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Does activation spreading on retrieval phase contribute to the creation of false memories?
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Marsh et al. (2004) examined whether activation spreading on retrieval phase contributes to the crea-
tion of false memories. They manipulated the number of non-studied related words (0, 3, or 6) prior to
each critical word in recognition tests. The result showed that as related words prior to the presentation
of a critical word increased, the rate of false recognition also became high, indicating that activation of
related words spread to the representation of critical words (i.e, false memories). In their study, false
memories even in the retrieval phase were created by related words. However, they did not mention a mu-
tual relationship among related words. If activation spreading of related words on retrieval phase contrib-
utes to the creation of false memories, false recognition of related words would also increase. Thus, the
rate of false recognition would be higher than that of the false recognition of non-related words. The pre-
sent study retested whether activation spreading of related words on retrieval phase contributes to the
creation of false memories and additionally whether there was a difference on the rates of false recogni-
tion between related and non-related words. The results indicated that critical words were easily recog-
nized as previously seen and that there was no difference on the rates of false recognition between related
and non-related words. It is concluded that the activation spreading of related words is a cause in the crea-
tion of false memories even in the retrieval phase and that the activation spreading of related words, con-
sidered of as peripheral words, did not have an influence among each other.
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Fig. 1 Mean recall probabilities for each condition. Hit
indicates hit rate for the studied list associates; FM
indicates false memory rate for the critical non-
presented words; FA indicates false alarm rate for in-
trusion error words.
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Table 1T Mean recognition probabilities for each condition (N=16)

Studied lists Non-studied list

Item-type “01d” R/K/G) “01d” (R/K/G)

List items .81 (.30/.35/.17) 22 (.00/.04/.18)

Critical lures

Test position:

Zero .84 (.22/.31/.3D) .09 (.00/.00/.09)

Three .75 (.19/.28/.28) .28 (.00/.06/.22)

Six .12 (.09/.38/.25) AT (.00/.16/.31)

M 7 (.17/.32/.28) .28 (.00/.07/.21D)

Unrelated fillers

17

(.00/.02/.15)

Average proportion of list items, critical items, and unrelated filler items recog-

nized (“Old”) in Experiment with corresponding “Remember” (R), “Know”

(K), “Guess” (G) responses in parentheses. For critical lures, the data are also

shown as a function of test position (after zero, three, or six related items) in ad-

dition to mean probabilities.
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