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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Research in memory has focused on understanding the origins, 

characteristics and consequences of false memory (Rajagopal and 
Montgomery 2011). However, there has been little focus on variables 
that moderate false beliefs about past experiences. In this paper, we 
examine one such variable – age. 

Research suggests that older adults are more prone to memory 
deficits. For example, Skurnik et al (2005) found that older adults 
were more likely to forget the context of a claim over time (true 
vs. false) and therefore were more likely to mistakenly believe it 
to be true. Consistent with this research, our expectation was that 
false memories would be more pronounced for older versus younger 
adults. That is, older adults would be more likely to report having 
tried a product that they had not in reality tried. 

Study 1 was a 2 (age: old vs. young) x 2 (imagery: high vs. 
low) between subjects study (n = 104).  Thirty-four respondents were 
students (Mage = 20.5 years), while seventy were older adults (Mage = 
62.2 years). All respondents read a set of 10 advertisements (1 target, 
9 fillers) for different products that utilized a real brand name with 
a fictitious variant name (e.g., Gatorade Zoom). The target product 
was for Orville Redenbacher’s Blue Corn microwave popcorn. The 
high and low versions of this ad were pretested to ensure that the 
two versions of the ad varied only in terms of their imagery-evoking 
ability and not dimensions such as meaningfulness, believability etc. 

After reading all the ads, respondents reported their task in-
volvement on a 3-item scale (α = .87) to ensure that differences in 
involvement could not explain our results (p’s > .05). One week later, 
they completed an online survey that contained the dependent mea-
sures.

Our key dependent measures were false memory and attitude 
strength. False memory was assessed using two different measures. 
The first measure was a dichotomous measure wherein respondents 
selected all the products that they thought they had ever tried from a 
list of fifty different products including the target brand. Our second 
measure was a set of four statements about the target product, from 
which respondents were asked to choose all the statements that ap-
plied to them. The statements attempted to delineate false memory 
about the product (e.g., “I have purchased this product”, “I have seen 
this product in local grocery stores” and “I have heard about this 
product from friends or family members”) from accurate memory 
about the product (“I have seen an advertisement for this product in 
another study”). For reporting purposes, we summed the first three 
statements as our measure of false memory. We collected responses 
to the statements for three filler brands in addition to the target prod-
uct. 

We used attitude predictiveness as our measure of attitude 
strength. Attitudes were measured using a four-item scale (bad-good, 
negative-positive, unfavorable-favorable, undesirable-desirable, α = 
.88). Purchase intentions were measured using a single item scale 
(“How likely are you to purchase Orville Redenbacher’s blue corn 
popcorn the next time you are purchasing microwave popcorn?”). 

rESuLTS
False Memory. We found a significant interaction between age 

and imagery on the product usage memory measure (χ2 (3) = 8.91, 
p < .05) and the false statements (F (1, 100) = 4.12, p < .05), with 
the older adults reporting a lower incidence of false memory as com-

pared with the younger respondents. Thus, a larger number of young-
er respondents selected the target product when they viewed the high 
imagery ad (28.5%) as compared to the low imagery ad (10%), but 
there was no significant difference between the high (5.5%) and low 
imagery (2.9%) ad conditions for the older respondents. Similarly, 
younger respondents choose a larger number of false memory state-
ments when they viewed the high imagery ad (M = .86) as compared 
to the low imagery ad (M = .30; t (100) = 2.66, p < .05), with no dif-
ferences between the two conditions for the older respondents (Mhigh 
= .30, Mlow = .26, t (100) < 1). There were no differences in the selec-
tion of the correct memory statement (χ2 (3) = 1.03, p > .1). These re-
sults suggest that age moderates the creation of false memories such 
that older respondents are less susceptible to the creation of false 
memories through advertising. 

Attitude strength. Regression analyses revealed that attitudes 
significantly predicted purchase intentions for the young respondents 
who viewed the high imagery ad (β = .59, p < .05), but not the other 
experimental conditions (βyoung,low imagery = .29, p > .1, βold,high imagery = 
-.22, p > .1, βold,low imagery = .17, p > .1). Thus, consistent with the results 
for memory, we find that attitude-intent correlations are significant 
only when false memory is reported. This further suggests that the 
false memory effect is found only for the younger respondents. 

These results suggest that age moderates the creation of false 
memories such that older respondents are less susceptible to the false 
experience effect than younger respondents. This is contrary to our 
predictions and is a very interesting finding because it is also con-
trary to the findings from past research that has consistently docu-
mented a memory disadvantage with age. 

We propose that our findings occur because older adults may 
suffer from a decline in the ability to image, which decreases the 
creation of false memories via high imagery advertising.  To that 
end, we have two unreported studies that further examine the mod-
erating effect of age using different techniques to instantiate false 
memory (e.g., repetition, writing detailed experiences), consistent 
with past research (Garry et al. 1996). In study 2, respondents are 
asked to write detailed information about erroneous autobiographical 
experiences. In study 3, we test whether repeating ads can attenuate 
the differences in false memory between the two age groups since 
research has shown that repetition can aid memory for older adults 
more than younger adults. In addition, we also collect information on 
frequency of consumption, product familiarity and knowledge to rule 
out the possibility that differences in these variables may underlie 
the findings.
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