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Abstract 
Two studies demonstrated that a decision to 

report an ambiguous child abuse case affected 

subsequent memory, such that participants falsely 

recognized details that were not presented in the 

case, but that are stereotypically associated with 

child abuse. Post-decision information also 

increased reports of false child abuse stereotypic 

details, which suggests that memory errors were 

primarily due to sense-making, schematic 

processes, rather than the motivation to justify the 

decision. 

 

Background 
It has been repeatedly demonstrated that  

decision-makers retrospectively restructure 

decision problems by increasing the 

attractiveness of the chosen vs. non-chosen 

alternative. The current research examined 

whether decisions could also lead people to 

falsely remember details that were never 

presented in the background information, but 

that are consistent with the decision made.  

Method 

Study 1  

Participants (n=21) read a case vignette 

describing a boy who was admitted to the 

hospital with ambiguous burn injuries, and 

were asked to decide whether to report  the 

case as suspected child abuse or not.  Two 

weeks later, participants were given a 

recognition memory test, including eight 

questions testing false memory for details 

stereotypic of child abuse  (e.g., on the 

question “What were the boy’s injuries apart 

from what was indicated by the preliminary 

diagnosis?” the response alternative “The boy 

also had bruises “ would represent at false 

stereotypic detail).  

 

 

Discussion 
In sum, the results of both studies suggest 

that there is a risk that a decision in itself 

influences the way the decision problem is 

remembered, such that the decision maker 

may infer details that were not actually 

presented in the original information, but that 

are consistent with and supportive of his/her 

decision. Furthermore, Study 2 suggests that 

post-event information that is inconsistent with 

an original decision may alter memory of the 

original circumstances in a way that is 

consistent with the post-decision information 

rather than the decision. This finding suggests 

that the process of making sense of the event 

by the application of a schema, rather than 

motivational, self-serving biases may account 

for our findings. From a theoretical point of 

view our results raise the possibility that 

similar, sense-making, in addition to 

motivational mechanisms may play a role for 

decision consolidation expressed as 

restructured attractiveness, or distorted 

memory of the decision alternatives  (e.g., 

Festinger, 1964; Simon, et al., 2004; Svenson 

et al., 2009).  
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Results 
Means and percentages for key measures in Study 1 and 2 

____________________________________________________________ 

Study 1 

 Report case as Do not report case 

 suspected abuse as suspected abuse 

Pc reporting 

at least one false  

stereotypical detail 50% 0% 

 

Mean false  

stereotypical   

memoriesa 0.71 0.0   

 

Study 2 

 Report case as  Do not report case 

 suspected abuse  as suspected abuse 

   

 No outcome  Outcome No outcome  Outcome 

 information  information information  information 

Pc reporting 

at least one false  

stereotypical detail 45,1% 53,6% 14,3% 42,9% 

 

Mean false  

stereotypical   

memoriesb 0,69  0,88  0,14  0,57 

 

 

Hindsight 

bias indexc 11,81  18,81  -37,14  -16,43 

____________________________________________________________ 
aMaximum=8 points 

bMaximum=4 points 
cLikelihood for a new abuse minus likelihood for neutral ending 

 

Method, continued 
Study 2 

Participants (n=238) read the same case vignette 

as in Study 1, and decided whether to report it or 

not . Two weeks later,  one group of pc received 

outcome information that the boy had returned to 

the hospital soon after the first visit so badly 

injured by the father’s abuse that he died days 

later. Participants estimated the likelihood of this 

ending compared to a neutral one, and then 

received the recognition memory test including four 

questions testing memory for false stereotypic and 

four false neutral details.  
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