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Loftus and Palmer Model Answers 

 

Aims and Context 

In 1932, Bartlett proposed that memory was not completely accurate, but built up from bits of memory, 

our own experiences and expectations. He used the term reconstructed memory. He asked people to recall 

a North American folk tale from Indian folk lore and found that as people reconstructed the story, it 

became shorter and simpler and people changed it to fit in with their expectations. If memory is not 

accurate, then it has serious implications for eye witness testimony (EWT). 

In 1976, the Devlin Report on EWT found that a conviction rate of 74% in 300 cases was due solely to EWT. 

Nowadays we have CCTV, security staff, forensics and computer databases to help the police catch and 

prosecute criminals but despite this there is still a huge amount of credit given to EWT. However, if EWT is 

built up from a collection of sources including expectations (stereotypes), then it may not be very accurate. 

In the 70’s Elizabeth Loftus was conducting research into the reliability of EWT. One study had mock jurors 

listen to evidence and vote on a guilty/not guilty verdict for a suspect in a fictional shop robbery. One jury 

listened to evidence that did not include any EWT, another only had EWT but he was discredited as he had 

poor eyesight and an obstructed view of the crime, and a third set of evidence had the evidence given in 

the first instance plus a reliable eye witness. Not surprisingly the majority of jurors found the final evidence 

the most convincing and gave the highest number of guilty verdicts, but the discredited EWT received 

almost the same number of guilty votes, showing that jurors believe EWT even when given reason not to. 

Loftus decided to continue with her research and the specific aims of her 1974 study were to see how 

accurately people remember the details of a complex event, such as an accident. Also, how accurate 

people are in reporting numerical details such as how fast the vehicles were travelling. Finally, to see 

whether ‘leading questions’ affect people’s estimates of such details. Leading questions have an inbuilt 

suggestion as to how to answer. 
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Procedures 

Loftus and Palmer carried out two laboratory experiments. The sample for the first experiment was 45 

students divided into five groups of nine. They were asked to watch seven film clips of traffic accidents 

which were shown in a random order ranging in length from 5 to 30 seconds. Participants were firstly 

asked an open-ended question asking them to give an account of the accident they had just seen. After this 

they were given a specific set of questions. The critical question asked participants how fast the cars were 

travelling when they hit each other. One of the five groups was asked this. For the other four groups, the 

word ‘hit’ was replaced with ‘smashed’ ‘contacted’ ‘collided’ or ‘bumped’. Estimates of speed were 

recorded. 

The independent variable was the verbs changed for each group’s critical question, and the dependant 

variable was the speed estimates given by participants. 

The sample for the second experiment was 150 students who were divided into three groups of 50 and 

shown a film clip of a car accident, lasting around 4 seconds. One group of participants was asked how fast 

the cars were going when they smashed into each other, and another group was asked the same thing but 

‘smashed’ was replaced with ‘hit’. The third group wasn’t asked for any speed estimates. They were the 

control group. 

One week later, participants were asked if they had seen any broken glass in the film clip. There wasn’t 

any, but the dependant variable measured how many participants said they had in fact ‘seen’ broken glass. 

The independent variable was the verbs changed in the question to each group of participants. 
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Findings and Conclusions 

In their laboratory experiments investigating the accuracy of eye-witness testimony (EWT), Loftus and 

Palmer gained quantitative data. 

Experiment one was investigating the accuracy of estimates of speed. A question was asked to participants 

using five different verbs, and the verb varied from group to group. These were smashed, hit, collided, 

contacted and bumped. The mean estimates of speed were calculated for each verb and it was found in 

order of speed from highest to lowest the verbs went in this order: smashed (40.8mph), collided, bumped, 

hit and contacted (31.8mph).  

From these results it was concluded that leading questions can distort people’s memories for an event, e.g. 

if ‘smashed’ was used in a question asking for EWT, the person may generate an image that they ‘saw’ a 

car going faster than if the word ‘contacted’ was used. 

Experiment two was investigating whether a leading question could distort memory. Participants were 

asked a question with two verbs, ‘smashed’ or ‘hit’. The third group were not asked about speed as they 

were the control group. A week later they were asked if they had seen any broken glass when there wasn’t 

any. In the smashed group, 16 out of 50 said they had seen broken glass, and the hit group had 7 people 

saying they had seen broken glass compared to the control group which only had 6 people saying they had 

seen it.  

From this it was concluded that leading questions can distort a person’s memory for an event even up to 1 

week later. People’s accuracy for reporting the details of a complex event is easily distorted through using 

leading questions (i.e. changing one verb). 
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Evaluation of the Methodology 

In their research into the accuracy of memory for complex events, Loftus and Palmer used two laboratory 

experiments. There are many advantages and disadvantages of using this research method. 

Strengths are in experiment 1, the order for presenting the films was randomized, stopping order effects 

(e.g. boredom and tiredness) for becoming a confounding variable. This is a strength because it ensures 

participants give genuine answers, not just write anything as they are bored or tired. However, there is also 

a disadvantage to this research method. Only peripheral (less important) details were asked about after 

watching the film clips. This is a weakness because usually only major details are focused on in real life 

when asked to give eye-witness testimony (EWT). 

Loftus and Palmer’s methodology can also be evaluated in terms of ethics. The strengths are the 

participants were only watching film clips of an event, not witnessing it in real life which can be distressing, 

showing protection of participants has been demonstrated. This is a strength because it did not breach this 

ethical guideline and there was no psychological harm done to any of the participants. Another strength is 

all participants gave informed consent, and were fully debriefed, which is good as they weren’t deceived in 

any way and knew they were going to watch car accident clips and answer questions on them so they were 

prepared. 

The reliability has its strengths as it was a laboratory based study, making it easily replicable. Any film clips 

and questions asked can be easily used again for different groups. This is a strength because it can check 

for consistency of results. 

The validity of Loftus and Palmer’s study is questionable however as participants were having their 

memories altered but not for a real event, and this may not happen in reality due to it being too 

distressing. The study lacks ecological validity as a video isn’t a real event happening in front of the 

participants, and they knew it was going to happen so there is a lack of emotional connection which would 

be present in reality, possibly making them more alert to certain important details if asked to give EWT. 

Loftus and Palmer’s sample was 45 students in experiment one. This is unrepresentative as not only 

students witness car accidents and are asked to testify. A person of a different age group may be more/less 

alert and therefore give a different answer, or pay attention to more details. This is a weakness because 

results cannot be easily generalised. However, the sample of 150 students for experiment two is large for a 

laboratory experiment, so it can be easier to generalize but possibly only to students as only students were 

used, so it would be unrepresentative to generalize to other age groups and occupations.  
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Alternative Evidence 

 

Loftus and Palmer used two laboratory experiments to investigate the accuracy of memory for complex 

events. They found that in experiment one, people who were asked the critical question using the verb 

‘smashed’ gave much higher speed estimates than participants asked using the word ‘contacted’. Also in 

experiment two, people who were asked the critical question using the verb ‘smashed’ were more than 

twice as likely to state they had seen broken glass when asked a week later. They concluded that post-

event information such as leading questions can distort people’s memories for complex events. 

Other studies have been done within this area of research. One such study is Bartlett, who asked people to 

recount an American folk tale. This found that as participants recounted the story it became shorter and 

simpler and changed to fit in with participant’s own expectations and experiences. This supported Loftus 

and Palmer because it showed memory is inaccurate and that eye-witness testimony (EWT) may be 

affected by stereotypes and expectations. Strengths of Loftus and Palmer’s study over this are that it was 

two laboratory experiments so it was better controlled and could establish cause and effect between the 

IV (verb used) and the DV (estimates in speed/broken glass reporting). Loftus and Palmer’s study is also 

more applicable to the real world to help police with questioning techniques for witnesses of crimes. 

Another study is Loftus and Zanni, who again showed a short film of a car accident to participants, some of 

whom were then asked if they had seen ‘a’ broken headlight, others if they had seen ‘the’ broken 

headlight. This found that using the word ‘the’ implies that there was, and this showed in the answers as 

most people asked about ‘the headlight’ said yes there was one, compared to the ‘a headlight’ group. This 

supported Loftus and Palmer because it shows that information provided after an event can affect our 

recall of it. Strengths of both of these studies are that they were laboratory experiments so it was possible 

to control all extraneous variables and establish cause and effect. However, weaknesses of these studies 

are they lacked ecological validity. Showing participants a clip of a car accident is not the same as observing 

a car accident in reality. Therefore, findings cannot be generalised. 

A final study is Yuille and Cutshall. This was a real life incident where a store owner of a gun shop gave 

chase to an armed robber and shots were fired. The robber was killed, and although injured the store 

owner recovered. 13 out of 21 witnesses interviewed by police agreed to take part in a follow-up study five 

months later. The researchers asked two misleading questions similar to the ‘a’ and ‘the’ questions by 

Loftus and Zanni. This found that misleading questions had no effect on recall. It also showed those who 

suffered the most distress at the time of the incident provided the most accurate recall of the incident. 

This refuted Loftus and Palmer’s research because it found post-event information does not affect memory 

for real events. Strengths of this study over Loftus and Palmer’s are it was an improvement on Loftus’ 

research as it used genuine witnesses to a real life crime. It gives it ecological validity and makes it more 

able to be generalised to real life. However, weaknesses of this study are that it may be unethical to try 

and distort the memory of people who have witnessed a crime for psychological research. The sample is 

also fairly small, a weakness as findings may not be easily generaliseable to a wider population. 

 


