
Forw ard T elescop ing: T he Q uestion M atters

V incen t P roha ska

Lehm an College , The C ity U niversity o f New York , U SA

N orm an R . B row n

U niversity o f A lberta , C anada

R obert F . B e lli

U niversity o f M ich igan , U SA

Fo rw ard tele scop ing , the repo rting or da ting o f events a s be ing m ore recen t th an

they ac tua lly w ere , is o ften ob se rv ed in su rv ey s and p roduces in accura te data . W e

be liev e tha t som e fo rw ard tele scoping occu rs w hen the quest ion fo rm a t a llow s

people to re spond w ithou t ex ten siv e retrieva l of tem po ra l info rm a tion conce rning

the ta rg e t events. W e collec ted tw o types o f da ta . T he first , the type u su ally

co llec ted by su rv ey resea rche rs , involv ed v isi ts to m edical doc to rs . A s is com m on

in survey research , the actu al d a tes of the events w ere no t ve r ifiable . T he second

type involv ed s tuden ts ’ pa r ticip ation in labo ra to ry re se arch stud ies . H e re , the

ac tua l da tes w ere verifiab le . W e dem onstra te th at m odify ing the ques tion s asked

produced d iffe rences in the am oun t o f fo rw ard te lescop ing in pa rtic ipan ts ’

re sp onses .

INTRODUCTION

``Have you been trea ted by a m edica l docto r during the last six m onths? ’ ’ ``O n

w hat date d id you buy your hom e com puter? ’ ’ ``S ince the beg inn ing of th is year,

have you been the v ictim of a crim e? ’ ’ ``W hen d id you last try to stop sm oking? ’ ’

Q uestions such as these are com m only asked on a varie ty of surveys to

ascerta in the preva lence and frequenc ies o f such even ts, and to m ake dec isions

abou t the a llocation of needed resources. Such questions are also of in terest to

m em ory researchers, espec ially those concerned w ith how tem pora l info rm ation

is rep resented and re trieved . P rior investigato rs have found that people ’ s
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responses to these questions often conta in a particu lar fo rm of error ca lled

``fo rw ard te lescoping ’ ’ . Forw ard te lescop ing is the reporting of even ts as having

occurred m ore recen tly than they ac tua lly occurred . For exam ple , if a responden t

says ``Y es’ ’ to visiting a docto r during the last six m onths, w hen actually the last

visit was e igh t m onths ago , o r reports com pleting a m ajor hom e repa ir during

M ay , w hen the repa ir w as ac tua lly com pleted during A pril, the report has been

forw ard te lescoped. Forw ard telescop ing errors a re com m on w henever people

answ er questions about w hen autob iograph ical even ts occurred (e .g . C ohen &

Java , 1995 ; Hutten locher, H ed ges, & Prohaska , 1988 ; Loftus & M arburger,

1983 ; M eans & Loftus, 1991 ; N eter & W aksberg , 1964; Rub in & B addeley ,

1989 ; Thom pson , Skow ronsk i, & Lee, 1988). Our hypothesis is that the degree

of fo rw ard te lescoping is assoc ia ted w ith the fo rm of the question tha t

responden ts a re asked. W e m ore fu lly develop th is hypo thesis la ter, afte r

considering the ev idence of fo rw ard telescop ing and the ro le o f reconstruc tion in

answ ering questions abou t the tim e of even ts.

T he com m on ev idence of fo rward te lescop ing consists o f d iffe rences in the

num ber of reports be tween groups . For exam ple, Loftus and M arburger (1983)

asked peop le w hether they had been the v ictim s of crim es during a six-m onth

refe rence period . O ne group w as g iven an exp lic it landm ark on which the

refe rence period began (the erup tion of M t. S t. He lens or N ew Y ears D ay ) w hile

the o ther w as not (i.e. ``during the last six m onths’ ’ ). T he group witho ut the

landm ark reported m ore instances of crim e v ictim isa tion . Loftus and M arburger

concluded tha t w ithou t the presence of a landm ark , even ts that ac tua lly occurred

befo re the re ference period w ere forw ard te lescoped into it.

N e ter and W aksberg (1964) com pared people ’ s reports o f m ajor househo ld

repa irs and purchases using eithe r unbounded or bounded re ference periods. The

sam e responden ts w ere in terv iew ed in separa te w aves of data co llection tha t

occurred six m onths apart. In the unbounded cond ition , they w ere sim ply to ld to

ind ica te even ts since their last in terv iew . In the bounded condition , the

in terv iew er first read the item s reported at the last in terv iew , and then asked for

new item s. N eter and W aksberg found that m ore item s w ere reported in the

unbounded in terv iew s. They concluded tha t in the unbounded interv iew s,

prev iously reported item s were be ing fo rward te lescoped into the curren t

refe rence period .

F inally , B achm an and O ’ M alley (1981) asked h igh schoo l students abou t

the ir drug use over re ference periods of d iffe ren t leng ths (e.g . the past year, the

past m onth). B achm an and O ’ M alley found tha t shorter refe rence periods

produced relatively h igher usage ra tes. A lthough they concluded that longer

refe rence periods led to underestim ation of drug usage , they a lso no ted tha t

forw ard te lescoping of earlier even ts o f drug usage could be inflating the

estim ates in the shorter periods.

T he inte rp re ta tion of ev idence of fo rw ard telescop ing is p rob lem atic,

how ever. O bserved d iffe rences in the num ber of reports ac ross d iffe ren t
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refe rence periods m ay or m ay no t indicate the presence of fo rw ard te lescop ing.

A s Sudm an and B radburn (1973) no ted, it is possible tha t peop le a re fo rge tting

earlier even ts and be ing m ore accura te in the shorter and m ore recen t re ference

periods (the explana tion favoured by B achm an & O ’ M alley , 1981). In order to

determ ine the presence of fo rw ard te lescop ing , verifica tion of peop le ’ s reports is

necessa ry . Fortuna tely , som e recen t stud ies have been able to exam ine fo rw ard

telescop ing using even ts w hose dates can be verified .

In a verification study , H utten locher et al. (1988) prov ided ev idence fo r

g rea te r accuracy in shorte r refe rence periods. H utten locher et a l. a sked

university studen ts to list film s they had a ttended a t the ir university ’ s film

societies. Tw o reference periods w ere used , the en tire academ ic year and the

m ost recen t academ ic quarter. R esults showed that studen ts asked on ly about the

m ost recen t quarter reported a ttending m ore film s during that quarter than d id

students asked abou t the en tire year. W ithou t verifica tion da ta, th is find ing cou ld

be in terp reted as ev idence of forw ard te lescoping in the shorte r re ference period.

H ow ever, H utten locher e t al. found w hen com paring reports to ac tual film dates

tha t the d ifference in the num ber of reports betw een the groups w as no t due to

telescop ing . T hat is, fo rw ard te lescop ing w as presen t in bo th groups, bu t

partic ipan ts in the shorter refe rence period cond ition reported m ore even ts tha t

ac tua lly occurred during tha t reference period . H uttenlocher et al. concluded tha t

the shorte r refe rence period led people to conduc t a m ore thorough search of

m em ory for the target even ts.

In a sim ilar ve in , R ub in and B adde ley (1989) co llec ted reports of people ’ s

attendance at a sem inar series and com pared reports to the a ttendance records

for the sem inars. A ga in forw ard telescop ing was observed . A nother type of

verifiab le ev idence of fo rw ard te lesco ping w as co llec ted by T hom pson et a l.

(1988) w ho asked peop le to keep d iaries. A t a la ter tim e when peop le reported

the da tes o f the events from m em ory , the d iaries w ere consu lted to ascerta in the

ac tua l dates of those even ts. Thom pson et a l. also observed fo rward te lescoping

of even t da tes.

H utten locher e t al. (1988) prov ided an explana tion of fo rw ard te lescoping

based on tw o fac tors. T he first w as increasing inaccuracy of in form ation in

m em ory with e lapsed tim e . B adde ley , L ew is, and N im m o -Sm ith (1978) had

prev iously dem onstrated tha t the accuracy of peop le’ s m em ory (abso lute e rro r)

for w hen even ts occurred decreased w ith elapsed tim e . The second w as

refe rence period boundar ies. In the H utten locher e t a l. m ode l, info rm ation abou t

o lder even ts is less p rec ise than info rm ation abou t m ore recen t even ts. T hus,

the re is a grea ter p robab ility tha t o lder even ts w ill be te lescoped . Because even ts

tha t occurred ou ts ide the early boundary of the refe rence period (those that can

be forw ard te lescoped in to it) a re o lder than even ts inside the early boundary

(those tha t can be backw ard telescoped ou t o f it) the resu lt is ne t fo rw ard

telescop ing over any refe rence period . N et fo rw ard te lescop ing w ill inc rease

over periods in w hich the m ost recen t boundary is the presen t (because there can
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never be backw ard te lesco ping of fu ture even ts). Rub in and Badde ley (1989)

prov ided a sim ila r exp lana tion . In both the H utten locher e t a l. and R ubin and

Baddeley m ode ls , net forw ard telescop ing is a lw ays go ing to occur, desp ite the

fac t tha t som e degree of b ackw a rd te lescop ing a lso oc curs . B ackw ard

te lescop ing is a w eaker effect than forw ard te lescoping because of the grea ter

im prec ision in da ting o lder even ts than m ore recen t even ts, w hich leads to a

grea ter tendency to forw ard telescope o lder even ts in to the reference period than

to backw ard telescope m ore recent even ts ou tside of the re ference period .

W hy is fo rw ard te lescoping a prob lem ? O n a practica l leve l, the presence of

forw ard te lesco ping ca lls into question the accuracy of the survey data on w hich

m any decisions about resource a lloca tions are m ade. Pub lic perceptions and

governm enta l po licy m ay be based on inflated da ta because of forw ard

te lescop ing erro rs . O n a theoretica l leve l o f m ore concern to m em ory

researchers, the presence of forw ard telescop ing errors ra ises questions abou t

the represen tation of tem pora l in form ation in m em ory and the processes tha t

people use to reconstruct tem pora l in form ation.

O ur sta rting prem ise is that w hen asked any tem pora l question abou t

au tobiograph ica l m em ory, peop le engage in reconstruction to form an answ er

(Friedm an, 1993; Thom pson , Skow ronsk i, L arsen , & Betz , 1996). H ow ever, the

represen tation of the tem poral info rm ation on w hich reconstruc tion is based is

hie rarch ically organised (H utten locher et a l., 1988). W e m ainta in tha t the

spec i fic ques tion asked w ill be an im portan t fac to r in the am ount o f

reconstruction in w hich respond en ts engage, because peop le on ly reconstruc t

to a leve l o f deta il su ffic ien t to form an appropria te response . T hus, w hen people

are asked : ``Have you been treated by a m edical doc tor in the last six m onths? ’ ’

they re trieve charac teristics of the event and m atch them against charac teristic s

of the re ference period . For exam ple , peop le m igh t consider how cold it w as on

the ir last doc tor visit, o r wha t they w ere w earing , o r w he ther it w as during an

academ ic sem ester. If these charac teristic s m atch the re ference period (co ld over

the last six m onths, be ing in schoo l, etc .) , they can respond ``Y es’ ’ and stop

reconstructing at that po in t. T here is no need to reconstruct an exac t calendar

da te . In con trast, a question such as: ``On w hat date w ere you last trea ted by a

m edica l doc tor? ’ ’ com pels responden ts to th ink carefu lly abou t w hen the ta rge t

event happened and reconstruc t an exac t date . W hen faced w ith the date

question , responden ts m ay be m ore like ly to execu te a m ore ex tensive re trieva l

attem pt to estim ate the da te. Thus, m ore con tex tual info rm ation assoc iated w ith

rem em bering the last even t is like ly to com e to m ind . W e be lieve that w hen

people spend less effo rt in reconstructing the tem pora l in form ation about events,

they w ill be m ore inaccurate in the ir repor ts and , thus, they w ill have a grea ter

tendency to fo rw ard te lescope those repor ts, consistent w ith the boundary m ode l

of te lescop ing first advanced by H utten locher e t a l.

O ne study by Loftus, K linger, Sm ith , and F ied ler (1990), sough t to reduce the

am ount o f observed fo rw ard telescop ing in peop le’ s reports. In an extension of
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N eter and W aksberg ’ s (1964) procedure , they found that forw ard telescop ing of

reports o f hea lth procedures over a tw o-m onth refe rence period w ere reduced

w hen partic ipants were first asked abou t the sam e hea lth procedures over a six-

m onth refe rence period . W e sugges t tha t the ir procedure m ay have encouraged

peop le w ho rece ived the six-m onth period first to engage in a m ore extensive

retrieval o f info rm ation in the tw o-m onth period in com parison to those w ho

only answ ered for the two-m onth period . A nsw ering abou t the six -m onth period

first m ay have ind ica ted to respondents the im portance of precise ly estim ating

for the tw o-m onth period , leading to a m ore com plete reconstruction to

determ ine whether an even t had indeed occurred w ithin the past tw o m onths. It

shou ld be rem em bered, however, that fo rw ard te lescop ing is still quite like ly to

occur, as p rior investiga tors have dem onstra ted, even w hen peop le engage in

ex tensive reconstruc tion, bu t our hypo thesis is that it w ill occur less o ften than

w hen peop le’ s responses can be based on less extensive re trieva l.

To test our hypo thesis w e conduc ted tw o experim en ts. T he m ajor difference

betw een them is that E xperim en t 1 asked abou t an even t (a v isit to a m edica l

doc tor) fo r w hich the true da tes could no t be verified . H ow ever, E xperim en t 2

asked about even ts (studen ts’ pa rtic ipa tion in research stud ies) for w hich the true

dates cou ld be verified . O ther diffe rences be tw een the exper im en ts a re d iscussed

later.

EXPERIMENT 1

In E xperim en t 1, w e explo red forw ard telescop ing using a m ethodo logy

com m on to survey research. Partic ipants w ere asked e ither a ``Y es/N o’ ’ o r exac t

date question abou t be ing treated by a m edical doc tor. T wo diffe ren t re ference

periods, tw o m onths and four m onths w ere used . O ur pred ic tion w as that less

telescop ing w ould be observed w hen partic ipan ts reconstruc ted an exac t da te as

a response .

Method

Partic ipan ts. Partic ipants w ere 205 underg raduate studen ts at the Uni-

versity o f A lberta , w ho w ere enrolled in In troduc tory Psychology during the

spring 1995 sem este r.

P rocedu re . D uring c lass on 31 M a rch , 1995 , each partic ipan t w as

random ly g iven a fo lded and stap led shee t o f paper. Each sheet con ta ined one

of three questions abou t visits to m edical doc tors. The 2-M onth group ’ s question

w as: ``In the last T W O m onths have you been treated or exam ined by a

physician?’ ’ T he 4-M onth group’ s question w as the sam e bu t w ith ``FO U R

m onths’ ’ rep lac ing ``TW O m onths’ ’ . T he D ate group ’ s question w as: ``O n w hat

date w ere you last exam ined by a physic ian . P lease be as exact as possib le , bu t

estim ate the day (or the m onth) if necessa ry ’ ’ . B ecause partic ipan ts w ere tested
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on the las t day of M arch , w e were ab le to use partia l responses and

approxim ations, such as ``February’ ’ or ``January 15 or 16’ ’ . To keep the to ta l

num ber of re ference and date groups sim ilar the re were tw ice as m any shee ts

w ith the da te question.

Results

The percen tages of ``Yes’ ’ re sponses in the 2- and 4-M onth groups and the

percen tages of da tes that fe ll w ith in each refe rence period are presen ted in T able

1. A ch i-square ana lysis revealed that the 2-M onth group gave m ore ``Y es’ ’

responses (57% ) than the Date group gave reports that fe ll w ith in the two-m onth

refe rence period (35% ), c 2
(1, N = 155) = 7 .45 , P < .01 . H ow ever, the d ifference

be tween the 4-M onth (62% ) and D ate (49% ) w as no t sign ifican t, c 2
(1 ,

N = 150) = 2 .26 .

It is in teresting to note tha t the percen tage of peop le w ho answered ``Y es’ ’

did no t change w ith the change in the leng th of the re ference period . That is,

57% answ ered ``Y es’ ’ in the tw o-m onth reference period and 62% answ ered

``Y es’ ’ in the four-m onth re ference period , an increase of only 5% desp ite a

50% increase in the re ference period. In con trast, in the D ate group the

percen tage of partic ipants w ho reported be ing trea ted rose from 35% during the

last tw o m onths to 49% during the las t four m onths, an increase of 14% .

Discussion

Our hypothesis, tha t the da te question would resu lt in less forw ard te lescop ing

than the yes/no question , w as supported in the tw o-m onth refe rence period .

There are several possible reasons w hy the sam e pa ttern of resu lts w as no t

observed in the four-m onth refe rence period . O ne reason m ay be due to the use

of students as partic ipants. T he end of the four-m onth period co incided w ith the

end of the prior sem ester, thus prov iding a firm boundary that m ay have

a ttenua ted the 4-M onth group ’ s tendency to fo rw ard te lescope . A nother

possib ility, consisten t w ith our hypo thesis, is tha t the Date group ’ s m ore

TABLE 1
Experiment 1

R e fe rence P e r io d

C o nd ition T w o m o n ths F o u r m o nths

2-M o nth , n = 5 4 5 7%

4-M o nth , n = 5 0 6 2%

D a te , n = 1 01 3 5% 4 9%

Pe rc en tage o f p a rti ci pan ts in d ica tin g th ey h ad b ee n ex am ined

by a m edica l d o c tor w i th in the re spec tive re fe re nce pe riod .
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ex tensive retrieva l led to the ir rem em bering m ore even ts in the longer re ference

period . F inally, a th ird possibility , also consistent w ith our hypo thesis, is tha t the

two- and four-m onth re ference periods w ere no t su fficien tly d ifferent to a llow

partic ipan ts to d istingu ish the fam iliarity o r ava ilab ility o f the even t. That is,

partic ipan ts m ay have sim ply judged w hether a m edica l treatm en t w as recen t

and thus w ith in range (w hether the range w as tw o- or four-m onths), o r no t recen t

and thus ou t o f range.

Inte rpre tations of Experim en t 1 suffe r from all o f the prob lem s inheren t in

data tha t canno t be verified that w ere d iscussed earlie r. For exam ple, the re cou ld

have been d iffe rences in docto r v isits be tw een the groups of w hich w e had no

know ledge . B ecause w e d id no t have access to partic ipan ts’ ac tua l m ed ica l

records, no a ttem pt could be m ade to collec t d irec t evidence of d iffe ren tial

telescop ing betw een the refe rence periods. E xperim en t 2 w as designed to

circum ven t th is lim ita tion .

EXPERIMENT 2

In Experim en t 2 , the even ts w e used w ere studen ts’ pa rtic ipation in research

stud ies during an academ ic sem este r. Partic ipan ts reported eithe r the num b er of

tim es they had partic ipa ted in research studies (they cou ld have partic ipa ted

once , tw ice, o r no t a t all) o r the exact da tes on w hich they had partic ipa ted . The

data w ere co llec ted three m onths after the sem ester began and a tw o-m onth

refe rence period w as used so that fo rw ard telescop ing errors w ould be possib le.

A s w e were ab le to ascertain w hen studen ts partic ipa ted from attendance shee ts,

w e w ere ab le to verify partic ipan t’ s reports.

Method

Partic ipan ts. Partic ipants w ere 143 underg radua te studen ts a t Lehm an

C ollege , T he C ity U niversity o f N ew Y ork, who w ere enro lled in tw o sec tions of

G enera l Psycho logy during the au tum n 1995 sem este r. T his course con tains a

research requ irem ent and one of the w ays tha t studen ts can (and m ost o ften do)

fulfil th is requirem ent is to partic ipate in tw o research stud ies.

Pro cedure . Research stud ies w ere ava ilab le fo r studen t participa tion

throughou t the sem este r, from 11 Sep tem ber to 12 D ecem ber, on various dates

and tim es, and studen ts se lec ted the stud ies, dates, and tim es they pre ferred . A t

the end of the ir c lasses, o n 6 D ecem ber, exac tly three ca lendar m onths a fter

classes began , studen ts w ere g iven one of tw o questions abou t their partic ipa tion

in research studies. T he form at w as the sam e as in E xperim en t 1; each

partic ipan t w as g iven a fo lded shee t on w hich one of the tw o possible questions

w as prin ted. The R eference Period group were sim ply asked to ind icate the

num ber of stud ies in which they partic ipa ted during the last tw o m onths. The

D ate group w as asked for the exact date (s) on which they partic ipa ted . Because
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we w ere in terested in forw ard te lescop ing, we arranged tha t m any studies were

ava ilab le fo r partic ipation in Sep tem ber (i.e. earlier than the re fe rence period)

and tha t the tw o instruc tors rem inded studen ts abou t th is requ irem ent throughou t

the early part o f the sem ester.

Results

First, w e com pared the percen tage of ``Y es’ ’ re sponses by the R efe rence Period

group to the percen tage of dates reported by the D ate group tha t fe ll into the

tw o-m onth refe rence period . T hese da ta a re presen ted in Table 2 . A chi-square

an a ly s is fo u n d n o s ig n if ica n t d i f fe re n c e b e tw e e n th e g ro u p s , c 2
(2 ,

N = 143) = 2 .6 . H owever, ev idence of fo rw ard telescop ing was observed w ith in

the Reference Period group . Spec ifically , a lthough the D ate group w as even ly

div ided betw een those w ho reported one (40% ) and those w ho reported tw o

(4% ) da tes, in the Refe rence Period group m ore participants (53% ) repor ted

com ple ting tw o stud ies than reported com ple ting on ly one (29% ), c 2
(2 ,

N = 83) = 16 .3 , P < .005 .

T hese da ta a lso a llow ed us to exam ine d ifferences in the accuracy of reports

be tween the tw o groups by m atch ing partic ipan ts’ reports to a ttendance sheets.

For the R eference Period group, correct responses would be ``Y es’ ’ responses and

recorded partic ipa tion w ithin the tw o-m onth re ference period . S im ilarly, fo r the

Date cond ition, the reported da te sim ply had to be correc t as to w hether it w as

w ith in or ou tside the tw o-m onth refe rence period . T hese data a re presen ted in

Table 3 . The R eference Period group w as significan tly m ore like ly to be incorrec t,

eithe r when reporting tha t they had participated tw ice , c 2
(1 , N = 68) = 4 .4 , P < .05 ,

or once, c 2
(1, N = 48) = 4.2 , P < .05 . Specifica lly , 82% of the partic ipa tes w ho

said they had partic ipa ted in tw o stud ies during the tw o-m onth re fe rence period

were incorrec t. In con trast on ly 58% of those w ho gave tw o da tes w ith in the tw o-

m onth reference period w ere incorrect. S im ila rly 58% of those w ho said they had

partic ipated once during the tw o-m onth refe rence period w ere incorrect, w hile

on ly 29% of those w ho gave one da te w ithin the tw o-m onth refe rence period were

incorrec t. The m ost com m on erro r w as fo rw ard telescop ing ; tha t is, studen ts said

TABLE 2
Experiment 2

R espo n se

C o nd it io n T w ice O n ce N o ne

R efe re n ce Pe riod , n = 8 3 5 3% 2 9% 1 8 %

D a te , n = 6 0 4 0% 4 0% 2 0 %

Pe rc en tage of pa rt ic ip an ts in d ica t in g th ey had p a rtic ipa ted in re sea rc h

s tu d ie s w ith in th e tw o -m on th r ef ere n ce p e rio d .
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they had partic ipa ted w ithin the tw o-m onth period (in O ctober or Novem ber),

w hen ac tua lly they had partic ipated earlie r (in Sep tem b er).

Discussion

Inc reased forw ard te lescop ing based on a com parison of repor ted and ac tua l

info rm ation by the group asked the easier question w as observed. Ind irec t

ev idence of fo rward te lescop ing w as observed w ith in the Reference Period

group (i.e . m ore ``TW O’ ’ responses), bu t not be tw een the groups (i.e. there w ere

not m ore ``Y es’ ’ responses from the R efe rence Period group than da tes w ithin

the re ference period by the D ate group). W e think this lack of a betw een-groups

d iffe rence is due to the fact that the re w as a h igh leve l o f partic ipa tion in the

even t in question . Unlike the even t u tilised in E xperim en t 1 , v isiting a docto r fo r

a rou tine check-up , participation in a research study w as, in a sense, a course

requ irem ent, so our rate of positive responses from both groups w as h igh.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

O ur sta rting prem ise , tha t peop le use reconstruction w hen answ ering questions

abou t the tim e of au tob iograph ica l even ts, is a w ide ly accep ted one . Indeed , th is

p rem ise is accep ted in regard to the dating of pub lic events as w ell (e .g . B row n,

1990 ; B urt & Kem p, 1991). Furthe rm ore , the prem ise th at m em ory is

h ierarch ica lly organ ised also is w ell accep ted (e .g . B arsa lou , 1988 ; Be lli, th is

issue; B row n, 1990; C on way , 1996; H utten locher e t a l., 1988). F ina lly ,

B addeley e t a l. (1978), H utten locher et al. (1988), and R ubin and B addeley

(1989) dem onstra ted that fo rw ard te lescop ing is rela ted to the increasing

inaccuracy of m em ory w ith e lapsed tim e .

O ur specific hypothesis, based on these three starting prem ises, w as tha t the

question fo rm at w ould in fluence the am ount of forw ard te lescop ing observed in

peop le ’ s reports. W e be lieve tha t the m ore difficu lt question (``R eport the exac t

date’ ’ ) led responden ts to engage in a m ore thorough reconstructive process,

resu lting in a be tte r location of the even ts in tim e and grea ter rela tive accuracy .

The sim ple r questions (``W ere you treated? ’ ’ ``H ow m any tim es did you

TABLE 3
Experiment 2: Accuracy by Condition and Responses

C o rrec t In corre c t

R efer en ce Pe rio dÐ sa id T W O 8 (1 8% ) 36 (82 % )

D a teÐ 2 d a te s in p e rio d 1 0 (4 2% ) 14 (58 % )

R e fer en ce Pe rio dÐ sa id O N E 1 0 (4 2% ) 14 (58 % )

D a teÐ 2 d a te s : 1 in , 1 o u t or 1 da te in 1 7 (7 1% ) 7 (29 % )
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partic ipate? ’ ’ ) led responden ts to sim ply infer the even ts’ recency , ra the r than

attem pt to precise ly loca te each in tim e.

T he focus of the presen t study w as on autob iograph ica l even ts w ith re lative ly

low frequenc ies of occurrence. A sk ing the m ore difficu lt question abou t h igher-

frequency even ts (e .g . ``R eport the exac t da tes during the last tw o m onths tha t

you : purchased gaso line for your car; ate beef fo r d inner; exercised ’ ’ ) m igh t

produce too h igh a dem and on peop le and lead to less accura te resu lts. Indeed ,

M eans and L oftus (1991) show ed tha t peop le’ s stra teg ies for answ ering

questions changed depend ing on the frequency of the even ts. H ow ever, the ir

study also dem onstrated tha t the m anner in w hich peop le a re questioned cou ld

increase accuracy even with h igh-frequency events. F ina lly, fo rw ard te lescop ing

also is observed w hen peop le a re asked to report tem poral in form ation abou t

disc rete pub lic even ts and w e be lieve it likely tha t resu lts sim ilar to those of the

present study w ould be observed in th is dom ain as w ell.

A s the m ode ls o f H utten locher e t a l. (1988) and R ubin and B adde ley (1989)

ind ica te, som e forw ard te lescoping is a lm ost a lw ays go ing to occur in people ’ s

reports, and w ill con tinue to be a prob lem for survey researchers w henever they

canno t verify responden ts’ reports. M oreover , there a re situa tions fo r w hich the

da ting question m ight not necessa rily lead to m ore accurate responses. For

exam ple, asking peop le to da te frequen tly occurring m undane even ts m igh t lead

to under-repo rting because the relevan t even t instances a re rap idly fo rgotten .

None the less, our da ta suggest that ask ing responden ts to prov ide a m ore precise

response regarding the tim ing of even ts w ill encourage a m ore thorough

reconstruction w hich w ill reduce forw ard te lescop ing. Thus, by m aking people

work a little harder in de term in ing w hen even ts had occurred , su rvey researchers

w ill likely ga in m ore accura te da ta .
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