RESEARCH IN BRIEF
Contributions wanted
If you read a paper published in a peer-reviewed journal (or at proof stage) and think it would be of relevance and interest to our
wide audience, send a lively and informative review (up to 400 words) to Tom Stafford on tom@idiolect.org.uk.
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Putting names to faces

After experiencing failure we rely

Preventing errors during learning results in a better memory performance.

more on appearances than logic to

SAMANTHA HARDINGHAM

make judgements. TOM STAFFORD

COMMON and frustrating aspect of
growing older is decline in memory.
Roy Kessels and Edward De Haan at Utrecht
University tackled one of the most frequent
and socially embarrassing aspects of such
loss of memory – forgetting people’s
names.
Research has shown that the
deterioration in the encoding stages of
mnemonic processes is observed in healthy
older adults – a natural consequence of the
ageing process. Specifically, ageing appears
to affect the encoding and retrieval stages
of explicit memory, compared with implicit
memory, which seems to remain in good
shape.
Kessels and De Haan took this further
by looking at the learning process involved
in creating memories for names. A sample
of 16 young adults (mean age 20.9 years)
and 18 older participants (mean age 74.2
years) completed face–name association
memory tasks in two conditions, errorless
learning (EL) and errorful learning (EF).
In the EL condition participants were
presented with a picture of a face and
told to examine it, this was followed by

ESEARCH by psychologists at Ba-Ilan
University in Israel appears to show that
exposure to unsolvable tasks affects
participants’ attitudes to advertising. Failure
leads participants to experience more anxiety,
which, it is argued, may bias them to rely more
on superficial indicators of an argument’s
validity, rather than engage in a full and rigorous
logical assessment.
Volunteers performed an unsolvable task in
two conditions: a no-feedback condition, and a
feedback condition that provided the experience
of failure. Subsequently, participants provided
attitude ratings for some experimental
advertisements.Among seven adverts that served
as masking stimuli there was one advert that
defined the experimental conditions.The quality
of persuasive arguments in this advert were either
weak or strong, and the person portrayed in the
advert was either attractive or unattractive (as
rated by independent judges).When participants
had experienced failure there was no significant
effect of argument quality on attitude to the
adverts, whereas there was in the no-failure
condition. Failure significantly influenced the effect
of attractiveness, which was non-significant in the
no-failure condition.The authors suggest that the
experience of failure increased anxiety and
reduced participants’ ability and motivation to
process messages via the central route, resulting
in an increased reliance on attractiveness as a
low-effort cue to message value.
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Amichai-Hamburger,Y., Mikulincer, M. & Zalts, N. (2003).
The effects of learned helplessness on the processing
of a persuasive message. Current Psychology – New
Brunswick, 22(1), 37–46.

OUT NOW IN BPS JOURNALS
Bulimia; emotional consequences of cardiac arrest;
self-criticism in female students; CBT and psoriasis
– British Journal of Clinical Psychology, March.
False belief in blind children; magical thinking;
bullying and social identity – British Journal of
Developmental Psychology, March.
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a second presentation of the same face, this
time with the name of the person written
underneath. In the EF condition,
participants were shown the face picture for
five seconds, and were then asked to guess
the name of the person shown, with the first
letter of the name given as a cue. The
second card would then be displayed with
the actual name given.
As expected, the older group
demonstrated a lower memory performance
in both tasks compared with the younger
group. However, errorless learning
significantly benefited both older and
younger groups compared with errorful
learning.
So, if you are trying to remember
someone’s name, don’t go through a series
of guesses until the right name comes up.
Ask for the information – then you’ll be
more likely to remember it the next time.
Kessels, R.P.C. & De Haan, E.H.F. (2003). Mnemonic
strategies in older people:A comparison of errorless
and errorful learning. Age and Ageing, 32, 529–533.

■ Samantha Hardingham is an assistant
psychologist in Nottingham.

WHY ARE YAWNS CATCHING?
Some people are more prone to it than others. JON SUTTON
ONTAGIOUS yawning, which can even be
triggered by reading or thinking about someone
yawning, may be an offshoot of our empathy skills.
Steven Platek and colleagues at the State University of
New York at Albany showed people videos of others
yawning and watched to see whether they did too.
People who ‘caught’ a yawn are better at making
inferences about the mental states of others, identify
their own faces faster, and show fewer schizotypal
personality characteristics (such as odd behaviour and
having no close friends).The authors predict that orang
utans should show contagious yawning, but that
schizophrenic patients won’t.
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Platek, S.M., Critton, S.R., Myers,T.E. & Gallup, G.G. Jr (2003).
Contagious yawning:The role of self-awareness and mental
state attribution. Cognitive Brain Research, 17, 223–227.

Can orang utans catch yawns?

See www.bps.org.uk/publications/journals.cfm.
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Research in brief

Citation overload?
Reference lists are getting longer. CEDRIC GINESTET
SYCHOLOGY journal publishing is a booming business.
An average of 100 psychology articles are published each day
– about one every 15 minutes. Now another trend has caught the
attention of John G. Adair (University of Manitoba) and Neharika
Vohra (Indian Institute of Management) – a huge growth in the
number of citations per article.
Interestingly, this trend is not mirrored in peer-reviewed
publications in other disciplines, such as physics and biology.
Psychology and the social sciences seem to outweigh their
counterparts in terms of number of citations and references per
article.
Does this mean that psychologists are reading more? Or are
they just referencing more? We can’t really tell, and Adair and
Vohra don’t supply any direct answers. But they suggest there is
a clue in the wider availability of PsycLIT coupled with the
expansion of historical databases going back to 1887. It seems
that the proportion of recent
references (defined by Adair
and Vohra as less than five
years old) is decreasing,
while the percentage of old
references (more than 20
years old) is on the increase.
Adair and Vohra also
note the increase in
‘batched-together’ or
multiple citations, which
have largely overtaken the
use of solitary citations that
prevailed in the 1970s. Most
of the old references now
being used are being lumped
together with other citations.
According to Adair and
Vohra, this extensive use of
multiple citations seems to
come from an anxiety to support and defend points, rather than
from a real attempt to substantiate arguments. They say that
multiplying the number of references may be nothing more than
a selling strategy on the part of the authors, who are fiercely
competing for space in peer-reviewed journals. In contrast with
their counterparts in physics, psychologists are under great
pressure. Whereas 20 per cent of submitted manuscripts are
rejected by physics journals, this rate reaches 80 per cent in
psychology.
So how should we preserve ourselves from the information
overload? Perhaps, say Adair and Vohra, the responsibility for
setting a more reasonable trend lies with journal editors and
reviewers.
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The Society’s free Research Digest service, aimed mainly
at students, now has over 7000 subscribers.To join
them, send a message to subscribe-rd@lists.bps.org.uk.
Here’s a sample, by the Digest editor CHRISTIAN
BERESFORD JARRETT.

IDENTITY AND MEMORY
Can we have a sense of identity without a memory for where we’ve been or
what we’ve done? The concepts of identity and autobiographical memory have
long been associated. British philosopher John Locke (1632–1704) wrote ‘as
far as consciousness can be extended backwards to any past action or
thought, so far reaches the identity of that person’.
Donna Rose Addis and Lynette Tippett (University of Auckland, New
Zealand) investigated the sense of identity, and tested the autobiographical
memory of 20 patients with Alzheimer’s disease (average age 75.5 yrs).
Compared with 20 healthy, age-matched controls, the Alzheimer’s patients
exhibited impaired memory for facts about their lives (e.g. the name of their
school), especially from childhood and adolescence (by contrast, the controls’
strongest memories were from that era), and for things/events that had
happened to them in their life. On tests of identity (e.g. when asked to
produce 20 responses to the question ‘Who am I?’), the patients’ answers
were fewer in number, were more abstract and less definite. Controlling for
general cognitive ability (using the mini-mental state exam) there was a
significant correlation between the patients’ poor childhood memories and
the weakness and abstractness of their sense of identity.
The authors concluded that most importantly, this study represents a first
step towards quantifying and understanding the sense that ‘the Alzheimer’s
person [ceases] to be the person that he/she was’ reported so frequently by
caregivers.
Addis, D.R. & Tippett, L.J. (2004). Memory of myself:Autobiographical memory and

identity in Alzheimer’s disease. Memory, 12, 56–74.
Weblinks: www.tandf.co.uk/journals/pp/09658211.html
www.alzheimers.org.uk/
Syllabus advice: Relevant to modules on memory (e.g. SQA adv higher;AQA
spec A & B (AS) and Edexcel (AS)) and psychological aspects of illness (see
health psychology modules – OCR, Edexcel, and AQA spec B exam boards).

Adair, J.G. & Vohra, N. (2003).The explosion of knowledge, references, and citations:
Psychology’s unique response to a crisis. American Psychologist, 58(1), 15–23.

■ Cedric E. Ginestet is in the Psychology Department, Thames
Valley University.
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