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SUMMARY

Pezdek and Blandon-Gitlin (2008) found that 25% of their participants reported as plausible or very
plausible that they themselves could have been a victim of childhood sexual abuse without being able
to remember it. In addition, they found that the 25% figure increased to 61% for participants who
reported that they were likely at some point in their life to seek psychotherapy. Given past work
showing that it is easier to implant a false memory for plausible events, and counter to Pezdek and
Blandon-Gitlin’s conclusions, these data point to a substantial danger of implanting false memories
of childhood sexual abuse during therapy in many people and in most people who are likely to go into
therapy. Theoretical issues regarding plausibility are discussed. Copyright # 2008 John Wiley &
Sons, Ltd.
In a number of studies (e.g. Pezdek, Blandon-Gitlin, & Gabbay, 2006), Pezdek and

colleagues have shown that false memories are easier to induce for plausible than for

implausible events. In order to decide what these findings mean for the risk of inducing

false memories of childhood sexual abuse in psychotherapy, we need to know whether

people find that forgotten memories of such abuse are plausible. To obtain these data, we

(Rubin & Berntsen, 2007) conducted a survey that found most people in a general

population consider forgotten memories of childhood sexual abuse either plausible or very

plausible in people about to enter therapy. Pezdek and Blandon-Gitlin (2008) replicated

and extended this finding but do not draw what we see as its most obvious implication. We

begin by addressing the most striking and important findings in Pezdek and Blandon-Gitlin

(2008). Then we discuss the details and logic of the experiments under consideration.

Finally we return to the main point.
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THE PRACTICAL ISSUE

In Pezdek and Blandon-Gitlin (2008), a diverse sample of 159 community college students

ranging in age from 18 to 70 years old were asked two questions about other people’s

experiences of forgotten childhood sexual abuse and then were asked the following two

questions. ‘How plausible do you think it is that you yourself could have been a victim of

childhood sexual abuse, even if you were unable to remember the abuse? How plausible is

it that you, at any point in your life, might seek psychotherapy?’ (p. 168).

Overall, 25% of Pezdek and Blandon-Gitlin’s (2008) participants reported that it was

plausible or very plausible that they themselves could have been a victim of childhood

sexual abuse, even though they were unable to remember the abuse. Thus, a quarter of the

participants are ready to believe that they themselves were victims of a now forgotten

childhood sexual abuse. If we count only the people who did not respond, ‘I do not know’,

the percentage is 28%. Because it is easier to implant false memories of plausible events,

it should be easier to convince this remarkably large percentage of the population that

they actually experienced childhood sexual abuse even though they do not remember it.

But even more striking is Pezdek and Blandon-Gitlin’s (2008) finding that among the

31% of their participants who thought their chances of seeking therapy were greater than

50%, 61% thought that it was plausible or very plausible that they themselves could have

been a victim of now forgotten childhood sexual abuse. Thus, for the nearly one third of

Pezdek and Blandon-Gitlin’s (2008) sample who thought that they may enter therapy,

over half believed that they could have a forgotten memory of childhood sexual abuse.

We refrain from making comments on the details of the experiment. Even if the

percentages vary a bit on replication, change or extension, they are substantial. Moreover,

the one question that both Pezdek and Blandon-Gitlin and we (Rubin & Berntsen, 2007)

asked produced similar responses, even though the populations are from different

countries and there were different sampling techniques.

Assuming that people’s attitudes and predictions about entering psychotherapy are

reasonable indicators of their actual behaviour, the people who might enter therapy are the

same people who are more likely to believe that they could have had a forgotten memory of

childhood sexual abuse. This finding is both important and alarming. Given a

psychotherapist who has the reasonable and well-supported belief that child abuse,

including childhood sexual abuse, can cause psychological problems and the less

well-supported belief that it is common for such abuse to be repressed or otherwise

unavailable for conscious recall, the situation is ideal for an outbreak of false memories of

childhood sexual abuse. Knowledge of Pezdek and Blandon-Gitlin’s (2008) results could

help prevent such occurrences.

Pezdek and Blandon-Gitlin (2008), however, have a different interpretation. They title

their paper ‘Planting false memories for childhood sexual abuse only happens to

emotionally disturbed people. . . not me or my friends’ and end their abstract.

‘Consequently, the risk of inducing false memories in psychotherapy may not be a

‘substantial danger’ as Rubin and Berntsen suggest’ (p. 162). We leave it to the readers to

decide for themselves. However, it is clear to us that the high percentages found in Pezdek

and Blandon-Gitlin point to a real and serious danger about which psychotherapists should

be cautioned.
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THEORETICAL ISSUES ABOUT MEASURING PLAUSIBILITY

Two kinds of plausibility are relevant. Personal plausibility asks participants to rate how

likely it was that they, themselves, had personally experienced a certain event. General

plausibility asks participants to rate how likely it is that another individual might have

experienced that event. If one wanted to know whether someone would be susceptible to

being convinced that they had forgotten childhood sexual abuse and one could only ask one

plausibility question, which one would it be? Pezdek and Blandon-Gitlin and we agree that

a personal plausibility question would be the best one to ask. Why then did we (Rubin &

Berntsen, 2007) ask about general plausibility? This has to do with the Pezdek et al.’s

(2006) experiment to which we were replying. The independent variable, which was

manipulated in the Pezdek et al.’s (2006) study, was general plausibility. The dependent

variable in that study was personal plausibility. In particular, in the Pezdek et al. (2006)

study, the dependent measure of personal plausibility was measured twice, once before and

once after an imagination task. Pezdek et al. (2006) showed that ratings of personal

plausibility increased with the imagination inflation task only for events that participants

had been manipulated to believe had high general plausibility.

Based on their findings, Pezdek et al. (2006) speculated that because the general

plausibility of childhood sexual abuse was likely to be low, the risk of inducing childhood

sexual abuse memories in psychotherapy would also be low. However, they did not provide

any evidence for their speculation about general plausibility. To challenge their argument,

we demonstrated that the general plausibility of forgotten memories of childhood sexual

abuse was actually very high: among those who gave an answer, 79% of our 495

respondents in a Gallup survey thought that it was plausible or very plausible. In the

real-world extrapolation suggested by Pezdek et al. (2006), the imagination inflation

manipulation that Pezdek et al.’s (2006) participants received would be replaced by a

potentially much more effective manipulation of psychotherapy. Thus, entering into

therapy and not remembering childhood sexual abuse are both prerequisites to the situation

towhich Pezdek et al. (2006) extrapolated their results and needed to be part of the situation

we had on participants rate on general plausibility. To counter Pezdek et al. (2006), we

therefore asked a representative sample of adults how plausible it would be for a person

with longstanding emotional problems and a need for psychotherapy to be a victim of

childhood sexual abuse, even though the person could not remember the abuse. Thus,

asking about personal plausibility, though useful in other situations, would have been

irrelevant for the argument we needed to make to counter Pezdek and Blandon-Gitlin

extrapolation of their data, given the design of their study.

Although Pezdek and Blandon-Gitlin (2008) argue for the clear superiority of personal

plausibility for drawing practical implications, in all of their own studies that they cite, they

manipulate general plausibility; none of these studies asked whether a change in memory

was affected by personal plausibility. Thus, their critique of general plausibility is also a

critique to their own earlier work, including the work to which we initially replied.
CONCLUSION

The data presented by Pezdek and Blandon-Gitlin (2008) are important. However, the

simplest and most direct interpretation of them is counter to the one Pezdek and

Blandon-Gitlin (2008) made. Either one can focus on all participants, 25% of whom
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thought forgotten memories of childhood sexual abuse were personally plausible, or on the

participants who indicated that they were likely to go into therapy, 61% of whom thought

forgotten memories of childhood sexual abuse were personally plausible. Because it is

easier to induce false memories for plausible events, the ease of inducing false memories

for childhood sexual abuse in therapy should be a real concern.
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