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Abstract

Une of the few experimental studies to focus upon variables which
might play a role in police interrogation is Bem’s "faise confession"
research, He showed that subjects come to believe that their false
statements are true when emitted in the presence of a diseriminative
truth stimulus. In an attempted replication, the present study found
evidence to support an alternative explanation of this finding, based
upon decreased vigilance induced by the truth stimulus, In contrast,
the lie stimilus was shown to promote more cautious responding as
evidenced by better recall, greater confidence, slower reaction time,

and a different pattern of physiological responsivity,
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ne of the clearest examdles of behavior con*rol is found in the
police imtevrrogation room, where a suspect can often be induced to
confess te & crime which he may or may not have committed, The
nagnitude of this control becomes particularly impressive when we
realize that the consequences of such behavior are usually imprisonment
or death, The manver in which confessions are obtained has important
legal implications, since the presence of psychological cozrcion could
influence their admissibility as trial evidence, Jimbardo‘'s (1967)
analysis of the various‘psychological techniques used to elicit con-
fesgions hichlights the problems such methods pose for our system of
justice,

In spite of the importance of this phenowenon, only one experi-
mental study (Bem, 1966) has forused on it, Bem found that under certain
conditions subjects come to believe in the false confessions that they
have made, According to his self-attribution theory, an individual
bases his subsequent attitudes and beliefs on the behavier that he has
obscrved himself performing, Thus, if Le sees himself waking statements
under circumstances previously associated with telling tae truth, he
will believe that vhe statewents are true (even if they are, in fact,
false), Because of both the practical and theoretical implications of
this phenomenon, as well as the small sample employed, Bem's experiment
desetves to be replicated and extended further, The present study attempts

to duplicate DBem's paradigm for studying this self persuasion process,
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which may be a erirical fcature of police interrogation.

gach gsubject first performs a word task in w™ich he crosses out
so.e words but not others, He is then trained to make true statements
ir the presence of one colored light (the "truth light") and to make
false statcments in the presence of a second light (the "lie light",
Finally, he is raquired to make statements avout words which he pre-
viously did or did not cross out, Half of these "confessicns" are
false and hallt are true, ach of them is made in the presence of one
of the two lirthts; and the subject is then asked to recall whether he
actually had or had not crossed out the word, Following Bem, the pre-
diction is that there will be an interaction between the lichts and the
confessions, False confessions made in the presence of the truth light
will vroduce more recall errors than false ecc .essions made when the
lie light is on, On thc oth2r hand, true confessions emitted in the
presence of the lie iight will prodice mo 2 recall errors than ' .ue

confessions made in tihe presence of the truth light,

Method?
Subjects
Fifty-five Stanford college students (thirty-six males and ninetecen
females) were asked to participate in a study on lie detection. Half
were recruited from caupus dormitories and werc paid for their partici-
pation, while the others took part in the study to satisfy a requirement
of the ‘ntroductory psychology course,

The experimental paradigm consists of four successive phases,
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Phase 1 -- The subject engages in gome activity which can be later
used as the content of his confessions.,”

Phase II -- The experimenter cbtains information from the subject
which will be used in the training procedure of the next phase,

Phase III == Two discriminative stimuli are established for truth
telling and lying.,

Phase IV -- These stimuli are paired with "confussions' which the
subject is required to ma.e¢ about his previous activity in Phase I, The
major dependent measures are the subjéct's recall of what he actually
did in Phase I, as well as his confidence in the accuracy of his reecall,

In the first phase of the experiment, the subject was given a list

© eotron nouns and an alph~hetical guide which contained fifty of these
~saTtus, He was then asked to cress out each word on the list that also
a» eared in the alphabctical guide, 1In the second part of the study,
the subject completed a 50-item self-information form, which asked such
questions as "wWhat is your favorite music?" and "what did you eat for
dinner last night?"

Por the remainder of the study, the experimentcr communicatcd with
the subject (who was in a sound-proof chaabir) via an intercom, The
followin: procedure was then used in thase III to establish two colored

lights as the discriminative stimuli for truth telling and lying, The

experimenter asked .juestions one a* a time from the subject's self-informa-

tion form, After each question, one of two colored lights was illuminated

in the subject's room (according to the 'lie detection" cover story, the
lights were connected to "voice recording equipment'), If the red light

came on, the subject had to answer with a truthful atatement; if the
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white light came on, he had to give ar untrue answer to the question
(the colors were reversed for half the subjects), lalf of the fifty
questions were Daired with thc "truth light" and the remainder with the
"lie light."

'The final phase of the study tested the effect of this discrimination
training on the subject's recal! .erformance, The subject was required
to make forty statements about the words he did or did not cross out in
the ihase I word task., Half of these statements were truec ones and half
were fals:, while the subject was making each of these forced rcsponses,
or "confegsions,'" one of the two colored lights wars illuminated. There
were thus four experimental conditions of ten words each: false con-
fession « truth licht, false confession - lic light, true confession =~
truth light, true confession - lie light, This within-subjects ucsign
allowid each subject to serve as his own control, .after uaking each
"confession," the subject indicated whether he thouzht he actually had
or had not crossed out the word. He als» indicated his confiuence in
the accuracy of his recall on a five-point scale (ranging from
5 = "absolutely sure' %t~ 1 = "not sure at all"). At the e ' of the
experivent, the subject was questioned about his reactions to the lizhts

and the “confessions,"” and was thcn debricfed,

Results®
A preliminary anaiysis of the ata showed that Jem's precicted
interaction was not occurring, Rather, subjects were more accurate in
their recall under both of the lie lisght conditions than under the truth

light conditions, This finding suggested that the jie lizht may have




Christina Maslach 5

aﬁquired the properties of a "vigilance" cue, signalling the subject
to take his time and think carefully about his response, To test this
alternative notion, the subject's response time (i.e, the interval
betw-cn the "confession" and the recall response) was measured, he
nrediction being that it would be longer in both lie lirht conditions,
in addition, the subject's physiological responsivity (heart rate and
GSR) was recorded on an Offner Type R Dynograph., It was predicted that
the greater vigilance induced by the lie li-ht would be reflected in
a greator probability of GSR responses., Following from the Lacey,
Kagan, Lacey, & lloss (1963) findings of hcart deceleration uith sustained
attentiveness, it was also predicted that heart rate would be lower for
tne lie light conditions, The use of rocordin clectrodes did not
ai.car to disrupt the exp. ~iment in any way; in faet, it actually
enhanced its validity by making the cover story of '"lic detection" even
more plausiblec.

Overall, the data for 55 subjects strongly support the vigilance
hypothesis (main effect of liszhts) and definitely do not confirm Bem's
theory of self-observation and persuasion (interaction of lirhts and

confessions). As showmn in Table 1, subjects made fewer errors in the

Insert Table 1 about here

lie lizht conditions than in the truth ligic conditions, This ccmnarisen
is significant at the .001 level in the false confeasion conditich and

thus replicates Bem's original finding. lowever, the same comparison in
the true confession condition (p .02) is opposite in direction to Bem's

result, The subjects' confidence ratings generally reflect their receall
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performance; confidence was higher for lie light than for truth light
conditions (t = 2,10, 54 df, p<.057,

A better index of the subjects' rec.ll performance combines recall
accuracy and confidence into a single score, An error which is made
with a confidence rating of 5 is a "bigger" error than one made with a
confidence rating of 1, for example, and should be weighted differently.
Accordingly, each of the subjects' responses was given a score from
1 to 10, where 1 = error with a confidence rating of 5, 2 = error with a
confidence rating of 4 , . . 6 = correct response with a confidence
rating of 1 , . . 10 = correct response with a confidence rating of 8,

Table 2 presents the means of thase combined scores for each of the four

-

Insert Tabla 2 about here
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conditions, The '"non-conflict" groups (truth light - true confession,
lie light - false confession) can be considered as a baseline against
which to compare the opposing "conflict” groups., The "conflict"” condition
with the lie light has a slightly higher score than this baseling, while
the truth light "conflict" group has a lower one.

A more precise matric than mcan combined ~:ores is provided Ly the
mnory operating curve (atkinson, Bower, & Crothers, 1965)., This curve
takes into aczount not only the size (i.e, weighting) of tae response,
but tha type of correct or incofrect responte that is made. In other
words, there are ivo types of errors (saying “yes” when thc true anewer
fd "no," or "no™ when the true answer {s “yes") and, similarly, two types
of correct respanses. To determine the shape of the memnry operating

curve, a 10-poi it scale of the subjects’ possible responses, ranging
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from "no' with confidence of 5 to "yes" witl confidence of 5, is used,
The frequency of subjects' responses at each of these s _ale positions
is recorded, thus forning a response frequency distribution. Ome such
distribution is calculated for the 20 test itcms which had a correct
answer of "yes," and another for the 20 itcns which werc correctly answered
by "no," These two distributions are converted to cumulative probability
daistributions which then form the axes of the rwnory operating curve,
Two such curves were plot:ed for the present study -- onc for the lie
1isht conditious and »ne for the truth lisht concitiomns,

Th.. shape of the curves describez how well the subjeccs reueuvered
what words tiey did or did aot cross out in rhase I, If their recall
had been no bett.r than chanee, tie resulting curve would be the
diagoncl showm in Figure 1, That is, subj:cts would = just ..s likely

Insert Figure 1 about here

to Jive a particular rosvonse (for cexample, "no” with confidence of 4)

vo a "yes" iten as to a "no" iten, ‘lowever, if their recall wuas absolutely
aerfect (i.e, they alvays gave the correct answer with: conficdence of 5),
the curve would ¢ a right angle alo . the upper lefthand coruzr of the

fir i, Thus, the beticr the subjeces': i wry, the further away the

curve is fro. the chance performance diafonal aid the closer it is to the
srfeet performance rizht angle, Piture 1 presents the mciiory o.evating
curves for the presant study and shows graphically that subjecis hai

betisr mesory in the lie licht conditions than in the truth li-ht condi-
tlons,

The neasures of response tine and Ohysiolozical ~esponsivity offer
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soue weak support for the vigilance hypothesis, since the differenczes
werce in the predicted directien but did not reach significance, The

lie lirht conditions showed a slightly lonZer response time, lower

heart rate, and larger numbers of GSR responses, Some further support
for the vigilance hypothesis comes from subjects who voluntarily reported
that they became more anxious and attentive when :he lic light was
present, but relaxed and didn®t try so hard when the *friend.y" truth

lizht cawe on,

Discussion

The findings of this study suggest that the presence of the lie
light causes the subjects to think harder and to be more cautious, with
the result that they make fewer errors and are more confident in their
recall accuracy, The lie light appears to be a cue for a generalized
state of vigilance, and thus has a different cognitive significance
for the subject than the truth light, This cue property could result
from the training procedure in Phase II, while it is fairly easy for
the subject to respond with a true answer to 4 question, he has to
think harder and make a "double response" in order to lie, That is,
he has to first think of the true answer and then think of cne different
from it, Such responses, which involve more complex rcasoning, have
been shown by Zlark (196C) to be associated with a longer reaction time.

An analysis of each subject's pattern of responding reveals that
the majority (51%) of the subjects showed the vigilance main effect,
while 20% of them showed Bem's predicted interaction., Most of the

remaining subjects; snowed reasponse patterns that wer: the reverse of
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these two hypotheses., Eighteen percent hed interaction patterns that were
the opposite of Bem's predicted interaction, while only 7% showed a
reversed main effect that was contrary to the vigilance hypothesis,

The remaining 4% of the subjects showed no effect of the diacriminative
light training on their recall, ' These results suggest that subjects

were responding differently to the experimental situation, perhaps as a
function of their pre-axperimental training histories, It may be that
such variabies as incentive or motivation to do well are responsible

for these individual differences, and should be systematically varied in
future research.

Although Bem spesks of inducing delief in false confessions, this
phenomenon is not actually demonstrated by the results of either his
oriZinal study or the present replication., If a person had actuaily
come to believe his false statements, his confidence in the accuracy of
his recall should be as high as the confidence in his true statements,
However, the experimental findings show that confidence ratings drop as
the subject makes more errors, In other words, he is, with good reason,
becoming more unsure of his recall accuracy. Such confusion and lack
of confidence may set the stage for belief in false confessions (by
making the person more vulnerable to subsequent interrogation tactics),
but they are definitely not evidence of the belief itself, Future
regearch could better establish the poasible link between confusion and
susceptibility to attitude change, The findings of the present study
suggest that subjects would be most likely to change their attitudes after
being exposed to the truth light - false confession condition, but would

Le most resistant to attitude change techniquas in the lie light - true

.
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confession condition, In contrast, Bem's model and experimental findings
would predict that both of these “confiict" conditions would be equally
susceptible to attitude change techniques, and more sc than either of

the "non-eonflict"” conditions.

It is somewhat difficult to extrapolate from the two pregent studicus
to the "real world” because the experimental situation was a rather
artificial and uninvolving one, Moreover, since the obtained differences
were fairly small, it is questionable whether thewv are of practical
significance, Further experiments on false confeasions should use
different paradigmws which build in a greater degree of mundane realism,
ard in which the act of "confessing™ has greater consequences for the
subject, while the "false confession" of an experimental subject does
nothing more than lower his test score, the false confession of the

suspect in the squad room can result in the loss of his freedom or life,
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Pootnotes

lThis research was supported by ONR Contract NOOO 14=67-A=0112-0041
to Philip G, Zimbardo, who also provided the laboratory facilities and
valuable advice, Thanks are extended to Robert Matschullat, John Weeks,

Edward Oliver, and Jan Jattles for their help,

2A more detailed procedural deseription of this experiment, as well
as the stimulus materials, can be found in the laboratory manual by lLane &

Bem (1965),

3All of the following data were analyzed by two-tailed t-tests based
on difference scores for each subject (in contrast to the one-tailed

E~tests employed by Ben),
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TABLE 1

13

Msan Mumber of Recall Errors for Ten Trials

(Comparable Data from Bem in Brackets)

Confession
Stimilus
light

True False

Truth 3.04 3,76
Y R.36) 0.823

Lie 2,49 2,91
3.82] (1.82)

Lie vs, truth light (t = 3,68, 54 df, p <,001)

True vs, false confession (t = 1,92, 54 df, p (.10)
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TABLE 2

Mean Scores Combining Accuracy and Confidence

(Rang_e: 1 - 10)

Confession
Stimulus
light
True False
Truth 6,90 6,45
Lie 7.27 7.07

Lie vs. truth light (¢ = 4,62, 54 df, p<.001)

True vs. false confession (t = 1.82, 54 df, p<,.10)
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Figure Caption

Fipgure 1: Memory operating curve
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