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How Storytellin g Shape s Memory an d Impressions o f Relationship Event s
Over Tim e

Ian McGregor an d John G . Holme s
University o f Waterlo o

In 4 longitudina l studies , the authors explicate d ho w storytellin g abou t relationship s biase s subsequen t
impressions in the direction of the story told. In Study 1 , storytelling about a relationship conflict vignett e
biased impressions of blame 2 weeks later, even with memory bias neutralized. Study 2 tracked 2 distinct
and variabl e influence s o n blame,—storytellin g heuristi c an d memor y mediate d mechanisms—ove r a
40-week period . Heuristi c bu t not memory mediate d effect s depende d o n story quality . In Stud y 3 , the
need for structure moderated use of the storytelling heuristic. In Study 4, storytelling biased impressions
of real-life relationshi p conflict s 8  weeks later . In light o f past research indicatin g tha t storytellin g an d
idealization characterize satisfied relationships , the present results suggest that the cognitive side effect s
of storytelling ma y hel p cause idealization an d satisfactio n i n relationships .

The term storytelling ha s a  delightfu l doubl e meaning . O n th e
one hand, it implies recounting experiences in a coherent narrative
format wit h th e perspective o f an audience in mind. On the othe r
hand, it can also connote a certain slippage from the realities of the
episodes it supposedly portrays , if not a wholesale bending of the
facts t o creat e a  "good story. " Thi s latte r them e i s centra l t o th e
provocative stor y skeleto n mode l propose d b y Schan k an d Abel -
son (1995) . Lik e othe r stor y researcher s (e.g. , Rea d &  Miller ,
1995; McAdams , 1993 ; Pennington &  Hastie , 1988) , the y con -
tended that story for m i s a natural and spontaneous cognitive unit
for representin g informatio n abou t socia l relationships . T o trans -
late the complexities o f socia l reality into story form, Schank and
Abelson argued that story construction usually involves stretchin g
evidence to conform to the contours of a relatively simple skeleton
theme. "This means , in effect, tha t one has to lie. We must leav e
out th e detail s tha t don' t fit , an d inven t som e tha t mak e thing s
work better " (p . 34) . As a  resul t o f thi s process , th e "laundere d
version" o f event s i s largel y wha t i s remembered . "W e los e th e
original an d kee p th e copy " (p . 58) . Furthermore , Schan k an d

Abelson contended that , over time, details fade and only the story
skeleton remains .

If suc h claims are warranted, then stories o r narrative account s
would seem critical to study in the context of relationships because
of thei r potentia l influenc e o n shapin g interpersona l perception s
and judgments. However, the few studie s exploring storytelling in
relationships hav e focuse d o n it s rol e i n motivate d construal ,
viewing storie s a s convenient tool s fo r bendin g the truth to reach
certain desire d conclusions . Fo r instance , Murra y an d Holme s
(1993) showe d tha t individual s creat e storie s tha t diminis h th e
threat posed by an experimentally induce d doub t abou t their rela-
tionship partners . Harvey , Weber , an d Orbuc h (1990 ) an d
Baumeister, Stillwell , an d Wotma n (1990 ) explore d th e us e o f
stories a s a  mean s o f diffusin g th e self-blam e associate d wit h
terminating relationship s an d committing transgressions .

Although storie s ca n certainl y serv e suc h purposes , w e als o
believe, lik e Schan k an d Abelso n (1995) , tha t th e storytellin g
process itself drives important cognitive changes that are indepen-
dent o f individuals ' motivatio n t o reac h a  particula r conclusion.
Individuals ma y tel l storie s fo r a  numbe r o f reasons , bu t w e
contend tha t the y com e t o believ e thei r storie s becaus e o f th e
cognitive side-effects o f the storytelling—in ou r terms, because of
a storytelling effect. Fo r example, the storytelling effect ma y be an
important causa l lin k between satisfie d partners ' tendenc y t o de-
fend thei r relationships with charitable stories (Murray & Holmes,
1993) and their tendency to hold idealized conclusions about their
partners (Murray , Holmes , & Griffin , 1996a) .

In the present research we investigated how storytelling affect s
blame fo r vignette-base d an d real-lif e relationshi p conflicts . T o
manipulate storytelling, we had participants tell a story that dimin-
ished one partner's responsibility fo r th e conflict an d exaggerate d
the other's , wit h ful l awarenes s tha t the y wer e tellin g a  biase d
story. Our goal was to illuminate underlying cognitive mechanisms
that migh t explain ho w an d wh y individual s com e t o believe th e
stories they tell about relationship events over time. We argue that
two different processe s contribute to the impact of storytelling on
judgment.

The first mechanism by which storytelling could influence judg-



ment involve s biase d memor y fo r th e evidenc e i n a  directio n
consistent wit h th e story . Th e second , whic h w e posi t operate s
independently of evidence memory, involves a more direct process
that relie s o n a  gist-base d "storytellin g heuristic. " Afte r demon -
strating the latter mechanism in Experiment 1 , the distinct tempo-
ral patter n o f eac h mechanis m i s explicate d i n mor e detai l i n
Experiment 2 . I n Experimen t 3 , w e examine d a  personalit y at -
tribute tha t promote s th e us e o f th e storytellin g heuristic , an d i n
Experiment 4  w e demonstrate d tha t the storytellin g effec t gener -
alizes t o real relationships .

Storytelling, Memory , an d Judgmen t

Storytelling

Definitions o f wha t constitute s a  story var y widel y withi n an d
between research traditions. At one extreme, literary theorists have
outlined relativel y narro w structura l criteri a tha t an accoun t mus t
conform t o in order to be considered a  story. At the other extreme,
some theorists are willing to grant that any subjective viewpoint or
rendition of "what happened" qualifies as a story. Our definition of
story fall s betwee n thes e tw o extreme s an d relie s o n Bruner' s
(1986, p . 16 ) minima l constrain t tha t "narrativ e deal s wit h th e
vicissitudes of human intentions." This definition emphasize s tha t
stories contai n contextualize d particular s an d causa l relation s be -
tween intention s an d consequence s experience d b y th e character s
over time . Accordin g t o Bruner , th e essenc e o f a  stor y i s that ,
unlike logica l argument s an d othe r form s o f "paradigmatic " dis -
course tha t mak e abstracte d trut h claims , storie s ai m fo r consti -
tuted believability o r verisimilitude—the experientially based rec-
ognition tha t "tha t could happen. "

inconsistent information , an d they conclude d tha t this was  due to
encoding rathe r tha n retrieva l processes. 1

The relevance of the Ostrom et al. (1980) findings to storytelling
research ma y b e limite d b y thei r us e o f a n attribut e lis t method ,
however. Research by Higgins and Rholes (1978) also focused o n
trait description s rathe r tha n stor y generation , but  i n a  communi-
cated message context that seems closer to the storytelling process.
Higgins and Rholes told participants to communicate informatio n
about a target to a recipient who was known to either like or dislike
the target . Becaus e th e ostensibl e goa l o f th e participan t wa s t o
help th e recipien t identif y th e target , whe n communicatin g th e
information t o th e recipient , th e participan t tende d t o distor t it s
content in the direction of the recipient's known attitude about the
target (e.g. , quiet migh t b e changed t o loner i f th e recipien t was
known to dislike the target and to gentle if the recipient was known
to like the target). When asked to recall the content of the original
message 2  weeks later , participants mistakenl y remembere d thei r
spontaneous distortion s a s th e origina l information— a tendenc y
that increased ove r time. 2

Several principle s o f encodin g ma y accoun t fo r Higgin s an d
Rholes (1978) findings  and (b y implication) suppor t ou r expecta -
tion tha t storytellin g shoul d influenc e memor y throug h biase d
encoding o f information i n a story-consistent manner . In generat -
ing biased accounts , an d i n storytelling , participant s interpre t th e
meaning of ambiguous details from th e perspective assigned. Dur-
ing storytelling , participant s selec t th e particular detail s from th e
body o f evidenc e t o "spin " i n th e directio n o f th e storytellin g
perspective; the y generat e biase d meaning s fo r th e ambiguou s
evidence pieces ; they elaborat e o n them ; an d the y rehears e the m
during th e composition o f the story . Thus, encoding principles of

Storytelling and Memory

According to Schank and Abelson (1995), abstract gists or story
skeletons are central to the storytelling process; for example, "man
tries to replace mothe r wit h wife " may serv e a s a  skeleton repre -
sentation fo r a  lon g an d complicate d relationshi p sag a (p . 60) .
Coherent stories are built around skeleto n representation s an d ar e
subsequently use d t o simplify thinkin g an d communicating abou t
social episodes . As wel l a s helping t o organiz e th e stories , how-
ever, Schan k an d Abelson contende d tha t over time skeleton s ac t
as schemat a tha t guid e selectiv e an d reconstructiv e memor y (cf .
Bartlett, 1932 ; Bower, Black, & Turner, 1979) . Over time, people
remember an d reconstruc t onl y informatio n tha t corroborate s th e
story skeleton , whic h ultimatel y strengthen s it . I n othe r words ,
Schank and Abelson proposed tha t stor y skeleton s act like "glue"
for story-consisten t information , makin g i t mor e accessibl e tha n
information tha t does not flesh out the story line. According to this
perspective, stor y skeleton s influenc e memor y a t retrieval .

Another way that stories might influence memor y i s that story -
telling itsel f coul d fortif y th e encodin g o f story-consisten t infor -
mation. Ther e i s ampl e evidenc e tha t themati c organizatio n o f
information a t th e tim e o f encodin g make s i t mor e memorable ,
whether i t be by chunking (Miller , 1956) , clustering (Bousefield ,
1953), o r other method s (e.g. , Tulving, 1962) . Along thes e lines ,
Ostrom, Lingle , Pryor , an d Gev a (1980 ) foun d tha t theme -
consistent informatio n i s remembere d bette r tha n theme -

1 Their participants wer e given a  lis t o f attributes abou t a  target perso n
and wer e aske d t o assess th e target' s likel y succes s a t an occupatio n (th e
theme) relate d t o hal f th e attributes . A  fe w minute s later , memor y wa s
better fo r th e occupation-consisten t attribute s tha n fo r th e others . More -
over, even when, just before the recall test, participants were asked to make
a secon d judgment abou t the target' s suitabilit y fo r a  different occupatio n
consistent wit h th e othe r hal f o f th e attribute list , recal l fo r th e attribute s
consistent with the initial occupation remained superior . The recall advan-
tage must therefor e hav e originated whe n th e attributes wer e first  learned
and encode d (i n th e context o f a  judgment abou t th e firs t attribute) . The
retrieval hypothesi s woul d hav e predicte d tha t th e secon d occupatio n
should hav e activate d th e node s o f th e attribute s consisten t wit h i t an d
rendered the m more accessible .

2 The relevance of the Higgins and Rholes (1978) findings to the current
research i s limite d b y severa l factors . First , limite d experienc e wit h th e
original informatio n wa s allowe d befor e th e biase d communicatio n wa s
generated. In real life, people usually have direct personal experience with
the fact s befor e engagin g i n storytelling . Thus , i t migh t hav e bee n rela -
tively eas y fo r th e distortion s t o b e confuse d wit h th e origina l content ,
because the original content may have been only faintly encoded . Second ,
no mediationa l analyse s wer e conducted t o explore  whethe r participants '
biased impression s o f th e target s ma y hav e bee n directl y shape d i n a
top-down fashio n b y knowledg e o f th e recipients ' attitud e towar d th e
target o r th e evaluative theme s i n thei r messages . Finally , participant s i n
the Higgins and Rhole s experiments ha d a  degree of choic e i n generatin g
their biased communications. Results might therefore be explained in terms
of dissonance and self-perception effects . I n our experiments we attempted
to control fo r thes e possibilities .



selection, generation, elaboration, and rehearsal could cause biased
memory a t the encoding stag e (Hall , 1989) .

Evidence Memory and Judgment

Memory mediated effects o f storytelling on judgments of blame
are based o n the assumptio n tha t evidence tha t comes t o mind i s
used, i n a  bottom-up, inductive fashion , a s a  basis fo r evaluatin g
blame. For instance, in a relationships context, M. Ross and Sicoly
(1979) demonstrated that marital partners' biased memory for their
own contribution s towar d househol d chore s was  associate d wit h
overestimates of personal responsibility for the chores getting done
(presumably becaus e eac h partner' s ow n contribution s cam e t o
mind mos t readily) . Tversk y an d Kahnema n (1973 ) labele d thi s
tendency to base judgment on the most accessible information th e
availability heuristic (p . 207).

Although it may seem obvious that judgments about episodes or
people should be based on the weight of the evidence remembered,
that is not always the case. A persuasive example of the potential
independence o f memor y an d judgment come s fro m a  quit e dif -
ferent researc h contex t involvin g trai t inferences . Klein , Loftus ,
Trafton, an d Fuhrman (1992 ) found evidenc e tha t trai t judgments
were not  base d o n memor y fo r behaviora l informatio n unde r
certain circumstances . Whe n judges ha d "extensiv e experience "
with th e target , behaviora l exemplar s wer e no t retrieve d fro m
memory when judgments were being made about how well a trait
described the target (a s evidenced by a  lack of facilitated reactio n
time to the exemplars tha t should have been expected i f they ha d
been primed by retrieval). Furthermore, forced retrieval of relevant
behavioral memorie s di d no t affec t subsequen t judgments o f th e
trait's descriptivenes s (Klein , Loftus , &  Sherman , 1993) . Simi -
larly, Park (1986) found tha t abstract trait terms were increasingly
used by individual s t o describe acquaintances , instea d o f specifi c
behaviors, as individuals gained experience with the acquaintance.

Apparently, judgment can be independent o f evidence memor y
when pre-existent , summar y representation s ar e readil y availabl e
(see also Hastie & Park, 1986 ; Srall & Wyer, 1989 , Postulate 14) .
Indeed, i n som e contexts , onc e a  summar y representatio n i s
formed, judgment does not seem to depend on whether or not the
episodic information tha t led to the representation ca n be recalled
(cf. Watkin s &  Kerkar , 1985) - Thi s lin e o f reasonin g raise s th e
possibility tha t a  story' s gis t migh t hav e a  "direct " effec t o n
judgment, independen t o f memor y fo r th e evidence . Alon g thes e
lines, we propose that storytelling promotes the formation o f a gist
or story skeleton that can then be used as an heuristic for judgment,
alleviating th e necessity o f returning t o the specific evidence .

Stories a s Proxie s fo r Evidence : Th e Direc t Effec t o f
Story Gis t o n Judgmen t

The Storytelling Heuristic

In thei r impressiv e stor y mode l o f jury decision-making , Pen -
nington and Hastie (1992), suggested that story structure itself can
facilitate th e transition fro m th e us e of specifi c evidenc e t o sum -
mary abstractions (i.e. , story gist ) for makin g judgments. Further -
more, they argue d tha t qualitie s o f th e stor y itself , suc h a s com-
pleteness, plausibility , an d consistency , hel p t o determin e th e
influence o f the story on subsequent judgment. The authors foun d

that moc k jurors wer e mor e influence d b y evidenc e presente d i n
story for m (i.e. , whe n witnesse s gav e complet e accounts ) tha n
evidence presented by issue (i.e., each witness testifies on motives,
then on circumstances, etc.). "Story-friendly" evidenc e led to guilt
ratings that were more polarized in the direction of the preponder-
ance of evidence, even though memory for the evidence at the time
of judgment wa s not  biase d b y whether  th e evidenc e was  story -
friendly o r not .

In the present studies , we wished t o explore directly the impact
of self-generate d storie s o n judgment, a s compare d t o explorin g
the impact of evidence presented in story form, as Pennington and
Hastie (1992 ) hav e done . W e believ e tha t thei r interestin g logi c
can be extended to the present context . Koehle r (1991) developed
a hypothesi s simila r t o Penningto n an d Hastie' s i n a  theoretica l
overview o f "perseveranc e effects, " on e rooted i n the notion tha t
the process of constructing an explanation is the basis for increased
confidence i n it s conclusions. 3 Koehle r propose d tha t merel y ex -
plaining o r imagining a  "focal hypothesis " institutes a  "referenc e
frame," whic h reifie s th e hypothesi s b y requirin g th e temporar y
assumption o f it s truth . Furthermore , b y a  proces s aki n t o th e
"simulation heuristic " (Kahnema n &  Tversky , 1982) , Koehle r
suggested tha t th e influenc e o f th e referenc e fram e depend s o n
how easil y an d convincingl y th e accoun t coul d b e generate d
around th e frame . Koehler' s concep t o f referenc e fram e bear s
resemblance t o Schan k an d Abelson' s (1995 ) stor y skeleton , bu t
the perspective s o f Koehle r an d Penningto n an d Hasti e ad d t o
Schank an d Abelso n b y converging  o n th e predictio n tha t a n

3 Research i n the belief perseveranc e tradition (e.g. , Anderson, Lepper ,
& Ross , 1980 ; L . Ross , Lepper , Strack , &  Steinmetz , 1977 ; Sherman,
Skov, Hervitz , &  Stock , 1981 ) demonstrates tha t participants continu e t o
believe conclusions presented to them or that they justified, eve n after th e
original basis for th e conclusion i s discredited. Although the perseverance
literature helpe d shap e par t o f ou r theory , ther e ar e severa l importan t
differences betwee n i t an d ou r research . First , perseverance  researc h in -
vestigated th e influenc e o f simpler , paradigmati c account s o n subsequen t
impressions. Give n th e recen t empirica l an d theoretica l suppor t fo r th e
contention tha t storie s ar e the natural cognitiv e unit s for transmittin g an d
storing social information , an d theory an d research suggestin g that storied
accounts are processed differentl y tha n paradigmatic one s (Bartlett , 1932 ;
Braner, 1986 ; Pennington &  Hastie, 1992 ; Stein, 1979) , it seemed impor -
tant to evaluate the impact of complex storytelling per se as opposed to the
simpler, paradigmatic explanations , propositions, o r trait descriptions tha t
have bee n assesse d i n pas t research . Second , storytellin g require s th e
integration o f conflicting evidenc e an d potential  causa l attribution s int o a
coherent summary . I n th e curren t research , w e explor e ho w th e ver y
difficulty i n constructing a  story unde r these circumstances moderate s th e
storytelling effect . I n perseverance  research , contradictor y evidenc e wa s
not salient, and an unbiased sample of evidence was not rehearsed prior to
judgments. Third , participant s i n perseverance  studie s usuall y di d no t
realize they were constructing biased explanations and may have had some
commitment t o thei r conclusions , especiall y i f the y generate d furthe r
supportive thoughts . I n ou r experiments , participant s wer e explicitl y in -
structed t o construct biase d stories . Finally, perseverance  researcher s the -
orized tha t thei r effect s derive d fro m th e perseveranc e o f causa l attribu -
tions, whic h presumabl y remaine d eve n afte r th e initia l informatio n wa s
discredited. Suc h mechanism s wer e neve r adequatel y assessed , however ,
and potentially competing mediatin g paths involvin g evidenc e memory o r
gist were not investigated. A main focus o f our research i s to explicate the
mechanisms underlyin g th e influence o f storytellin g o n subsequen t mem -
ory an d judgment.



individual's summar y representation , an d it s influenc e o n related
judgments, depend on the phenomenology relate d to the difficult y
of constructin g th e stor y itself . Pu t simply , heuristi c judgment s
based on storytelling should be a joint function o f the storytellin g
perspective an d subjectiv e perception s o f storytellin g eas e an d
plausibility.

Although even spurious accounts based on random informatio n
tend t o feel somewha t credible t o their creator s (Gilovich , 1991) ,
not al l storytellin g leave s individual s wit h a  story-consistent gist .
If a  story feels difficul t t o construct and implausible, the phenom-
enal experienc e ma y undermin e th e validit y o f th e stor y an d th e
author ma y deduc e a  gis t tha t i s equivoca l o r eve n inconsisten t
with th e stor y line . If , o n th e othe r hand , a  stor y seem s eas y t o
construct and feels compelling to its author, the author has greater
confidence i n retainin g a  story-consisten t gist . Thus , we propos e
that socia l judgment s ar e guide d b y a  storytellin g heuristic ,
whereby bot h the storytelling experience and the storytelling per -
spective influenc e judgments independen t o f memor y fo r th e de-
tailed evidence. Successfully tellin g a convincing story results in a
gist representation with evaluative implications consistent with the
storytelling perspective. Storytelling that is experienced as difficul t
and not  convincin g doe s not  produc e suc h a  gis t an d ma y eve n
result in a gist with evaluative implications in the direction oppo-
site the storytelling perspective . Trying o n a story an d experienc -
ing its lack of fit may lead one to conclude that the alternative story
must be correct .

Epistemic Motivations for Using Story Gists as Heuristics

Whereas authors such as Schank and Abelson (1995) focused on
the functional o r "cognitive miser" features of stories for distilling
information, Brickma n (1987 ) took the argument one step furthe r
by emphasizin g a  particula r epistemi c functio n o f stories . H e
suggested that social information, especially about relationships, is
characteristically ambiguou s an d equivocal . Individual s ar e moti-
vated t o tel l storie s becaus e storie s reliev e epistemi c discomfor t
and provid e cognitiv e clarit y b y synthesizin g socia l informatio n
into a simpler structure that assimilates incongruencies . Althoug h
Brickman highlighte d a  differen t motivatio n fo r storytelling , h e
echoed Schan k an d Abelson' s vie w tha t storie s bia s subsequen t
memory. Indeed, according to Brickman, an important reason that
stories are told is to help the storyteller mask offending loos e ends,
thereby reducin g th e discomfor t associate d wit h cognitiv e
inconsistency.

If stories are natural units for simplifying socia l information an d
reducing epistemi c discomfort , a s thi s logi c woul d suggest , the n
individuals wit h stron g preference s fo r simpl e structur e i n th e
organization o f thei r socia l knowledg e shoul d be mos t relian t o n
them. As we review i n detai l later , i t has been demonstrate d i n a
variety o f researc h context s tha t individual s wh o scor e highly o n
the Personal Need for Structur e (PNS) Scale favor simple , heuris-
tic strategies fo r processin g socia l information (Neuber g &  New-
som, 1993) . Their propensity to rely on certainty-facilitating short -
cuts whe n makin g socia l judgments lead s u s t o predic t tha t hig h
PNS individuals rely o n the storytelling heuristi c mor e than thei r
low PN S counterpart s whe n judgin g blame , t o avoi d havin g t o
cope with potentially confusing, ambiguous evidence. Our hypoth-
esis that PNS moderates the storytelling effect rests on the assump-
tion tha t storytelling promote s the creation o f summar y represen -

tations tha t ca n subsequentl y b e use d a s th e basi s fo r heuristi c
judgments. Evidenc e consisten t wit h thi s prediction , therefore ,
would provid e suppor t fo r th e existenc e o f suc h summar y
representations.

Overview

In each of our four experiments , participants were instructed t o
tell a  biased stor y abou t a  relationship conflic t a s i f the y wer e a
lawyer fo r on e of th e characters i n the relationship. W e invente d
the lawye r manipulatio n becaus e i t seemed t o mimi c th e kin d o f
processes i n whic h relationshi p partner s engage . Fletche r an d
Fincham (1991 ) contende d tha t individual s ac t lik e lawyer s i n
relationships, wit h thei r primar y goa l bein g t o represen t them -
selves to each other in the best possible light. Murray and Holmes
(1993) hav e demonstrate d tha t satisfie d intimate s ac t a s eac h
others' lawyer s as well, spontaneously tellin g motivated storie s to
exonerate th e othe r whe n unpleasan t evidenc e surfaces . Becaus e
Experiments 1- 3 wer e vignette based and Experiment 4  explored
conflicts i n rea l (bu t not  necessaril y satisfied ) relationships , w e
could not  rel y o n satisfie d partners ' natura l motivatio n t o ac t a s
lawyers. Thus , the mai n independen t variabl e i n al l fou r studie s
was the particular perspective participants were assigned to defend
in thei r rol e a s a  "lawyer. " Usin g assigne d storie s instea d o f
motivated one s allowe d u s t o focu s o n ho w mer e storytellin g
influences judgment, unconfounded with more direct, motivational
influences o n judgment tha t may als o exis t (cf . Kunda , 1990) .

Experiment 1  was designed t o demonstrate that the storytellin g
effect ca n occur quite independently o f memor y fo r th e evidenc e
itself. Experiment 2  provide s a  mor e complet e understandin g o f
the storytellin g effect' s paralle l mechanism s o f actio n (heuristi c
and memory mediated ) ove r differen t tim e intervals an d explore s
the rol e o f perceive d "stor y quality " i n th e storytellin g effect .
Experiment 3  complement s th e mediatio n result s b y testin g
whether PN S moderate s th e degre e t o whic h individual s us e th e
storytelling heuristic . Experimen t 4  i s a  simpl e demonstratio n
study t o establish th e generalizabilit y o f th e storytellin g effec t t o
real relationships .

Experiment 1

In Experiment 1  all participants read the same vignette abou t a
relationship conflic t betwee n "Kim " an d "Jim. " The vignett e de -
scribed a  relationship conflic t escalatin g ove r tim e and wa s con -
structed to present ambiguous evidence balanced to support equiv-
alent blam e fo r eac h partner . Afte r readin g th e vignette ,
participants wer e randoml y assigne d t o generat e a  biase d stor y
from th e perspective o f either Kim's o r Jim's lawyer.  Two weeks
later participant s returne d t o th e la b an d gav e thei r ow n impres -
sions o f whic h characte r wa s mos t t o blam e fo r th e relationshi p
conflict. W e predicte d a  storytelling effect, wherei n participants '
blame ratings would be biased i n the direction o f th e stories they
had told .

We wer e als o intereste d i n investigatin g possibl e mediatin g
mechanisms o f th e storytellin g effect . Th e procedure s fo r th e
experiment wer e designe d t o provid e a  conservativ e tes t o f
whether storytellin g coul d directl y influenc e judgmen t indepen -
dently of any influence tha t biased evidence memory migh t have.
First, participant s wer e ver y awar e tha t th e storie s the y create d



were purposefull y biased , makin g i t easy fo r the m to adjus t thei r
judgments t o reflect th e fact thei r stories were not "true." Second,
they wer e i n a  no-choice , force d complianc e situation , wit h n o
obvious motivation to want to believe their stories. Although many
of the circumstances tha t promote storytelling in real life relation -
ships resul t i n th e storytelle r havin g a  stake i n a  particular "con -
clusion," in the current studie s w e explored whether  basi c cogni -
tive processes , independen t o f a  desire d conclusion , migh t b e
sufficient t o explain storytellin g effects .

To investigat e th e possibilit y tha t th e storytellin g effec t o n
judgment migh t b e drive n b y bot h direc t an d memor y mediate d
mechanisms, w e include d tw o measure s o f memor y jus t afte r
blame wa s assessed . Also , a  randomly selecte d subse t o f partici -
pants fro m eac h lawye r conditio n was  reexpose d t o unbiase d
evidence fro m th e origina l vignett e jus t befor e the y mad e thei r
blame ratings 2 weeks later. We reasoned that to the extent that this
procedure attenuate d th e storytellin g effect , th e influenc e o f sto -
rytelling on judgment could be attributed to biased memory for the
vignette evidence. On the other hand, to the extent tha t the story -
telling effec t persiste d despit e reexposur e t o th e unbiase d evi -
dence, a  mor e direc t mechanis m fo r th e storytellin g effect , not
mediated b y evidence memory , woul d see m more plausible .

Method

We gave 37 female and 21 male University of Waterloo undergraduate s
credit towar d thei r introductor y psycholog y cours e for participating. The
cover stor y wa s that ou r Conflict Perspective s Projec t wa s assessing the
ability to take alternative perspectives abou t relationship conflicts . Partic -
ipants were informed tha t they would be required to return in 2 weeks for
a short follow-up session . No reason was given for this return, and the few
people who asked were satisfied wit h the response that it was "just a short
follow-up o n some o f the materials yo u will b e completing today. " On
returning 2 weeks later, participants wer e given the cover story that in the
interest of improving our materials, we were assessing how interesting our
materials from 2  weeks ago had been. We claimed tha t one way for us to
assess interes t wa s to see how memorable th e materials were . Bot h the
initial sessio n an d the 2-week follow-u p wer e conducte d i n group s of
between 5  and 16 participants.

The vignette. A  45-line vignett e presente d a  developing relationshi p
conflict betwee n tw o characters, Kim and Jim, unfoldin g ove r time . We
constructed i t t o presen t suggestiv e an d ambiguous detail s balance d t o
imply equivalen t guil t o f both characters , thereby leavin g room for alter-
native construal s o f causality an d culpability. For example, one sentence
read: "At the beginning of Kim and Jim's relationship, Kim's old boyfriend
Matt had kept calling , and she had secretly visite d him one night. She' d
always fel t a  bit guilty abou t this  bu t never tol d Jim , fearing h e migh t
misunderstand." The reader is left t o decide whether "visited" means tha t
Kim actuall y cheate d on Jim or whether, somewha t mor e virtuously , she
only talked with Matt that evening and simply felt guilty about withholding
the informatio n fro m Ji m (even thoug h sh e may have don e so to protect
him from his own unreasonable jealousy). The vignette concludes wit h a
similarly ambiguou s climax :

When sh e opened th e door, Ji m greeted he r with a  nervou s kiss .
After askin g abou t Kim' s tri p an d talking fo r a few minutes, Jim
blurted out: "I've got something I need to tell you—while you were
away, Natasha kissed me. We had a drink afte r ou r exam and when
I drov e her home, she invited me in. Before I  knew i t she was al l
over me. " Kim was furious. " I kne w it ! I've had it wit h you!"
"Fine," Jim coldly replied .

Initial session. Participant s were given 20 min to read the vignette and
were asked to record any details that "could possibly be used by someone
to make Kim or Jim look bad." The purpose of this task was twofold. Firs t
it gave participants a chance to rehearse all the details of the vignette before
being assigne d thei r roles . Though i t worked agains t ou r hypothesis, this
precaution wa s taken to mirror the usual real-life circumstanc e o f having
experience wit h the unbiased information befor e storytellin g is attempted.
Second, w e used th e residual o f notice d anti-Ki m detail s regresse d on
noticed anti-Jim details as an index of participants' initia l perspectives on
the conflict . W e used initia l perspective as a covariate in our analyses to
remove extraneou s varianc e relate d t o participants ' initia l idiosyncrati c
views abou t the conflict.

For th e manipulation o f storytelling , participant s wer e randoml y as -
signed t o act as either Kim' s o r Jim's lawyer . We gave participant s two
blank page s an d 20 min to write a  biased stor y depictin g thei r clien t as
blameless in the vignette conflict and the other character as at fault. On the
basis o f finding s o f Baumeister an d colleagues (1990 ) tha t relationshi p
partners try to influence perceptions of guilt about transgressions by telling
stories tha t magnif y th e malevolent intention s behind , an d consequences
of, perpetrators actions , we left the causal and intentional structur e of the
vignette ambiguou s wit h th e expectation tha t participants ' storie s woul d
weave causal and intentional order into the description of what happened .
We made it clear that a random hal f of the participants had been assigne d
to defen d eac h character,  an d we encourage d participant s t o immers e
themselves i n thei r roles , imaginin g tha t the y wer e actuall y tryin g t o
construct a story that would convince a judge and jury. When this task was
completed, participants were reminded of the scheduled date of their "short
follow-up session, " thanked , and dismissed.

Two weeks later. Participant s assigne d relative blame for the vignette
conflict t o Ki m versus Ji m by ratin g th e followin g thre e item s o n a
numberless 15-cm-lon g scale : (a ) Who was mos t responsibl e fo r the
relationship difficulties ? (b ) Who seemed to care leas t abou t the relation-
ship? (c) Whose behavior wa s mos t damaging to the relationship? Actua l
instructions were as follows: "Based on your memory of the 'Kim and Jim'
vignette, please use an 'X' to mark you r rating on the following scales. "
The experimenter wa s blind as to whether participants had defended Ki m
or Jim 2 weeks earlier (a precaution taken in all four studies reported in this
article). Responses on the three blame items were averaged to form a single
rating of blame, which serve d a s our main dependen t measure . For con-
sistency acros s studie s and measures, we arbitrarily code d blam e an d al l
other relevan t variable s suc h tha t hig h number s reflecte d mor e blam e of
Kim and less of Jim.

To hel p asses s whethe r th e storytelling effec t migh t b e mediated by
evidence memory, two further procedure s were included. First, just before
participants made their blame ratings, we reexposed a subset of them (fro m
each o f the lawyer conditions ) t o the unbiased lis t o f conflict-relevan t
vignette details they had generated 2 weeks earlier and gave them 5 min to
refamiliarize themselve s wit h thei r lists . (Th e no-reexposure grou p was
twice a s large a s the reexposure grou p t o enable mediationa l analyses.)
Thus, each participan t in the reexposure condition was presented wit h the
list o f the details he or she had noticed an d had seen a s relevant t o the
conflict, befor e th e storytelling. We reasoned tha t i f a storytelling effec t
persisted despit e this  reexposure , the n i t could no t be fully mediate d by
biased o r distorted evidenc e memor y (whic h woul d presumabl y b e neu -
tralized by the reexposure).

As the basis of a second strateg y for assessing mediation , immediatel y
after recordin g thei r blame ratings , participants in the no-reexposure con-
dition complete d material s designe d to assess biased recal l and "recogni-
tion" o f fals e bu t story-consistent information . Fo r a measur e o f biase d
recall, participant s wer e instructe d t o recor d al l the details the y coul d
remember fro m th e original vignette . Anti-Kim detail s wer e recorde d on
one page , an d anti-Jim detail s wer e recorde d o n another . W e used the
residual o f anti-Kim detail s regresse d o n anti-Jim detail s a s an index of
biased recall . To assess participants ' tendenc y t o "recognize" false infor -



mation tha t was story consistent , afte r completin g the blame scale and the
free recal l task, participants rated 1 0 statements about the original vignett e
as true or false . I n reality , al l 1 0 of th e items were false ; 5  portrayed Ji m
negatively an d 5  portraye d Ki m negatively . Fo r example , th e vignett e
mentioned that Kim had considered quietly lifting th e telephone receiver to
see i f Jim wa s talkin g t o Natasha . The fals e statemen t was , "Kim eaves -
dropped o n Jim' s phon e conversation. " W e calculate d a n inde x o f fals e
recognition b y takin g th e residua l o f endorse d fals e evidenc e agains t Ji m
regressed on endorsed fals e evidence against Kim. We chose items for the
false recognition scale that we thought would be the most likely distortions
that lawyer s woul d mak e abou t ambiguou s evidenc e i n th e vignette . W e
expected, therefore , tha t participants ' recognitio n o f scal e item s woul d
occur if participants had some vague recollection (belo w the recall thresh-
old) o f simila r distortion s tha t the y ha d use d i n thei r ow n stories . Thus,
these indexes of biased recall and false recognition allowed us to assess the
degree to which the storytelling effec t wa s mediated by biased memory of
vignette details .

Results and Discussion

Preliminary analyses. I n th e initia l session , befor e writin g
their lawyer stories, participants found a n average of 9.3 anti-Kim
details and 8. 2 anti-Ji m details . On average , Kim's lawyers wrot e
stories that were 33 lines long, and Jim's wrote stories that were 35
lines long. The three-item blame scale had an internal consistenc y
reliability of .60 and a mean of 8.1 cm. Two weeks after the initial
session, participant s recalle d a n averag e o f 4. 5 anti-Ki m an d 4. 0
anti-Jim details. They also endorsed 3.6 anti-Kim and 2.6 anti-Jim
statements o n the false recognitio n measure . In short , the conflic t
vignette was fairly balance d in terms of which character appeare d
to be a t fault , wit h a  tendency towar d makin g Ki m see m slightl y
more to blame. We conducte d squar e roo t transformation s o n al l
the variable s contributin g t o th e aggregat e indexe s t o normaliz e
their positivel y skewe d distribution s befor e indice s wer e calcu -
lated. Eleve n participant s i n th e open-ende d commen t sectio n a t
the en d o f th e firs t sessio n sai d tha t the y di d no t lik e havin g t o
defend th e "wrong " person . Althoug h thi s initiall y cause d u s t o
worry tha t we might have inadvertently conducte d a n experimen t
on reactance, we took this as evidence that participants were quite
cognizant o f havin g n o fre e choic e abou t whic h characte r the y
were assigne d t o defen d (whic h make s dissonanc e o r self -
perception explanation s fo r ou r hypothesized effec t unlikely) .

Main analyses. Th e design was a 2 (storytelling: Kim's lawyer
vs. Jim's lawyer)  X  2 (reexposure: no vs. yes) analysis o f covari-
ance, wit h initia l perspective s a s th e covariat e an d blam e a s th e
dependent variable. The main effect fo r storytelling was examined
first. Participant s assigned to write a lawyer story in favor o f Kim
were significantl y les s blamin g o f Ki m 2  week s late r (adjuste d
M =  7.6 ) than those who were assigned to write lawyer stories in
favor o f Jim (adjuste d M  =  8.7) , F(l , 55) =  4.93 , p < .05 . Thus,
it appears a s though storytellin g di d bias judgment 2  weeks later .
The initial perspective covariat e was  also significantly associate d
with blame, F(l, 55) =  6.84 , p < .01 , indicating, not surprisingly ,
that participants' initia l construals o f the vignette influenced thei r
blame rating s 2  week s later . W e nex t examine d whether  th e
storytelling effec t woul d persist  eve n wit h possibl y biase d recal l
neutralized by reexposure to unbiased details . The main effect fo r
reexposure and the interaction between reexposure and storytelling
were bot h nonsignifican t (Fs < 1.2) . Moreover , a s show n i n
Table 1, there was no trend toward an attenuated storytelling effec t

Table 1
Adjusted Means for Storytelling and Reexposure Conditions

Reexposure t o evidenc e Jim's lawye r Kim's lawye r

No
Adjusted M
n

Yes
Adjusted M
n

8.5
20

9.2

7.4
20

8.0
10

Note. Score s range d fro m 0  {all Jim's fault) t o 1 5 {all Kim's fault).

in the reexposure conditions, suggesting that the storytelling effec t
was not mediated b y biased memor y fo r vignett e details .

As a second assessment of the possible mediating role of biased
evidence memory, we conducted mediational analyses of the effec t
of storytelling on blame with the indexes of biased recall and then
false recognition a s possible mediators. As shown in Figure 1 , the
storytelling effec t was  entirely nonmediated . Th e path coefficien t
(standardized beta ) fro m storytellin g t o biase d recal l was  no t
significant, J 3 = —  .07, whereas the direct path from storytellin g t
blame was significant , / 3 = .31 , p < .05 . Similarly, the path fro m
storytelling t o false recognitio n wa s no t significant , j 8 = .06 , but
the direct path from storytellin g to blame was significant, J 3 = .26 ,
p < .05 . Together wit h th e nul l result s fro m th e Storytellin g X
Reexposure interaction, these findings sugges t a direct mechanism
of actio n an d provid e no suppor t for a  memory-mediated mecha -
nism. I t appear s tha t storie s influenc e subsequen t judgment s b y
way of a  direct effect tha t does not depend on biased memory fo r
the vignette details .

One possible reason fo r th e lack of indirect effects o f storytell -
ing mediate d throug h memor y processe s i s tha t th e measure s o f
memory wer e perhap s unreliable . Thi s appear s not  t o have bee n
the case , however . Bot h biase d recal l an d fals e recognitio n wer e
significantly relate d to blame, /3 = .44 , p < .01 , and £S =  .26 , p <
.05, respectively. As one would intuitively expect and also predict
on th e basi s o f th e availabilit y heuristic , th e specifi c piece s o f
evidence salien t a t the time o f th e judgment influence d individu -
als' blam e ratings . I n thi s experiment , however , storytellin g ap -
peared t o have littl e influence o n wha t informatio n was  recalled .
These results left us with two questions. First, why did storytelling
not caus e biase d memory , a s Schan k an d Abelso n (1995 ) an d
Brickman (1987 ) contended i t should? Second, if not mediated by

.31"
Storytelling Blame

Storytelling lame

Figure 1. Direc t an d evidence-memor y effect s o f storytellin g o n blam e
at 2  weeks . B R =  biase d recall ; F R =  fals e recognition . ** p <
.05. ***p < .01 .



memory bia s o r distortion , ho w exactl y d o storie s directl y influ -
ence subsequen t impressions ? W e addresse d thes e question s i n
Experiment 1.

Experiment 2

. A s a  possibl e explanatio n fo r wh y storytellin g di d not  affec t
memory i n Experimen t 1 , w e wondere d whethe r th e 2 0 mi n
participants spen t i n th e initia l sessio n combin g throug h th e ful l
range o f evidenc e fro m th e vignett e (befor e storytelling ) migh t
have fortifie d thei r memor y fo r th e vignett e informatio n t o th e
extent tha t 2  week s wa s not  lon g enoug h fo r memor y abou t th e
original vignett e t o deca y o r becom e confuse d wit h story-biase d
distortions. Well-rehearsed memories about the complete range of
evidence ma y hav e preempte d th e emergenc e o f story-biase d
memory. To assess whether storytelling might bias evidence mem-
ory ove r a  longer tim e period, w e repeated th e general procedur e
from Experimen t 1  but collected th e blame ratings a t three differ -
ent time intervals in a largely within-subject s design : immediately
after the lawyer stories were generated (0 weeks), 6 weeks after the
lawyer stories (6 weeks), and 40 weeks after the lawyer stories (40
weeks).

In additio n t o furthe r investigatin g th e impac t o f storytellin g
perspective o n judgmen t throug h th e evidence-memor y mecha -
nism, w e als o investigate d th e possibilit y o f a  simultaneou s "di -
rect" effec t o f storytellin g o n judgment . Penningto n an d Hasti e
(1988, 1992 ) and Baumeister an d Newman (1995 ) suggeste d tha t
in th e proces s o f constructin g a  coheren t stor y abou t wha t hap -
pened, individual s develo p propositiona l conclusion s abou t guil t
or innocence tha t are then used as the basis for judgments, allevi-
ating th e necessit y o f returnin g t o a  consideration o f th e specifi c
evidence. Similarly , followin g th e logi c develope d earlier , w e
expected that storytelling would produce a gist that would serve as
the basi s o f a  storytellin g heuristi c tha t operate s independen t o f
memory fo r th e detailed evidence .

Furthermore, th e theoretica l wor k o f Koehler  (1991 ) an d Pen -
nington an d Hasti e (1988 , 1992 ) le d u s t o predic t that , wherea s
telling a  credibl e stor y shoul d produc e a  gis t wit h evaluativ e
implications i n the direction o f th e story , telling a  story tha t does
not fee l credibl e coul d resul t i n a  gis t tha t i s equivoca l o r wit h
evaluative implications in the opposite direction of th e story told .
In othe r words , w e expecte d tha t stor y gis t woul d b e a  join t
function o f storytelling perspective and story quality . If so , and if
gist exerts a direct influence on judgment independent of memory,
then w e woul d expec t tha t th e interactio n betwee n storytellin g
perspective and story quality should predict blame. In other words,
if ou r theory-base d expectation s abou t gis t ar e correct , the n th e
direct effec t o n blam e shoul d be i n th e directio n o f th e assigne d
storytelling perspectiv e fo r goo d stories,  but nonexisten t o r even
opposite th e storytellin g perspectiv e fo r poo r qualit y stories . I n
addition to testing this logic with subjective ratings of story qual -
ity, we also included a n exploratory, direc t measure of th e evalu-
ative implication s o f gists . This allowe d direc t assessmen t o f th e
relation betwee n blam e an d gist , an d ou r hypothesi s tha t th e
evaluative implicatio n o f a  gis t i s a  joint functio n o f storytellin g
perspective and stor y quality .

If poor quality stories do result in an equivocal gis t or one with
evaluative implication s opposite  t o th e storytellin g perspective ,
this woul d presen t a n opportunity fo r assessin g whethe r expecte d

memory-mediated effect s o n judgmen t deriv e fro m retrieva l o r
encoding processes . Retrieva l explanation s woul d predic t tha t
memory is biased by the gist (i.e.,  the residual summary represen-
tation a t the time of retrieval) . Encoding explanation s woul d pre-
dict tha t memor y woul d b e biase d b y th e origina l storytellin g
process itself . For good qualit y stories , storytelling an d gis t hav e
the sam e evaluativ e implications , an d s o encodin g an d retrieva l
explanations canno t b e disentangled . Fo r poo r qualit y stories ,
however, encodin g explanation s woul d predic t tha t storytellin g
and gis t shoul d influenc e judgment throug h memor y i n opposite
directions. For poor qualit y storie s (i.e. , difficult t o construct an d
not convincing) , i f encodin g processe s ar e primaril y responsibl e
for biase d memory , the n memor y shoul d stil l b e biase d i n th e
direction o f th e storytelling, even in the face o f a n opposing gist .
On the other hand, if retrieval processes are primarily responsible ,
memory bias should be consistent with the resultant gist. Thus, for
poor qualit y stories , i f encodin g processe s ar e responsibl e fo r
memory bias , ther e i s th e potentia l fo r a  seemingl y paradoxica l
effect i n whic h memory-mediate d an d direc t mechanism s influ -
ence judgment i n opposing directions .

If encoding processes are indeed responsible for story-consisten t
memory bias , w e though t i t migh t b e mos t pronounce d a t inter -
mediate interval s o f tim e betwee n storytellin g an d th e memor y
assessment. Although some researchers have begun to explore the
link betwee n storytellin g an d memory , the y examine d recal l
shortly after th e storytelling process (in the same session) and did
not find any relation (see Pennington & Hastie, 1992) . However, a
short interva l ma y not  uncover  biase d memor y effect s becaus e a
reasonably representative sample of the original information migh t
still be available at the time of judgment, preempting any encoding
or retrieval advantag e for story-consisten t evidence . Longer inter -
vals should facilitate memory bias, as overall memory decays more
quickly fo r informatio n no t include d i n th e stor y an d a s th e
distinction between original information an d story-distorted infor -
mation become s blurre d (cf . Higgin s &  Rholes , 1978) . O n th e
other hand , ver y lon g interval s pos e th e risk  tha t mos t detaile d
evidence is forgotten altogether , even that which is consistent with
the story. Thus, it seems reasonable to expect that story-consisten t
memory shoul d be most pronounced afte r intermediat e time peri-
ods. In the present studies , memory bia s wa s investigate d imme -
diately afte r th e experimenta l induction , a t 2  weeks , 6  weeks ,
and 40 weeks.

Method

We gave 49 male and 52 female Universit y o f Waterloo undergraduate s
credit toward thei r introductory psycholog y course for participating in the
experiment. Th e cove r stor y an d genera l procedur e wa s th e sam e a s i n
Experiment 1 , excep t tha t w e include d tw o measure s o f stor y quality ;
lengthened the blame scale from 3 to 10 items; did not include a reexposure
condition; assessed blame a t three different tim e intervals; and included a
measure o f gis t a t th e 40-week assessment . Data wer e collected i n grou p
sessions averagin g 8  participant s i n size . Storytellin g perspectiv e wa s
assigned within eac h gender on a n alternating basis . Two participants di d
not return fo r th e secon d sessio n an d wer e droppe d fro m th e experiment ,
leaving a  total o f 9 9 participants .

Story quality. Base d on the theories of Koehler (1991) and Pennington
and Hasti e (1992) , stor y qualit y wa s indexe d b y participants ' subjectiv e
reports o f th e eas e o f constructio n an d plausibilit y o f thei r stories . Fo r
measures o f eas e an d plausibility , i n Sessio n 1 , participant s rate d thei r



stories on the questions: "How difficult wa s it for you to make your case?"
(anchored with 1  = very difficult, and 7 = very easy) and "How convincing
a cas e do you think you made?" (anchored by 1 = not at all convincing,
and 7  =  very convincing). W e expected tha t i f participant s foun d thei r
stories eas y t o construc t an d convincing, th e storie s woul d hav e mor e
influence o n subsequen t judgments , wherea s difficul t an d implausibl e
stories would have a contrast effect o n judgment. We calculated an overall
index of subjective stor y quality by averaging the ease and convincingness
ratings and squaring the average to eliminate negativ e skew .

Blame judgments. W e increased the number of items in the blame scale
from 3  to 10 to increase its reliability. The new items asked which character
was most at fault, had the worst attitude, had the most acceptable behavior ,
had th e mos t suspec t motives , wa s mos t t o blame , showe d th e mos t
reasonable behavior, and acted most unfairly. Item s were worded such that
agreement with the statement would indicate blame of Kim for 5 items and
blame of Jim for the other 5 items. Responses were recorded on a 9-point
scale anchore d b y - 4 =  very strongly disagree, t o 4 =  very strongly
agree. A s in Experiment 1 , blame an d all other relevan t variable s wer e
arbitrarily coded such that high numbers reflected mor e blame of Kim and
less of Jim.

Initial perspective and memory assessment. W e assessed initia l per-
spective, biased recall , and false recognition using the same procedures as
in Experiment 1 , with one modification. Instea d of providing participant s
with separat e sheet s for recording anti-Ki m and anti-Jim details , we gave
them one sheet to write down any conflict relevant details they noticed (for
the initia l perspectiv e measure ) o r could remembe r (fo r the biased recal l
measure). The detail s wer e then code d as anti-Kim or anti-Jim by a blind
coder. As in Experiment 1 , initial perspective wa s assessed before partic -
ipants were assigne d to a storytelling condition .

Timing of blame and memory measures and the assessment of gist.
Some o f the participants complete d th e blame scal e onc e (a t 6 weeks),
some twic e (a t 0 week s an d at 6  weeks) , an d some thre e time s (a t 0
weeks, 6 weeks, and 40 weeks). At 0 weeks, immediately after writing their
lawyer stories , participants wer e assigned on an alternating basi s to com-
plete either the blame scale or a filler task (the same as the blame scale, but
instead o f askin g abou t relative  blam e o f Kim and Jim, it aske d abou t
relative blam e o f women an d men in general i n conflict situations) . We
assessed blam e a t 0 week s becaus e i f the storytelling effec t influence d
blame immediately, then this would provide more evidence that the effec t
is no t fully mediate d b y biased evidenc e memory . Hal f th e participants
completed a filler questionnaire at 0 weeks instead of the blame question-
naire so that we could assess whether or not consolidating opinion through
the time 0 blame assessment influence d blam e ratings at 6 weeks.

We di d no t asses s memor y a t 0  week s becaus e participant s wer e
given 2 0 mi n o f experienc e wit h unbiase d evidence ; thus , i t seeme d
unlikely tha t accurate memory for vignette details would have had enough
time to decay or become confused wit h storytelling distortions. At 6 weeks,
all 99 participants complete d th e blame scale , the biased recal l measure ,
and the false recognitio n measure , in that order . At 40 weeks, all partici-
pants wit h E-mai l addresse s (7 1 of the 99) were sen t a n E-mail entitle d
"The Kim and Jim Reunion" and were invited to provide E-mail responses
to the blame and biased recall measures. False recognition was not assessed
at 4 0 week s t o kee p th e unsolicite d questionnair e shor t t o maximiz e
compliance. Participation wa s completely voluntar y and no compensation
was offered fo r the 40 week assessment: 39 of the 71 participants contacted
(55%) responded .

On the E-mail questionnaire , afte r th e blame measure had been admin -
istered an d the biased recal l measur e ha d recorded specifi c detail s (or
distortions) "remembered" about the vignette, a final explorator y questio n
asked participants if they remembered anything particularly wel l about the
conflict. Becaus e participants had already reported specifi c memorie s and
abstract evaluations, we hoped that participants would report their memory
for the general gist of the vignette in response to this question. More direct
wording of this question would have left i t unclear to us as to whether gist

representations provide d b y participants wer e preexisten t o r simply pro-
duced on the spot to satisfy th e requirements o f the questionnaire .

Results

Preliminary analyses. I n th e initia l session , befor e writin g
their lawyer stories, participants foun d a n average of 7.4 anti-Ki m
details an d 6. 5 anti-Ji m detail s o n th e initia l perspective s assess -
ment. On average, Kim's lawyer s wrote stories that were 28 lines
long and Jim's wrote stories that were 29 lines long. Kim's lawyers
gave thei r storie s averag e convincingnes s rating s o f 5. 1 an d eas e
ratings o f 4.6 . Jim' s lawyer s gav e thei r storie s averag e convinc -
ingness rating s o f 5. 0 an d eas e rating s o f 5.0 . Overall , eas e an d
convincingness was  correlated ( r =  .44) . At 6  weeks participant s
recalled an average of 3.5 anti-Kim and 3.2 anti-Jim details on the
biased recal l assessmen t (overall , 22 % fewe r tha n th e numbe r
"remembered" after 2 weeks in Experiment 1) . They also endorsed
an averag e o f 3. 5 fals e anti-Ki m detail s an d 2. 8 fals e anti-Ji m
details o n th e fals e recognitio n assessment . A t 4 0 week s partici -
pants could only recall a n average of 1. 6 anti-Ki m detail s and 1. 5
anti-Jim details on the biased recall assessment, indicating that , as
expected, memory for the specific evidence was almost completely
lost. Finally, as hoped, 27 of the 39 participants who responded to
the E-mai l questionnair e answere d th e fina l questio n abou t wha t
they remembered particularly wel l with statements tha t resembled
skeleton o r gis t rendition s o f th e conflic t betwee n Ki m an d Jim .
For example :

Jim was spending a  lot of time with some girl, and tha t i t seemed
suspicious to Kim. Jim seemed somewha t nonchalan t abou t the rela-
tionship, and Kim was getting a  bad deal.

Kim came home after her business trip and was thinking of the 'affair '
she had while away . She started brewin g ove r ways to tell Jim, and
she became really mad at him, because, I  think he did something or
said somethin g to her about her job.

Kim confronted Ji m about his actions whe n she was alread y ma d at
him and didn't giv e him a chance to explain. She jumped to conclu-
sions and the relationship ended .

Main analyses. Increasin g th e length o f th e blame scal e sub -
stantially improve d it s Cronbac h alph a reliabilit y fro m .6 0 i n
Experiment 1  to .90 . The storytellin g effec t o n blam e replicate d
quite convincingly a t al l three testing times . The adjuste d means ,
F ratios, and p value s fo r th e two leve l (Kim' s lawyer s vs . Jim's
lawyers), between-subject s analyse s o f covarianc e (wit h initia l
perspective a s the covariate and blame as the dependent variable )
at 0  weeks, 6  weeks, and 40 weeks ar e presented i n Table 2 .

Furthermore, the 6-week analysi s was  conducted separatel y fo r
those who had already complete d th e blame scal e at 0  weeks an d
those wh o had not , bu t blam e a t 6  weeks di d no f diffe r betwee n
them, and there was no evidence of an interaction term in a broader
analysis of variance model. Similarly, no interaction was found fo r
the biased recal l an d false recognitio n memor y indexes . Reported
results are therefore collapsed across these two conditions. We also
collapsed acros s gender because there was no significant effec t o f
gender, o r interactio n betwee n gende r an d storytellin g condition ,
on subsequen t blame .

Next, w e conducte d a  2  (between : Kim' s lawyer s vs . Jim' s
lawyers) X  3  (within : 0  weeks vs . 6 weeks vs . 40 weeks ) mixe d



Table 2
Between-Subjects Analyses

Weeks

Lawyer

Jim's Kim' s

Storytelling .11 - • Blam e

Adjusted M .6 7 - .7 4 13.7 3 <.00 1
n 2 5 2 6

6
Adjusted M .5 1 - .2 0 6.9 9 <.0 1
n 4 9 5 0

40
Adjusted M .9 0 - .1 3 5.0 8 <.O 5
n 1 8 2 1

Note. Score s range d from  — 4 {all Jim's fault) t o 4 (a// Kim's fault).

analysis o f covariance (wit h initia l perspectiv e a s a covariate and
blame as the dependent variable ) on data from th e 22 participants
who completed the blame scale at all three testing times. There was
a significant between-subjects effect fo r lawyer condition, F(l, 18 )
= 14.52 , p < .001 , but a nonsignifican t within-subject s mai n
effect fo r tim e (F < 1 ) and a nonsignificant effec t fo r th e Law -
yer X  Time interaction (F < 1). Adjusted mean s for thi s analysi s
are presented in Table 3 . These result s demonstrat e tha t th e sto -
rytelling effec t i s robust ove r time . A simple 2 0 min storytellin g
exercise, in which participant s ha d firs t rehearse d unbiase d evi -
dence an d wer e keenl y awar e tha t the y ha d bee n randoml y as-
signed t o construct a  particular exaggerate d story , biase d actua l
impressions immediately , 6 weeks, and even 40 weeks later. 4

Time course of two different mechanisms. W e tur n no w to a
major questio n tha t Experimen t 2  was specificall y designe d to
address. I n Experiment 1  storytelling di d not influence blam e
through biase d evidenc e memory at 2 weeks. We speculated tha t
evidence-memory-mediated effect s migh t emerge in Experiment 2
if we allowed more time (6 weeks) for evidence memory to decay
and become confused wit h storytelling distortions. As indicated in
Figure 2, the results showed that at 6 weeks the indirect path fro m
storytelling to blame through evidence memory did indeed emerge
for bot h th e biase d recal l an d th e fals e recognitio n memor y in-
dexes.5 Accordin g t o the Sobe l equation fo r determinin g th e sig-
nificance o f a product pat h (se e Baro n &  Kenny, 1986) , bot h
indirect effects o f storytelling on blame were significant, z = 2.0,
p < .05 , fo r biased recall , an d z =  2.1 , p < .05 , fo r fals e
recognition, respectively . Thus , in contrast t o the result s afte r 2
weeks i n Experiment 1 , after 6  weeks biase d memor y fo r th e
evidence mediated the effects o f storytelling on blame. Recall and

Table 3
Repeated Measures

Weeks

0
6
40

Analyses

Average

Jim's lawyer s

.56

.58

.79

blame scor e

Kim's lawyer s

- .55
- .59
- .36

Figure 2. Direc t an d evidence-memor y effect s o f storytelling o n blam e
at 6  weeks . B R = biase d recall ; F R =  fals e recognition . ** p <
.05. ***p<.01. ****p<.005.

recognition becam e biase d i n the direction o f the storytelling
perspective.

At 40 weeks, however, when memory fo r specific detail s of the
vignette wa s almos t completel y erase d (th e media n numbe r of
anti-Jim and anti-Kim details remembered was 1) , biased recall no
longer mediate d blam e (fals e recognitio n was  not  assesse d a t 40
weeks). Over long time periods, therefore, i t appears as though the
direct mechanis m is once agai n solel y responsibl e fo r th e story -
telling effect .

The role of subjective perceptions of story quality. Ou r fina l
question i n Experiment 2 was what role story qualit y woul d pla y
in th e storytellin g effect . Fo r the direc t mechanism, w e hypothe -
sized tha t stor y qualit y shoul d be a critical facto r influencin g th e
impact of stories on subsequen t judgments because of its relation
with gist . If storytelling feel s effortles s an d convincing, it should
produce a  story-consisten t gis t tha t ca n be used a s an heuristic
guide for subsequen t judgments. On the other hand, a story that is
difficult t o construct and that does not feel compelling may lead to
an equivoca l o r even contrar y gist . Fo r the evidence-memory
mechanism, if memory bia s is gist driven (i.e. , at retrieval), then
the indirect route should similarly depend on story quality. On the
other hand, if memory bia s is driven by effects o f the storytellin g
process itsel f o n encoding, i t shoul d b e independent o f stor y
quality.

Before assessin g the role of story quality on the separate mech-
anisms, however, w e assesse d whether  stor y qualit y woul d mod -
erate the effec t o f storytelling o n blame overall . We conducte d a

Note. Fo r bot h lawyer conditions , n = 11.

4 There are many possible benign reasons for the 45% attrition rate at 40
weeks (e.g. , participant s droppe d ou t of school , change d major s and
therefore E-mai l addresses , infrequently use d E-mail , were too busy, etc.).
Nevertheless, th e possibilit y tha t th e result s a t 40 week s wer e du e to a
unique subset of participants who were somehow differentially incline d to
blame th e person the y ha d accused i n thei r lawye r storie s canno t be
completely ruled out. However, a differential attritio n confound seems less
likely given the similarity of the 40-week sample to the overall sample at 6
weeks. The two samples did not differ i n age, sex, the number of anti-Ji m
or anti-Ki m detail s notice d initiall y o r at 6 weeks, th e numbe r o f false
alarms against Kim or Jim, the number of story lines written, or ratings on
story eas e an d convincingness .

5 The initial perspective was entered as a covariate into all the regression
analyses tha t compris e th e path diagram s i n this  experiment , bu t fo r
economy of presentation, paths from initial perspective are not included on
the diagrams because they are not central t o the present research . In most
of the analyses, initial perspective was significantly associate d with blame,
which reflects th e nonsurprising realit y that subsequent impressions ar e to
some extent reflective o f initia l impressions .



multiple regressio n wit h blam e regresse d o n initia l perspective ,
storytelling condition , stor y qualit y an d th e Storytellin g X  Stor y
Quality interaction . As illustrated in Figure 3 , at each of the three
testing time s ther e was  a  highl y significan t interactio n betwee n
storytelling an d story quality . A t 0  weeks i t was  / 3 = 1.76 , t(45 )
= 3.78 , p < .0005 ; at 6 weeks it was /3 = 1.58 , r(92) =  4.48 , p <
.0001; an d a t 4 0 weeks , eve n wit h th e reduce d sampl e siz e an d
statistical power , i t was  stil l significant , / 3 = 1.63 , t(33) = 2.36 ,
p < .05 . "Good" storie s caused mor e bias in the direction o f th e
story lin e tha n poo r ones . I t i s importan t t o emphasiz e tha t th e
Storytelling X  Stor y Qualit y interaction s remaine d significan t
even whe n th e numbe r o f line s writte n an d initia l perspectiv e
(main effect s an d interaction s wit h storytelling ) wer e statisticall y
controlled. Thus, it was storytelling ease and convincingness (story
quality), an d not  th e consistency o f th e storie s wit h participants '
initial positions or amount of rehearsa l (numbe r of line s written) ,
that moderated th e storytelling effect .

To assess whether the direct and evidence-memory mechanism s
might differentiall y depen d o n stor y quality , w e conducted sepa -
rate sets of analyses for participants whose stories were above and
below th e media n i n stor y quality. 6 A s show n i n Figur e 4 , th e
results indicated that for participants whose stories were above the
median i n stor y quality , th e coefficien t fo r th e direc t pat h fro m
storytelling to blame at 6 weeks was j3 = 31, p < .005 . In contrast,
when storie s wer e deemed poo r i n quality, the coefficien t fo r th e
direct path was significant i n a negative direction, j3 = —.39 , p <
.05. Thos e wh o foun d i t difficul t t o construc t convincin g storie s
actually showe d a  contras t effec t fo r storytellin g o n thei r judg-

- 6 Week s —  —  -4 0 Weeks !
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Jim's
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Figure 3. Effec t o f storytellin g o n blame i s moderated b y story quality .

Good Stories :

Storytelling .31* Blame

Poor Stories:

Storytelling

.34'

-.39* - • Blam e

Figure 4. Direc t an d evidence-memory effect s ar e differentially moder -
ated by stor y quality . Fo r good storie s (to p panel) unstandardized regres -
sion coefficient s wer e storytellin g t o biase d recal l (BR ) =  0.29 , B R t o
blame =  5.49 , storytelling t o blame =  9.64 , storytelling t o false recogni -
tion (FR) = 0.60 , FR to blame =  3.80 . For poor stories (bottom panel) they
were storytellin g t o B R =  0.36 , B R t o blam e =  7.03 , storytellin g t o
blame =  -10.16 , storytelling to FR =  0.83 , FR to blame =  3.99 . *  p <
.10 (marginally significant). * * p < .05 . *** p < .01. **** p < .005.

ments, apparentl y usin g thei r experienc e a s evidenc e against th e
storytelling perspectiv e tha t the y ha d bee n assigned . I n marke d
contrast to the clear moderation of the direct mechanism by story
quality, th e evidence-memory-mediated rout e was  no t moderate d
at al l b y it . A s show n i n Figur e 4 , bot h biase d recal l an d fals e
recognition were influenced b y storytelling perspective regardless
of stor y quality , i n lin e wit h a n encodin g interpretatio n o f th e
memory mechanism . These results ar e clearly mos t intriguing fo r
individuals wh o fel t the y had not  constructed a  compelling story .
The memory-mediated effects see m quite ironic, flying i n the face
of th e gis t apparentl y derive d fro m th e experienc e o f tryin g t o
construct a  story .

The role of gist. Th e findin g tha t participant s apparentl y re -
tained gis t summarie s eve n a t 4 0 week s whe n specifi c memor y
was almos t completel y erased , an d th e findin g tha t stor y qualit y
moderates the direct mechanism is consistent with our hypothesis
that storytelling can influence blame through an emergent gist that
is a joint function o f story quality and storytelling perspective. To
more directl y asses s thi s propose d basi s fo r th e storytellin g heu -
ristic, w e conducte d furthe r analyse s a t 4 0 week s (whe n partici -
pants' memor y fo r th e vignett e detail s wa s ver y weak ) o n th e
exploratory measur e we developed fo r th e gist concept . All of the
gists were coded for their evaluative implications by a blind rater .

6 The 18 stories at the median were assigned to the good story condition
because the y wer e abov e th e midpoin t o f possibl e scal e values . Thi s
resulted in an Af of 62 in the good story condition and an N of 36 in the poor
story condition .



Twelve o f th e gist s bad evaluative implications tha t blamed Ki m
and wer e code d a s 1 , eight wer e evaluativel y neutra l (e.g. , "th e
relationship ende d becaus e Ki m an d Ji m di d not  kno w ho w t o
communicate") and were coded as 0, and seven implied Jim was to
blame an d were coded a s —1 .

The evaluative implications o f gis t were regressed o n JP, story
quality, storytellin g perspective , an d th e Stor y Qualit y X  Story -
telling perspectiv e produc t term . I n suppor t o f ou r hypothesized
basis fo r th e storytelling heuristic , there was a  significan t Story -
telling X  Story Quality interaction effect o n gist at 40 weeks. With
initial perspective and the main effects i n the regression equation ,
the interactio n betwee n stor y qualit y an d storytellin g perspectiv e
was significant , /3(22 ) =  1.7 , p < .05 . Gist was  mor e likel y t o
favor the side assigned by the storytelling manipulation when story
quality was high. Further analyses indicated that when stories were
subjectively rated as being above the median in quality, 78% of the
gists reported 40 weeks later had evaluative implications that were
either neutra l o r consisten t wit h th e storytellin g perspective . Fo r
poor quality stories,  however, 76% of the gists reported 40 weeks
later ha d evaluativ e implication s tha t wer e eithe r neutra l o r op -
posed t o the storytelling perspective .

Finally, give n tha t w e code d gis t i n term s o f th e blam e the y
implied, it would not be surprising if the evaluative implications of
gist an d participants ' concurren t blam e rating s wer e correlate d
strongly at 40 weeks. However, the retrospective correlation of gist
(measured a t 4 0 weeks ) wit h participants ' blam e rating s mad e
much earlie r (a t 6  weeks ) i s potentiall y ver y informative . Th e
concurrent an d retrospective correlation s betwee n gis t and blam e
were r(27 ) =  .55 , p < .005 , and r(27 ) =  .61 , p < .001 , respec-
tively. The latter findin g seem s quite provocative. The extremel y
high correlation between gist and blame measured 8 months earlier
is consisten t wit h th e ide a tha t th e gis t concep t als o existe d a t 6
weeks, eve n whe n memor y fo r specifi c evidenc e was  available .
These results provide more direct support for our contention that a
gist-based storytellin g heuristi c i s operative , but  the y mus t b e
considered provisional because of the reduced sample size and the
exploratory natur e o f th e gist measure .

Discussion

The results of Experiment 2 illuminate two general mechanisms
driving th e storytellin g effect . First , a s foun d i n Experimen t 1 ,
there is a direct influence o f storytelling on subsequent judgments.
This direc t influence , whic h become s activ e immediatel y afte r
storytelling, persists over long periods of time and is moderated by
the ease and convincingness of the storytelling process. The direct
mechanism appear s t o rely o n a  storytelling heuristic , whereby a
gist guide s judgment s independen t o f memor y fo r detaile d evi -
dence. Independently of the direct mechanism, stories also exert an
influence o n judgment tha t is mediated b y biased evidence mem -
ory. Regardless o f whether  storie s ar e perceived a s good one s o r
bad one s by thei r tellers , a t intermediat e tim e frames , whe n spe -
cific evidence memory is neither completely intact nor completely
eliminated, memor y i s biase d i n th e directio n o f th e storytellin g
perspective, and that bias influences blame judgments. Presumably
the storytellin g effec t was  drive n initiall y (i.e. , a t 0  weeks an d 2
weeks) by the storytelling heuristi c alon e when memory was  stil l
fresh an d differentia l deca y ha d no t ye t se t in . Afte r 6  weeks th e
storytelling heuristi c an d evidence-memory mechanism s operate d

in tandem, canceling each other out for poor stories (see Figure 3)
and complementing on e another for good stories . Over the longer
term (i.e. , 40 weeks) , even story-consisten t detail s faded , leavin g
only th e storytelling heuristi c t o drive the storytelling effec t onc e
again.7

The significan t paralle l mechanism s a t 6  week s provid e a n
opportunity t o evaluate whether  encodin g versu s retrieva l princi -
ples were responsible fo r th e evidence-memory-mediated effects .
The finding tha t memory was always biased in the direction of the
storytelling perspective , eve n fo r poo r qualit y storie s whe n th e
evaluative implication s o f th e gis t apparentl y oppose d th e story -
telling perspective , cast s doub t o n th e retrieva l explanatio n pro -
posed by Schank and Abelson (1995). If selective and reconstruc-
tive memor y ha d bee n schema-guide d a t retrieva l b y th e stor y
skeleton o r gist, then fo r poo r quality stories , participants shoul d
have ha d memor y biase d i n th e directio n o f th e gist , no t i n th e
direction o f th e storytelling . Perhap s suc h schema-base d effect s
would be more relevant to the retrospective effects o f storytellin g
on interpretations of the past (e.g., Holmberg & Holmes, 1994 ) as
opposed t o the presen t focu s o n th e prospective effect s o f story -
telling abou t curren t informatio n o n future memory .

The finding tha t memory wa s consistentl y biase d i n the direc -
tion o f th e storytelling perspectiv e suggest s tha t encoding princi -
ples at the time of storytelling likely account for the memory bias.
Storytelling provide s th e opportunit y t o lin k a  biase d sampl e o f
evidence to a theme, which may give it an encoding advantage (cf .
Ostrom e t al. , 1980) . Storytellin g ma y als o giv e story-consisten t
evidence a n encodin g advantag e becaus e participant s selec t thei r
own biase d sampl e o f detail s t o includ e i n th e stories , generat e
their ow n distortion s abou t th e details , elaborat e o n th e biase d
sample of details, and rehearse the biased sample of details during
story construction . I t appears a s though thes e encoding processe s
are sufficiently stron g that their residual effects persist  even when
a storytelle r concludes tha t the story wove n i s not compelling .

With respec t t o th e direc t mechanism , i t i s not  surprisin g tha t
participants bas e their judgments o n stor y gis t a t 40 weeks whe n
almost al l details about the vignette are forgotten, but  it is perhaps
less clea r wh y individual s us e the storytellin g heuristi c a t earlie r
time intervals when detail memory for the original vignette would
still be intact . Our assumption i s that it s use is driven by a  desire
to avoi d th e ambiguitie s inheren t i n th e evidenc e itsel f an d a
tendency t o favor simpl e cognitive structure s ove r complex ones .
We suspec t that , like other heuristics , th e storytellin g heuristi c i s
used t o simplif y judgmen t tasks . Rathe r tha n havin g t o furthe r
assess complex evidence, the storytelling heuristic allows individ-
uals simply to base their judgments on the evaluative implications
of th e gis t extracte d fro m th e initia l storytellin g experience . I f
indeed i t is partly a desire for simple processing tha t underlies the
storytelling heuristic , then it s use should be most pronounced fo r
people who have a dispositional preference fo r cognitive structure
and clarity. To test these ideas, we designed Experiment 3 to assess
the interactio n betwee n individua l difference s i n PN S an d story -
telling on subsequent judgments. To target the direct mechanism of
the storytellin g effect , w e returned t o a  2-wee k interva l betwee n

7 I t is quite possible, however, that details for real-life conflicts ma y not
fade as quickly as the vignette details did, and so this time course might be
extended.



storytelling an d assessment o f blame (recall that in Experiment 1 ,
memory-mediated effect s di d no t occur a t 2 weeks).

Experiment 3

If storie s ar e natura l unit s fo r simplifyin g socia l information ,
then individuals with strong preferences fo r simple structure in the
organization o f thei r social knowledge should be most inclined t o
create and us e them. I n severa l differen t researc h contexts , it has
been demonstrate d tha t individual s wh o scor e hig h o n th e PN S
Scale favor simple , heuristic strategies for processing socia l infor -
mation. Fo r example , the y ar e mor e likel y t o for m stereotype s
(Schaller, Boyd, Yohannes, & O'Brien, 1995 ) and use them (Neu-
berg & Newsom, 1993 , Experiment 4), and they are more likely to
form spontaneou s trai t inference s (Moskowitz , 1993) . Finding s
such as these demonstrate that individuals with high scores on the
PNS Scal e rel y o n certainty-facilitatin g shortcut s whe n makin g
social judgments.

According t o Kruglanski' s (1989 ) la y epistemi c theory , whic h
guided the construction o f the PNS Scale , such certainty i s desir -
able becaus e i t satisfie s a  "non-specifi c nee d fo r closure.. . a
desire fo r a  definit e answer.. . an y answe r a s opposed t o confu -
sion an d ambiguity " (p . 13) . I f storie s ar e tool s fo r simplifyin g
social informatio n int o a  summar y gis t o r skeleto n (Schan k &
Abelson, 1995 ) an d providin g "goo d answers " tha t mas k incon -
sistency an d ambivalenc e (Brickman , 1987 , p . 154) , individual s
with a preference fo r cognitive structure and clarity should have a
stronger tendency to rely on the simple structure of story gist when
making judgments. For such people , reliance o n story gis t woul d
be preferable t o the aversive prospect o f reimmersing themselve s
in potentiall y confusin g evidence . Evidence tha t th e direc t influ -
ence of storytelling on blame is greatest for high PNS individual s
would suppor t ou r conceptualizatio n o f th e direc t effec t a s a n
heuristic process tha t relies on summary representations .

Method

We gav e 2 3 mal e an d 3 4 femal e Carleto n Universit y undergraduate s
academic credi t towar d thei r introductor y socia l psycholog y cours e for
participating i n the experiment.  Th e genera l procedur e wa s th e sam e a s i n
Experiment 2 . Dat a fo r al l participant s wer e collecte d i n thre e grou p
sessions. A t th e firs t session , al l participant s complete d th e PN S scal e b y
rating thei r agreemen t o n a  6-poin t scal e (fro m 1  =  strongly disagree t o
6 =  strongly agree) o n 1 2 items, suc h as , "I become uncomfortabl e whe n
the rule s i n a  situation ar e no t clear " an d " I don' t lik e situation s tha t ar e
uncertain." Tw o week s later , followin g th e genera l procedur e describe d i n
Experiments 1  and 2 , participant s rea d th e vignette , complete d th e initia l
perspectives measure , an d wer e the n randoml y assigne d t o writ e a  stor y
from Kim' s o r Jim's perspective . Finally , a t a  third grou p sessio n 2  week s
later, all participants wer e reexposed t o a complete transcrip t o f the origina l
Kim and Jim vignette . The y wer e given th e following instructions : "O n th e
next pag e i s the origina l relationship-conflic t vignett e tha t yo u rea d a  fe w
weeks ago . Pleas e refamiliariz e yoursel f wit h an y detail s yo u ma y hav e
forgotten, an d the n indicat e you r ow n persona l opinion. " The y wer e the n
asked t o recor d thei r blam e rating s o n th e 10-ite m blam e scal e use d i n
Experiment 2 . The refamiliarization aspec t wa s included i n this experimen t
to ensur e tha t al l th e unbiase d evidenc e woul d b e availabl e fo r al l partic -
ipants. Give n equivalen t availabilit y o f evidence , an y difference s i n th e
storytelling effec t woul d therefor e presumabl y b e du e t o differentia l will -
ingness t o us e th e evidenc e whe n assessin g blame .

Results and Discussion

Even afte r bein g reexpose d t o a  complet e transcrip t o f th e
unbiased vignett e immediatel y befor e registerin g blam e ratings ,
participants stil l exhibited a  strong storytellin g effect . Fo r th e 3 1
participants wh o acted a s Jim's lawyer , th e average blam e ratin g
was .63 . For th e 26 participant s wh o acte d a s E m ' s lawyer , th e
average blame rating was —.76 . With storytelling perspective and
PNS in the regression equation, the main effect o f storytelling was
highly significant , r(55 ) =  4.14 , p < .0001 . However , thi s mai n
effect was  als o qualifie d b y a  significan t interactio n betwee n
storytelling and PNS, f(53) =  2.73 , p < .01 . As shown in Figure 5,
the storytelling effect was  most pronounced for high PNS individ-
uals bu t almos t disappeare d fo r lo w PN S individuals. 8 Thes e
findings sugges t that people who desire cognitive structure prefe r
to rely on summary gists when making judgments and support our
interpretation o f th e storytellin g heuristi c a s a  judgment too l tha t
saves individual s fro m th e undesirabl e prospec t o f furthe r con -
fronting ambiguou s evidence .

Experiment 4

Although Experiment s 1  to 3  add to our understanding o f how
storytelling, memory , an d judgment ca n be related ove r time , the
question remain s whether  th e finding s ar e generalizabl e t o th e
more affectivel y an d motivationall y crowde d aren a o f real-lif e
relationships. Does mere storytelling influence subsequen t impres-
sions in vivo? Experiment 4 was designed as a simple demonstra-
tion stud y t o establis h th e externa l validit y o f th e storytellin g
effect. Participant s were assigned to tell stories about interpersonal
incideTnts from thei r ongoing relationships. We expected that eval-
uations of the incidents would be biased by the storytelling severa l
months later .

Method

We gave 3 2 female an d 2 4 male Universit y o f Waterloo undergraduate s
credit towar d thei r introductor y psycholog y cours e fo r participatin g i n th e
experiment. Th e cove r stor y wa s tha t w e wer e assessin g creativ e thinkin g
about interpersona l incident s an d tha t w e wer e intereste d i n ho w wel l

8 Use o f th e storytellin g heuristi c seeme d particularl y pronounce d fo r
Kim's lawyers . If , a s Schan k an d Abelso n (1995 ) contended , th e critica l
task i n storytellin g i s t o find a  stor y skeleto n t o tr y t o buil d th e stor y
around, i t i s possibl e tha t skeleton s relatin g t o th e "lying , cheatin g man "
theme migh t com e t o mind mor e easil y tha n thos e relatin g t o the "woma n
neglects ma n fo r he r career " them e becaus e the y ar e mor e stereotypical .
The relative unavailabilit y o f a  story skeleto n fo r Jim' s lawyer s ma y hav e
made storytelling mor e difficult , thereb y reducin g subjectiv e perception s o f
story quality , resultin g i n mor e gist s wit h evaluativ e implication s opposite
the storytelling perspective . I f so, the interaction i n Figure 5  may be drive n
more b y participants i n the Kim' s lawye r conditio n becaus e thei r resultan t
gists (whic h w e contend ar e a  joint produc t o f storytellin g perspectiv e an d
subjective perception s o f stor y quality ) wer e mor e likel y t o b e stor y
consistent. Thi s explanatio n i s supporte d b y th e finding  tha t o n th e filler
questionnaire i n Experimen t 2 , mor e participant s ( n =  27 ) though t me n
were generall y mos t responsibl e fo r conflict s tha n though t wome n wer e
generally mos t responsible fo r conflicts (n = 16) , ^ ( 1, iV = 43 ) =  2.8 , p <
.05, one-tailed. Als o i n Experiment 2 , Jim's lawyer s foun d i t more difficul t
{M = 5.0 ) t o tell thei r storie s tha n Kim' s lawyer s (M = 4.6) , f(141) =  1.7 ,
p < .05 , one-tailed .
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Figure 5. Storytellin g effec t i s moderated b y persona l nee d fo r structure .

participants could take alternative perspectives about relationship conflicts .
They wer e tol d tha t th e firs t sessio n woul d tak e 4 0 mi n an d tha t ther e
would be a 5-min telephone follow-up. Al l participants completed the PNS
Scale i n a  mass testing sessio n a t the beginning o f th e term .

Participants i n groups o f thre e to five  were asked t o write dow n a  fe w
details of a specific interpersonal incident they had been involved in during
the past few months that had made them feel "hurt , upset or angered" with
a friend. They were instructed to focus on specific incident s as opposed to
general issues and not to use traumatic incidents. After providing  summa -
ries o f thei r incidents , al l participant s chos e tw o negativ e feelin g word s
from a  list of 24 that best described their feelings abou t the incident. They
then rate d ho w intensel y the y fel t eac h emotion o n recalling th e inciden t
(on a n 11-poin t scal e fro m 0  =  not intensely at all t o 1 0 =  extremely
intensely). We averaged the two feeling rating s to form a n initia l feeling s
index. Afte r ratin g thei r feelings , participant s wer e assigned , wit h n o
choice, to a storytelling condition in which they were given 20 min to write
a stor y fro m a n assigned perspective .

We assigned participants on an alternating basis to write a story explain-
ing th e interpersona l inciden t fro m eithe r th e perspectiv e o f thei r ow n

lawyer, th e othe r person's lawyer , o r a n unbiase d reporter . I n th e lawye r
conditions, participants were encouraged to tell a biased story that depicted
their client as innocent of any wrongdoing an d the accused a s being full y
at fault . I n th e reporte r condition , participant s wer e instructe d t o writ e a
story tha t explaine d th e inciden t impartially . Unfortunately , 6  o f th e 1 9
participants assigned to act as the other person's lawyer refused t o write a
story. The apparent limi t of our participants' willingnes s to tel l charitabl e
stories abou t those who had upse t them was to take the perspective of an
unbiased reporter.9 Because of the high attrition rate in the other person' s
lawyer condition , onl y dat a fro m th e ow n lawye r an d unbiase d reporte r

9 If al l o f th e participants ha d chosen thei r incident s from highly  satis -
fied, intimat e relationships , the y migh t hav e bee n mor e motivate d t o
defend thei r transgressors (cf. Murray & Holmes, 1993), but in our sample,
the average relationship satisfaction rating was only 3.7 on a 7-point scale ,
and mor e tha n hal f o f th e incident s reporte d wer e wit h friend s an d no t
intimate partners .



conditions wer e analyzed. 10 On e participan t from  eac h o f th e remainin g
two condition s di d no t follo w instructions , an d s o thei r dat a wer e no t
included.

Eight weeks after th e storytelling session , we called participants o n the
telephone and read them the initial summary o f the interpersonal inciden t
they had provided ( a conservative procedure, one that aids pinpointing the
event, bu t risks  anchorin g perception s t o th e initia l depiction) . W e the n
reminded the m o f th e tw o emotion s the y ha d sai d the y fel t a t th e firs t
session and asked them to rate how intensely they felt each emotion, "now
upon recalling the incident." We averaged these two feeling ratings to form
a resultant feeling s index .

a prominen t sourc e o f th e positiv e illusion s tha t individual s hol d
about themselves (Taylo r &  Brown, 1988 ) and thei r partners an d
relationships (Murra y e t al. , 1996a) . If people ten d to believe the
stories they tell , and reflect the m in thei r judgments eve n when i t
was clea r tha t th e storie s wer e utterl y fictitiou s whe n the y wer e
telling them, and even when confronted wit h a complete transcript
of unbiase d evidenc e jus t befor e makin g thei r judgments , i t i s
likely tha t spontaneou s an d motivate d storytellin g wil l hav e a t
least a s muc h o f a n influenc e o n judgments i n rea l life , wher e
unbiased transcript s ar e unlikely t o surface .

Results and Discussion

Of th e 2 4 word s tha t w e provide d a s possibl e descriptor s o f
feelings abou t the interpersonal incident , "hurt " and then "anger "
were th e mos t commonl y endorsed . Th e mea n initia l feeling s
intensity wa s 5. 6 o n th e 0  t o 1 0 scale . O n average , participant s
wrote stories that were 32 lines long in the own lawyers storytell -
ing condition an d 2 9 lines i n th e reporters storytellin g condition .
An analysis of covariance, controlling for initial feelings and PNS,
revealed a  significan t differenc e i n resultan t feeling s betwee n
storytelling conditions. 11 The 1 7 participants who had told a story
about th e interpersonal inciden t fro m th e perspective o f a n unbi-
ased reporte r fel t significantl y les s upse t 8  weeks late r (resultan t
feelings adjuste d M = 3.1 ) than the 1 8 who had told a  story fro m
the perspectiv e o f thei r ow n lawye r (resultan t feeling s adjuste d
M =  4.7) , F(l , 31 ) =  4.48 , p < .05 . These result s indicat e tha t
storytelling can bias impressions in real relationships an d demon-
strate that the storytelling effect i s not limited to affectively neutra l
vignette paradigms .

General Discussio n

There is growing consensus tha t storytelling plays a  prominent
role i n th e wa y peopl e mak e sens e o f thei r socia l world s an d i n
particular thei r relationships. The purpose o f th e present researc h
was t o investigat e th e effect s o f mer e storytellin g o n judgment s
about conflict s i n a  relationship s context . Th e fou r experiment s
strongly suppor t th e existenc e o f a  robus t "storytellin g effect" —
that judgment become s biase d i n th e directio n o f th e storytellin g
even whe n ther e i s n o intrinsi c motivatio n t o tel l o r believ e th e
story. I n Experimen t 1 , storytelling influence d judgmen t abou t a
relationship conflic t 2  week s later , eve n whe n participant s wer e
exposed t o a n unbiase d sampl e o f evidenc e jus t befor e makin g
their judgments. In Experiment 2 , the storytelling effec t persiste d
for 4 0 weeks , eve n thoug h almos t al l o f th e vignett e detail s ha d
been forgotten . I n Experimen t 3 , th e storytellin g effec t was
strong 2  week s late r eve n whe n al l participant s wer e give n a
complete transcrip t o f th e unbiased vignett e to review just befor e
making thei r judgments. Experiment 4  demonstrated tha t the sto-
rytelling effec t i s not limited t o judgments abou t vignette charac-
ters. Storytellin g biase d th e wa y peopl e fel t abou t interpersona l
incidents fro m thei r ow n friendship s an d relationship s 8  week s
later.

These finding s infor m recen t wor k o n storytellin g i n relation -
ships tha t has highlighte d individuals ' tendenc y t o tel l motivate d
stories eithe r fo r self-servin g o r relationship-servin g reasons . I f
storytelling i s a s prevalen t a s som e theorist s (e.g. , Schan k &
Abelson, 1995 ) contend, then the storytelling effect alon e may be

Mediating Mechanisms of the Storytelling Effect

In addition to demonstrating the robust and persistent nature of
the storytelling effect , th e experiments reported in this article also
illuminate it s tw o mediatin g mechanisms : evidence-memory -
mediated an d heuristic driven. In Experiment 2 , recall an d recog-
nition were biased by the stories that had been told 6 weeks earlier,
and the storytelling effect was  partially mediated by these memory
biases. On the surface , thi s finding seem s consistent wit h Schan k
and Abelson's (1995) contention that storytelling allows authors to
"lose th e origina l an d kee p th e copy " (p . 58) , the cop y bein g a
compact an d thematicall y consisten t "skeleton " o r gis t o f th e
original information tha t then guides recall and reconstruction a s a
schema woul d (cf . Bartlett , 1932 ; Bower e t al. , 1979) . However ,
internal analyse s sugges t tha t i t wa s not  gis t bu t th e storytellin g
process itsel f tha t guide d th e memory bias . Gist appeared t o be a
joint functio n o f storytellin g perspectiv e an d stor y quality , bu t
memory was  biased i n the storytelling directio n for goo d and bad
stories-alike. Thi s suggest s that , perhap s becaus e o f th e well -
known encodin g principle s o f selection , generation , elaboration ,
and rehearsal, storytelling confers an encoding advantage to story-
consistent evidenc e an d distortion s (cf . Higgin s &  Rholes , 1978 ;
Ostrom et al. , 1980). 12

The paradoxical implication of this notion is that storytelling in
line with a  theme may have an imperial qualit y t o it , resulting i n
a relatively automati c subsequen t memor y bia s cause d b y cogni -
tive effect s tha t persist  eve n whe n storie s ar e unconvincin g an d
storytellers ultimatel y arriv e a t contrar y conclusions . I t i s a s i f
prospective raconteur s nee d t o b e issue d th e warning , "teller s

10 Comparisons across the three conditions would have been confounded
by the causes o f th e differential attrition .

1 ' Th e interactio n betwee n storytellin g an d PN S wa s no t significan t
(F < 1 ) as might have been expected from the results of Experiment 3. This
may be because the greater tendency fo r hig h PNS participants t o believe
their storie s i n th e "ow n lawyer " conditio n ma y hav e bee n countere d b y
high PNS participants' greater discomfort wit h the unbalanced predicament
of staying upset with their friends (recal l tha t the "other person' s lawyer "
condition wa s excluded) . I n suppor t o f thi s interpretation , PN S wa s no t
significantly associate d wit h I F ( r =  .08) , bu t th e PN S covariat e wa s
significantly associated , j 3 =  - .34 , r(31 ) =  -2.09 , p < .05 , wit h RF ,
indicating that high PNS individuals are less likely to stay upset with their
friends.

12 It i s importan t t o not e tha t th e presen t findings  d o no t rale  ou t th e
possibility tha t som e schemalike , reconstructive , an d selectiv e memor y
processes ar e a t play . Ou r result s indicat e onl y tha t i f suc h top-dow n
effects ar e influencing memory , the influence o f story-consistent encoding
is more powerful .



beware." The "laundered version" of events, as Schank and Abel-
son (1995) suggested , i s indeed likel y t o be remembered .

In contras t t o th e evidence-memory mechanism' s apparen t in -
dependence fro m gist , gis t appear s t o b e centra l t o th e heuristi c
mechanism. W e bega n wit h th e theorie s o f Schan k an d Abelso n
(1995), Baumeiste r an d Newma n (1995) , Harve y e t al . (1990) ,
Koehler (1991) , and Penningto n an d Hasti e (1992) , al l o f whic h
contended that storytelling produces a summary "skeleton," "prep-
ositional conclusion," "gist," or "reference frame" that functions a s
an efficient cognitiv e proxy fo r th e more detailed an d ambiguou s
evidence related t o the story episode . Building o n th e theories of
Koehler and Pennington and Hastie, we hypothesized that such gist
representations woul d deriv e fro m tw o factors , storytellin g per -
spective an d subjectiv e perceptio n o f stor y quality , an d tha t gis t
would guid e blam e judgments independen t o f memory . Experi -
ments 1  and 3 provided rather conservative test s of this notion by
reexposing participant s t o unbiase d evidenc e jus t befor e thei r
blame judgments. In both experiments, the storytelling effect per -
sisted even though biased memory for evidence should have been
neutralized. I n addition , bot h Experiment s 1  and 2  demonstrate d
that storytelling can influence blame even when biased memory is
held constan t statistically .

Further evidence consistent with our contention tha t a summary
skeleton o r gis t serve s a s a  heuristi c tha t i s responsibl e fo r th e
direct effec t o f storytellin g o n judgmen t come s fro m th e ver y
significant interactio n betwee n storytellin g perspectiv e an d stor y
quality i n al l thre e time periods i n Experiment 2 . As Penningto n
and Hastie (1992 ) argued , clea r summar y abstraction s (i.e. , story
gists) useful for making judgments are most likely to emerge fro m
storytelling tha t feel s compellin g becaus e th e coherence an d per -
suasiveness o f th e stor y serve s a s evidence o f th e veracit y o f it s
general theme. Conversely, storytelling that felt implausibl e actu -
ally resulte d i n story-inconsisten t effect s o n judgment . Further -
more, our exploratory measur e o f gis t directly support s th e inter -
pretation that the evaluative implications o f the gists were indeed
a joint functio n o f storytellin g perspectiv e an d stor y quality . In -
triguingly, the gist measure at 40 weeks was highly correlated (r =
.61) with blame judged 8  months earlier, evidence consistent with
the ide a tha t a  summar y representatio n als o existe d a t 6  week s
even whe n memor y fo r specifi c evidenc e was  available.  Finally ,
the moderatin g effec t o f PN S o n th e storytellin g effec t suggest s
that story gis t was available for simplifyin g th e judgment task fo r
high PNS individual s wh o are predisposed t o rely o n heuristics .

To summariz e th e tw o paralle l mechanisms , th e evidence -
memory-mediated mechanis m appear s t o depen d o n privilege d
encoding o f story-consisten t evidence . O n th e othe r hand , th e
direct mechanis m appear s t o rel y o n a  storytellin g heuristic ,
whereby storytelling perspective and subjective perception of story
quality (which tends to be relatively high) produce a summary gist
that guides judgment, irrespective of evidence memory. These two
mechanisms combin e to yield th e storytelling effect .

Storytelling in Relationships

Recent researc h o n clos e persona l relationship s reveal s tw o
characteristics o f satisfie d partners . The y fen d of f threatenin g
relationship information b y telling stories that depict each other in
the best possible light (Murray & Holmes, 1993), and they idealize
one another (Murra y e t al. , 1996a) . The present research suggest s

that the effects o f mere storytelling may be an important cause of
the idealization. Even when we removed all motivation to reach a
particular conclusion , th e storytellin g effec t remaine d stron g i n
vignette-based Experiments 1-3 . Moreover , Experiment 4 demon-
strated tha t th e storytellin g effec t generalize s fro m biase d judg -
ment in the vignette paradigm to biased evaluations of incidents in
real relationships . I f a  singl e 20-mi n storytellin g sessio n coul d
influence feeling s abou t relationship conflicts 8  weeks later, even
when participant s wer e not  spontaneousl y motivate d t o tel l th e
story, we suspect that in satisfied relationship s where partners are
motivated t o tell and believe charitable stories abou t one another ,
and where they are likely to tell them repeatedly whe n faced wit h
threatening information , th e storytellin g effec t woul d likel y b e
even more pronounced .

The possibilit y tha t storytellin g ma y pla y a  causa l rol e i n th e
idealization proces s i n real lif e relationship s i s also suggeste d b y
the result s o f Experimen t 3 , in conjunctio n wit h relate d correla -
tional researc h o n rea l relationships . I n Experimen t 3  th e causa l
link betwee n storytellin g an d "idealization " was  stronges t fo r
participants high in PNS. The effect wa s presumably driven by the
storytelling heuristi c becaus e th e memory mediate d pathwa y ha d
been deactivate d b y reexposure t o the vignett e transcript . O n th e
basis o f othe r researc h finding s fro m divers e context s indicatin g
that hig h PN S individual s prefe r t o us e shortcut s tha t simplif y
cognitive tasks , i t seem s reasonabl e t o assum e tha t hig h PN S
participants prefe r t o rely o n the storytellin g heuristi c becaus e of
the cognitiv e clarit y tha t i t promote s i n th e fac e o f equivoca l
evidence.

Although fo r ethica l an d practica l reasons , th e causa l relatio n
between spontaneou s storytellin g an d idealizatio n i s unlikel y t o
ever be directly explored in real relationships, it is suggested by the
present results in conjunction wit h previous correlational research.
First, Murra y an d Holme s (1993 ) demonstrate d tha t storytellin g
and idealizatio n covary . Individual s wit h idealized view s o f thei r
partners ten d t o neutraliz e threatenin g informatio n abou t thei r
partners an d relationship s b y spontaneousl y tellin g excusin g sto -
ries. Second, Sorrentino, Holmes, Hanna, and Sharp (1995) foun d
that idealizatio n i n clos e relationships i s moderated b y a  person-
ality variable , certainty orientation , that is conceptually quit e sim-
ilar to the PNS (the variable that moderated the storytelling effec t
in Experimen t 3). 13 Certainty-oriente d individual s wer e mos t
likely t o idealize thei r partners. Thus, i t seems quite possible tha t
spontaneous storytellin g may caus e idealization i n the real world ,
just a s induced storytellin g did i n the present experiments .

Alternative Explanations

In considerin g th e plausibilit y o f ou r conclusions , however ,
several alternative explanations must be considered. On e possible
explanation fo r th e storytellin g effec t migh t b e tha t participant s
thought th e position the y wer e assigne d fo r storytellin g purpose s
was the "right" one, and judgmental bia s resulted because partic-
ipants wer e simpl y acquiescin g t o deman d characteristics . Thi s
seems unlikel y fo r tw o reasons . First , participant s wer e neve r
under the impression tha t their stories were true. They were made

13 We use d PN S instea d o f th e measur e o f certaint y orientatio n i n th e
present experimen t becaus e i t is much easie r to administe r an d score .



very awar e tha t hal f th e participant s wer e randoml y assigne d t o
defend eac h o f the characters , so i t would no t have been obviou s
which perspective they wer e supposed t o believe. Moreover, i t is
not clear how demand characteristics coul d accoun t fo r th e medi-
ational result s and the moderating rol e of stor y quality .

A second alternativ e explanatio n migh t be tha t th e storytellin g
effect i s drive n b y self-perceptio n effect s (Bern , 1967) . Perhap s
participants notice d themselve s supportin g on e o f th e character s
and mistakenl y mad e the attribution tha t thei r suppor t mus t hav e
arisen from thei r own opinions. We believe this explanation is not
very plausible because participants had no free choice about which
character t o defend , an d bia s occurre d a t 0  week s whe n th e
external attributio n fo r storytellin g shoul d stil l hav e bee n ver y
salient. Furthermore , 1 1 o f th e 5 7 participant s i n Experimen t 1
complained abou t having to defend th e wrong person in an open-
ended comments section, indicating that they were quite aware that
the storytelling perspective was  assigned .

A thir d possibl e explanatio n fo r th e result s migh t b e tha t par -
ticipants reduced dissonance associated wit h constructing a  coun-
terattitudinal stor y b y changin g thei r attitude s i n th e directio n o f
the story . Again , thi s seem s unlikel y becaus e participant s wer e
assigned a storytelling perspective with no choice. Although some
isolated counterattitudinal advocacy experiments have found wea k
attitude change under no-choice conditions, the storytelling effec t
in our experiments was consistently strong . Also, the easier it was
for participants to tell their stories, the more attitude change there
was. This runs counter to the logic of cognitive dissonance theory,
in tha t mor e attitud e chang e shoul d aris e fro m storie s tha t wer e
difficult t o construc t (i.e. , to justify th e hard wor k o f composin g
them).

Concluding Comments

It is easy to imagine the scenario of a concerned parent catching
his young child telling a  big fib and euphemistically recommend -
ing tha t sh e not "tel l stories " because sh e might com e to believ e
them. The present research highlights another side of storytelling ,
however. If charitable storytelling can help keep distress-inducing
attributions a t bay (cf . Murra y &  Holmes, 1994 ) and can help t o
create more positive impressions of one's partner and relationship
(which can become self-fulfilling; se e Murray, Holmes, & Griffin ,
1996b), it is not too far fetched to imagine that same child who had
been discouraged from tellin g stories being encouraged years later
by a  relationship counselor to tell stories because she might come
to believe them .

In other contexts as well, there is a growing appreciation for the
powerful rol e tha t storytellin g play s i n socia l cognition . Fo r ex -
ample, wherea s classi c view s o f sel f an d identit y tende d t o em -
phasize stati c o r objectiv e aspect s suc h a s trait s o r normativ e
stages o f development , mor e recently , self-theor y ha s adopte d a
narrative metapho r tha t give s equa l emphasi s t o coherenc e a s t o
content (e.g. , McAdams , 1993 , 1996 ; Singe r &  Salovey , 1993) .
Similarly, Penningto n an d Hasti e (1992 ) hav e demonstrate d tha t
stories are pivotal in jury decision-making context s and that brute
facts ar e secondary t o story structur e because jurors ar e primarily
moved b y goo d stories . W e ar e not  proposin g tha t fact s ar e
arbitrary, o f course ; w e onl y conten d tha t stor y spi n i s als o im -
portant, especially whe n reality i s complicated and equivocal as it
can ofte n b e i n relationships , identities , an d courtrooms . Th e

present research informs storytellin g research in general by expli-
cating th e tim e cours e o f tw o mediatin g mechanism s b y whic h
storytelling ca n influenc e impressions . I t als o complement s th e
growing body o f storytellin g researc h i n relationship context s b y
demonstrating how stories can have a potent influence on relation-
ship impressions .
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