjects become more confi-
dent that the event will occur.

A similar line of argument leads us to predict that sub-
jects will also become more confident that imagined
past events had occurred. The rationale for this predic-
tion is straightforward. Imagination will produce event
information, and the event information may become
more accessible, but its source may be forgotten or mis-
remembered. When subjects are later tested, the avail-
ability might make the past event seem more plausible,
and they might become more confident that the past
event had actually occurred.

There is even reason to believe that source confusion
might be especially acute for the very distant events of
childhood. For example, Johnson, Foley, Suengas, and
Raye (1988) asked subjects to think of actual or imagined
personal events from either the recent past or childhood
and then to rate these memories on 39 different character-
istics. There were far fewer significant differences (3/39)
between actual and imagined childhood events than for
actual and imagined recent events (20/39). Put another
way, both experienced and imagined childhood memo-
ries contain far fewer qualitative differences that can be
used to distinguish between what actually happened from
what was only imagined. Perhaps the act of imagining a
childhood event generates only diffuse information about
it, but if even genuine childhood memories contain sim-
ilar information, subjects might not have a reliable way
of distinguishing between childhood fact and fantasy. In
short, the act of imagining may generate information
whose source later becomes confused, resulting in a
stronger belief that the imagined childhood event actu-
ally occurred. Thus, source-monitoring research suggests
why imagining a childhood accident window-shattering
accident might promote greater confidence later that it
actually occurred.

On the other hand, there are reasons to believe that
imagining a childhood event will not increase confidence
that it did occur. After all, people often imagine winning
a multimillion dollar lottery jackpot, but they don’t fool
themselves into thinking that they have actually done so.
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Most people daydream and imagine a variety of scenar-
10s and outcomes yet don’t routinely get confused between
what really happened and what did not. Another reason
to believe that imagination may have no effect on child-
hood memories is that subjects could make the conscious
connection between imagining an event and being asked
to make a judgment about it. Subjects who remember
having imagined the event might become confident that
their feeling of familiarity was attributable only to the
recent act of imagining (Jacoby, Woloshiyn, & Kelley,
1989). In fact, these subjects might become more certain
that the event never occurred than if they had been asked
the very same question prior to the act of imagining.

So, a goal of the present research was to determine
whether imagination leads to increased confidence that the
event occurred. Suppose imagining a childhood event
does promote this increased confidence (which we term
imagination inflation); why should we care? One reason
is the puzzle of how people can come to remember their
past in ways that diverge sharply from reality. For in-
stance, some people remember their past in more socially
desirable ways (Abelson, Loftus, & Greenwald, 1992),
and people are often very confident about these memo-
ries. But the possibility of imagination inflation is not
just theoretically interesting, for there are real-world in-
stances in which imagination is deliberately used as a
memory-recall tool. Law enforcement personnel some-
times repeatedly direct a suspect to imagine having par-
ticipated in a criminal act as a means of obtaining a con-
fession (Ofshe, 1992). In addition, some mental health
professionals encourage a client to imagine an abusive
childhood event as a way of recovering hidden memories.
Maltz’s (1991) specific technique is just one of many
published examples: “Spend time imagining that you
were sexually abused, without worrying about accuracy,
proving anything, or having your ideas make sense.
As you give rein to your imagination, let your intuitions
guide your thoughts” (p. 50). If counterfactual imagin-
ings can alter memory, we may have some evidence about
a partial cause of these phenomena, another piece of the
puzzle.

To explore whether imagination inflation occurs, we
developed a three-stage procedure. First we asked sub-
jects about a long list of possible childhood events, and
they indicated whether or not these events had happened
to them as children. Two weeks later, we asked them to
imagine a few of these events. Finally, we gave the long
list of possible childhood events to our subjects again, and
they indicated whether or not the events had happened to
them. To be specific, consider a group of subjects who all
said that it was unlikely that they had ever broken a win-
dow with their hand. Later they imagine a scenario in
which this happened to them, complete with how they
tripped and fell, who else was there, and how they felt.
Would these subjects later think it was more likely that
they had broken a window with their hand as a child?
Such a result would constitute empirical support for the
hypothesis of imagination inflation.
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METHOD

Subjects

Forty-six subjects enrolled in introductory psychology courses at the
University of Washington participated for course credit during the
pretest. Of these, 38 completed all phases of the study.

Materials

A 40-item Life Events Inventory (LEI} was administered during the
first session. It asked subjects to consider how certain they were that
each event (or a very similar one) had or had not happened to them be-
fore the age of 10 (e.g., “Broke a window with your hand”; 1 = defi-
nitely did not happen and 8 = definitely did happen). They responded
by circling the appropriate point on an 8-point scale. Three judges used
pretest data to choose target items. Although the judges’ selection cri-
teria were informal, they were systematic in that they chose event items
whose means indicated that they probably did not occur. The emergency
room item did not fit the criteria, but it was selected as a target because
it has been used in another study (Hyman, Husband, & Billings, 1995).
We report pretest descriptive statistics for these items in Table 1.

Procedure

Subjects participated in two sessions, in groups ranging from 1 to 10
each. In Session 1, they were told that the experimenters were interested
in how vividly and completely people could imagine events, and that
they would complete the LEI to gather baseline data on how frequently
these events actually occurred. Subjects then completed the LEI at their
own pace.

In Session 2, 2 weeks later, the eight items were split into two, four-
item subsets. Subsets were randomly assigned to subjects, who were
then asked to imagine the four critical items in that subset, while the
other subset served as a control. For instance, Subject 1 imagined the
four events in Subset A, and did not imagine the four events in Sub-
set B; Subject 2 imagined the four events in Subset B but did not imag-
ine the four events in Subset A. In both cases, items were imagined in
specific steps.

Subjects were told that they would imagine some events that were
described in packets that were on their desks. They were told that each
page of the packet had a description of the events they were to imagine,
as well as some questions about what they imagined. Subjects were in-
structed not to read ahead. Then the experimenter said,

You are going to imagine several events. Each time, you will read a brief de-
scription of an event. You will be given a few moments to picture the event,
and then you will answer some questions about the image. You will be given
more details to imagine, and then take a few moments to picture them. Then
you will answer some questions about your image. Try to picture each event
as clearly and completely as you can. It may help you to form a more com-
plete mental picture if you include familiar places, people, and things in the
imagined event. Also, close your eyes if that helps your imagination.

Subjects were asked if they had any questions about the instructions.
When they were ready to begin, they turned over their packet and the ex-
perimenter began with the first event. First, the experimenter read a sen-
tence or two to create the event setting: “Imagine that it’s after school
and you are playing in the house. You hear a strange noise outside, so
you run to the window to see what made the noise. As you are running,
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your feet catch on something and you trip and fall.” Subjects were given
between 20 and 60 sec to imagine the event that each experimenter read.
If the experimenter observed that all subjects in a given session had
completed their imagination task at the end of 20 sec, the experimenter
moved to the next phase. If, however, some subjects were still engaged
in the imagination task, the experimenter waited until a maximum of
60 sec had passed. Subjects then wrote answers to short questions in
their booklets. These questions were included to encourage compliance
(“What did you trip on?”). The experimenter then read the action part
of the event: “As you’re falling you reach out to catch yourself and your
hand goes through the window. As the window breaks you get cut and
there’s some blood.” Subjects again completed short questions (“What
are you likely to do next?”). This basic procedure was repeated for all
four target items, and lasted about 2 min per item. Then the experi-
menter pretended to be slightly panicked, told the subjects that their
original LEIs had been misplaced, and asked them to complete another
copy. (No specific instruction was given as to whether subjects should
fill it out as they had before.) In fact, this administration of the LEI was
the posttest. Finally, subjects were debriefed.

RESULTS

The primary question in this study is whether imagin-
ing a childhood event inflates confidence that it oc-
curred. Before addressing this question, we need to expand
on our hypothesis by distinguishing between childhood
events judged unlikely to have happened versus child-
hood events judged likely to have happened. Our inter-
est was in events that were unlikely to have happened,
because in this condition subjects must be using their
imaginations to create an alternate reality. On the other
hand, if subjects are asked to imagine an event that they
previously said Aad happened to them, they might sim-
ply be recalling it—not imagining it. Recent research
suggests that when subjects imagine something that ac-
tually did happen to them, the imagining task actually
becomes a remembering task (Sarbin, 1995). Thus, we
focused first and foremost on what happens when peo-
ple imagine an event, not when they recall one.

We now turn our attention to events that were judged
as unlikely to have happened, confining our analysis to
the initial “did not happen” responses. These pretest re-
sponses constitute 76% of the total data, put another way,
each subject reported that roughly 6/8 critical items
probably did not happen (responses of 1-4). Of course,
the eight critical items differed in how likely they were
to produce a 1-4 response. A high of 92% of subjects re-
sponded in the 1-4 range for “Got stuck in a tree and had
to have someone help you down,” while 45% produced a

Table 1
Pretest Answers for Critical Events

Event M SD Mdn Range Percentage 14*

Got in trouble for calling 911. 197 227 1.0 7 87
Had to go to the emergency room late at night. 458 295 5.0 7 45
Found a $10 bill in a parking lot. 247 220 1.0 7 79
Won a stuffed animal at a carnival game. 384 249 35 7 55
Gave someone a haircut. 266 222 1.0 7 76
Had a lifeguard pull you out of the water. 2.18 2.04 1.0 7 84
Got stuck in a tree and had to have someone help you down. 1.87 193 1.0 7 92
Broke a window with your hand. 2.13 203 1.0 7 89

Overall 271 244 1.0 7 76

*1-4, responses on the eight-item scale indicating that a given event probably did not happen.



1-4 response to “Had to go to the emergency room late
at night.” Across all items, the mean number of subjects
who initially said an event did not happen was 29 (74%),
and the median was 31 (80%).

To determine if imagination caused these subjects to
become more confident that an event had occurred, we
examined whether subjects moved up or down the scale.
We calculated, for each critical item, the percentage of sub-
jects whose responses increased, decreased, or did not
change from the first to the second administration of the
LEI test. We collapsed these change scores across all sub-
jects and items, and display them separately according
to whether or not the critical event was imagined. These
data, for the 112 imagined items and 119 not-imagined
items, are shown in Figure 1. Of particular interest are the
positive change scores, which indicate that subjects move
in the direction of becoming more confident that the
event had happened to them.

As Figure 1 shows, the majority of scores did not change
(57% in the imagined condition and 65% in the not-
imagined condition). Additionally, when subjects did
change their ratings, positive change scores were more
likely to occur than were negative ones. But for the pur-
poses of the present experiment, the most interesting re-
sult is found by comparing the bars on the extreme right
of the figure: There was more positive change in the
imagined items (34%) than for the not-imagined items
{(25%). In other words, subjects who initially reported
that an event did not happen, but then imagined that it
had, were more likely to increase their confidence that it
had occurred when asked about it later than were sub-
jects who did not imagine the event. However, because
these data were obtained by combining all 1-4 responses
from all subjects, individual subjects contributed differ-
ent numbers of events, so overall statistical comparisons
cannot be made at this level. We offer these results only
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for illustrative purposes, and now direct our attention to
each event item.

Would this intriguing pattern repeat for the event items
individually? For each of the eight critical items we cal-
culated the percentage of positive change. Figure 2 shows
these data displayed according to whether or not the criti-
cal event was imagined. For each item, the right-hand bar re-
veals the percentage of subjects with increased confidence
after imagining the event. A paired ¢ test treating items as
cases showed that the mean difference was 8.2% greater
for imagined items than for not-imagined items; this dif-
ference was significant [¢(7) = 5.48, p = .0009, SE =
1.49, two-tailed, adjusted power at ot = .05 was .97]. The
effect size, calculated as [mean difference/ SD, . imagineals
was a medium-to-large 0.72. So, for example, in the
“Broke window” event, 24% of subjects who imagined the
event increased their subjective confidence that it had
happened to them, while the corresponding figure for sub-
jects who had not imagined it was only 12%.

Why does imagining an event lead to more positive
changes than not imagining the event? One possible ex-
planation is that the act of imagination simply makes the
event seem more familiar at the time the posttest LEI is
completed. Another possibility, however, is that the act
of imagination reminds some subjects of a true experi-
ence from their past. If this “reminder” hypothesis is cor-
rect, we might expect to see at least some instances in
which subjects initially give a low score indicating that
the event probably hadn’t happened to them, but the sec-
ond time jump to a score of 8, indicating that the event
definitely did happen to them. On the other hand, if some
subjects do make a “big jump” (i.e., they move from an
initial score of 14 to a final score of 8), it may not be be-
cause they remember a genuine experience at all: It may
be that imagining the event makes it seem very real, and
subjects become quite sure that it happened.
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Figure 1. Percentage of events staying the same, increasing, and decreasing for sub-
jects who initially responded 14 (responses indicating that the critical items proba-

bly did not happen).
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Figure 2. Percentage of subjects who increased on each item (for subjects who initially re-
sponded 1-4; that is, responses indicating that the critical items probably did not happen).

These are highly speculative inferences, and they rest
on the assumption that being reminded of a genuine event
causes one to be certain. However, to explore the possi-
bilities, we calculated the number of “big jumps,” de-
fined as an increase to a score of 8 on the posttest. Such
jumps were relatively rare, occurring in only 6 of the 112
imagined items, and in 2 of the 119 not-imagined items.
These “big jumpers” were found in the following items
from Table 1 (cases are in parentheses): “Found $10” (2
imagined); “Lifeguard” (2 imagined); “Emergency room”
(1 not imagined); “Stuffed animal” (1 imagined); and
“Haircut” (1 imagined, 1 not imagined). When these cases
were removed from the analysis and change scores were
coliapsed across subjects and items, there was stiil an
overall tendency toward imagination inflation. That is,
there were still more positive change scores for imagined
than not-imagined subjects (29.9% vs. 23.4%), and all
but the “Lifeguard” item still showed an imagination ef-
fect. Over the eight items, the mean difference was 6.55%
greater change in imagined items than not-imagined
items. A paired ¢ test treating items as cases showed that
this mean difference was significant {#(7) = 3.02, p =
.01, SE = 2.17, two-tailed; adjusted power at & = .05
was .53]. Effect size was a medium .55.

What kinds of change scores were produced by the
subjects who originally did not think an event happened
to them, and did not imagine it? Let us return to Figure 2
and examine what happened to these subjects. The left-
hand bar for each item shows the percentage of subjects
with positive change scores after merely being asked about
the event twice, on the pretest and posttest. A paired ¢ test
treating items as cases showed that when subjects did
change their responses between the first and second LEI
tests, the percentage of subjects with positive change
scores was significantly greater than the percentage with

negative change scores [mean difference = 13.9%, #(7) =
2.67,p = .032, SE = 5.20, two-tailed; adjusted power at
o = .05 was .41]. For instance, 43% of subjects who
took only the pretest and posttest became more confident
that they had found a $10 bill, and 7% of them became
less confident. Thus, even when subjects who did not
imagine an event changed their answers, they tended to
report greater rather than less confidence that it had oc-
curred. Did these subjects develop false memories be-
cause event items were repeated? Of course, there are
other explanations for this result. Briefly, it could be re-
gression to the mean. It could be that the second test pro-
motes more accurate recall, or it could be that the second
test causes the item to become more plausible, and that
increased confidence does not point to completely de-
veloped false memories so much as to increased plausi-
bility that they might have occurred. These issues are dis-
cussed in more depth later.

We have shown that when subjects imagine an event
they do not think happened, they tend to become more
confident that it did happen. But what about subjects
who initially think an event probably did happen? Would
imagination make them even more confident that an
event had occurred? Although not the main question in
our research, it is worth addressing. To examine the ef-
fect of imagination on events thought likely to have hap-
pened, we collapsed change scores for them across all
subjects and items. We included only items initially judged
as 5-7, removing the data for items initially reported as
an 8 because these ratings could not increase.The most
common outcome among these “probably did happen”
subjects in the imagined condition was to stay the same,
and the most common change in the not-imagined condi-
tion was to become less confident. Additionally, positive
change occurred more often for not-imagined items than



for imagined items (36%, or 8/22, vs. 19%, or 4/21). How-
ever, because there were so few items, statistical analy-
sis is inappropriate, and we avoid further interpretation.

DISCUSSION

The major result from this experiment is that imagining a self-
reported counterfactual event increased confidence that the event did
happen. This result complements earlier findings on the power of imag-
ination to increase people’s subjective sense of the probability that a fu-
ture event will occur (see, e.g., Sherman et al., 1985). Why should imag-
ination influence reports of both future and past events in a similar way?
On the face of it, future events and past events do not seem to have much
in common. After all, future events are obviously not subject to mem-
ory reconstruction (as judged against objective, historical truth), but
past events are. For instance, witnessed events are often reported inac-
curately (Belli, 1989); more to the point, personal experiences are also
subject to various memory distortions (Loftus, 1993). But Johnson and
Sherman (1990) argued for less simplistic categories than mere past,
present, and future. In their view, both past and future are constructions
of the present. The present constantly flows into the past, so the past is
always changing, and the future is always being constrained by this
changing past. J. J. Gibson (1977/1986) made a similar point when he
challenged psychologists to find the place where the present stops and
the past takes over. That confidence-promoting effects are found for
both future and past events suggests that the timeline is not necessarily
so neatly carved up into past, present, and future.

Imagination did not have a systematic effect on events that were ini-
tially judged to have happened. Of course, the mental activity involved
in imagining an actual past event is probably very different from the
mental activity involved when one imagines something that did not hap-
pen. In other words, an instruction to imagine an event that did not hap-
pen may lead people to create an alternate reality, but an instruction to
imagine an event that did happen may lead them simply to recall the
past event. Thus the mental processes involved when people imagine
the real versus the unreal past may be quite different.

In addition to the finding that the act of imagination promotes greater
likelihood estimates, there was also a slight tendency for the repeating
of an item to produce higher scores. For example, being asked if you had
ever broken a window with your hand, then being asked again 2 weeks
later, may lead to a small increase in likelihood scores—even without
any intervening imagination. Of course, this increase might be nothing
more than regression to the mean, but in other domains an analogous
“repetition” effect has been found. For example, Arkes and colleagues
(Arkes, Boehm, & Xu, 1991; Arkes, Hackett, & Boehm, 1989) have
shown that validity ratings of true and false statements of fact that have
been repeated are greater than validity ratings of unrepeated statements.
Even with repeated tests, the largest gains in validity occur between the
first and second tests.

Why should there be any gain at all in validity? Subjects do not have
access to new, supporting information; they simply read the proposi-
tions again. One explanation that Arkes and his colleagues have offered
for the repetition effect is that subjzcts tend to rely on familiarity as one
measure of validity, even when the facts are constant. In other words,
truth is inferred on the basis of what might be an easier cognitive route:
It may be easier to judge the familiarity of content than it is to judge the
content itself. In the context of imagination inflation, then, when sub-
jects read an event in the second LEI, they may take the familiarity of
the iter to mean that it happened. Of course, such a mechanism is a clas-
sic case of source confusion, and it is worth repeating (if only to increase
the validity of our argument) that source confusion is one of the expla-
nations for the effects seen in the imagine-the-future literature (Koehler,
1991). This entire line of reasoning is similar to that in arguments made
about the venerable “sleeper effect” (Pratkanis, Greenwald, Leippe, &
Baumgardner, 1988), in which content and source eventually become
dissociated, and a proposition that would immediately have been judged
invalid (because its source was suspect) is now judged as true.

In short, if the work of Arkes et al. (1989, 1991) shows that asking
twice about a purported fact results in higher validity ratings, it seems
plausible that asking twice about a purported event may result in higher
likelihood estimates. Perhaps pondering whether or not an event oc-
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curred involves a subset of the same strategies that are involved in imag-
ination. On the other hand, we should exercise caution in going too far
afield with a discussion of repetition effects; the effects observed in the
present experiment might actually be explained by regression to the
mean, and research is needed to specifically investigate the possibility
of a repetition effect for past events.

Of course, there are other explanations for the present results. One
account for at least some of these data is what we will call the reinter-
pretation hypothesis. It supposes that a given item is interpreted more
broadly on the LEI posttest than it is on the pretest. In other words, the
item expands to accommodate the event. The reinterpretation mecha-
nism is entirely plausible, and it is not clear that it would generally work
to produce imagination inflation. Reinterpretation could easily lead to
imagination deflation. To see why, consider that the imagination proce-
dure leads subjects to imagine a specific, complex scenario in which
they are the protagonists. Thus, the “imagined” subjects should have more
constrained item interpretations, and the “not-imagined” subjects
should have a greater tendency to reinterpret items more broadly, per-
mitting more instances of events that fit the item; such a pattern would
work against the imagination inflation effect. In short, a reinterpretation
mechanism might inflate confidence in some item and event combina-
tions, and deflate confidence in others.

Another explanation for the increased confidence we observed after
imagination involves the concept of hypermnesia. Hypermnesia is the
tendency toward increased recall over successive tests. In a typical hy-
permnesia experiment, subjects study word lists and then take several
successive tests. Recall performance often improves steadily over re-
peated testing (e.g., Roediger & Payne, 1985). Under the hypermnesia
explanation, the design of the present experiment merely promotes the
increasingly accurate recall of genuinely experienced events. For in-
stance, the first LEI test is the first occasion to think about an event, and
it thus produces the least accurate memory. The second test produces
more accurate memory than the first, and the act of imagination is yet
another chance to think about the target event. Subjects who imagine an
event are given an additional opportunity to think about it, which ex-
plains imagination inflation. The newly remembered event could con-
ceivably be one that fits the LEI item well, or one that fits somewhat.

We cannot rule out the hypermnesia possibility given the data we
collected here. Perhaps imagination inflation is sometimes due to new
genuine memories, and sometime to enhanced confidence about false
memories. This is a question worthy of further research with more pro-
bative methods. Before leaving the topic of hypermnesia, however, we
note two points about how the present study differs considerably from
the typical hypermnesia study. The first difference is on what is being
measured. The relatively neat content of hypermnesiac memories (see,
e.g., Roediger & Payne, 1985) may not generalize to the messy com-
plexity of real-life memories (see, e.g., Neisser, 1986). The second dif-
ference is in how these memories are measured. Hypermnesia is found
with recall tests, but not with recognition tests (Payne & Roediger,
1987). However, we used a test that cannot be categorized neatly as ei-
ther recall or recognition. Subjects were asked to indicate which of 40
possible childhood experiences had occurred. The items did not de-
scribe very simple experiences. Instead, they described events of some
complexity, in that multiple idea units were in all of the critical items
(except for the “Haircut event”; see Table 1). For example, subjects were
not asked if they had ever found any amount of money anywhere at any
time in their lives; they were asked if they had ever found a $10 bill in
a parking lot before they were 10 years old.

In the present research, we do not know if imagining the event itself
might cause imagination inflation, or if one must be the agent in the
event. Source confusions might be increased (and imagination inflation
be most pronounced) when subjects imagine themselves, say, finding a
$10 bill in a parking lot, but not if they imagine Bill Clinton finding the
same $10 bill. Imagining oneself should create more kinds of weak in-
formation (e.g., weak kinesthetic and haptic information) that could
later increase familiarity. We also do not know which subjects in which
events—if any—recognized that an LEI item asked about an event that
had been imagined several minutes earlier. Future research is needed to
ascertain whether subjects are drawing this link, and not showing imag-
ination inflation when they do. Even if subjects do make a conscious
link between the LEI item and the imagination exercise, we might still
see an imagination effect. For instance, these subjects might not think
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that all of the familiarity associated with the asked-about event was due
to the earlier act of imagination, or they might think that the event is fa-
miliar for reasons in addition to imagining it. More to the point, if some
subjects were indeed meeting the demand of the experiment by delib-
erately inflating their scores, we should have seen increased confidence
among those subjects who originally were confident that a given event
had happened. Instead, we saw no particular pattern in that category.

These results suggest appropriate restraint in situations in which imag-
ination is used as an aid in searching for or shoring up presumably lost
memories. When the police repeatedly ask a suspect to imagine his pos-
sible role in a murder he does not remember, or when a mental health
professional repeatedly encourages a client to imagine an abusive child-
hood event, these imagination activities may unknowingly promote a
greater belief that particular episodes occurred. The search for fact may
create a fiction. Such is the power of imagination, long ago recognized
by Keats (1817, cited in Bartlett, 1992, p. 417), who said, “The Imagi-
nation may be compared to Adam’s dream—he awoke and found it truth.”
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