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CHAPTER 9 '

Here Today, Gone Tomorrow:
The Appearance and Disappearance
of Context Effects

MERRILL D. McSPADDEN, JONATHAN W. SCHOOLER,
and EL1ZABETH F. LoFTUS

University of Washington

ABSTRACT

Evidence is reviewed examining whether guided memory techniques can
improve recollections when subjects have previously received misleading
information. A series of three studies are reported which examined the
impact of context reinstatement on the recall of inaccurately described details.
Overall, these three studies suggested that guided memory could sometimes
facilitate retrieval in the face of misleading information but the effects were
rather fragile and unpredictable.

For many years we have been studying techniques for making memory
worse. We have assaulted memory by making subjects feel stressed (Loftus
and Burns, 1982), by exposing subjects to erroneous post-event information
(Greene, Flynn and Loftus, 1982; Schooler, Gerhard and Loftus, 1986), and
by interrogating subjects with leading questions (Loftus, 1979). It was natu-
ral that at some point we would want to stop and think instead about ways
of improving memory. This interest was fueled by a call from a leading law
firm in our city requesting some help with a problem. It seems that the only
copy of an important medical X-ray had been sent to the firm by mail. It
was critical because it provided proof of the cause of death of a party in
litigation. It disappeared, and the lawyers werg desperate to find it. A
secretary was the last person to have seen the X-ray. Was there anything
we could do, the head of the firm asked, to help her remember where she
may have put the X-ray?
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