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Patients with mild Alzheimer’s disease (AD) and age-matched controls were compared on a series of
tasks designed to measure errors of misattribution, the act of attributing a memory or idea to an incorrect
source. Misattribution was indexed through the illusory truth effect, the tendency for participants to judge
previously encountered information to be true. Cognitive theories have suggested that the illusory truth
effect reflects the misattribution of experimentally produced familiarity (a nonspecific sense that an item
has been previously encountered) to the veracity of previously encountered information. Consistent with
earlier suggestions that AD impairs both familiarity and recollection (specific memory for contextual
details of the study episode), AD patients demonstrated significantly fewer misattribution errors under
conditions in which the illusory truth effect is thought to rely on relative familiarity (uncued condition),
but more misattribution errors under conditions thought to rely on relative amounts of contextual
recollection (cued condition). These results help further specify the precise nature of memory impair-
ments in AD.
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Although impairments in episodic memory in Alzheimer’s dis-
ease (AD) have been well-characterized cognitively (see Hodges,
2000, for an overview), less is known regarding the susceptibility
of AD patients to various forms of memory distortions. One type
of memory distortion that has begun to be studied in AD is that of
misattribution, the act of attributing a recollection or idea to an
incorrect source (Budson, Daffner, Desikan, & Schacter, 2000,
2001; Budson et al., 2002; Schacter, 1999). For example, to
examine misattribution errors that result when one falsely remem-
bers an event that never occurred, Budson et al., (2000) tested AD
patients using the Deese–Roediger–McDermott (DRM) paradigm
(Deese, 1959; Roediger & McDermott, 1995). In the DRM para-
digm, participants study lists of semantic associates that all con-
verge on an unpresented “theme” word, and, at remarkably high

rates, normal participants subsequently claim that this theme word
had been presented earlier. Intriguingly, Budson et al. (2000)
observed that, whereas AD patients were significantly less likely
than controls to claim erroneously that the theme word had been
presented after a single presentation of the study lists, this pattern
reversed when study lists were repeated multiple times—after
seeing the lists five times, AD patients demonstrated greater rates
of false memory than controls.

These results have been interpreted as reflecting parallel
impairments in AD of two components of recognition memory:
familiarity (a nonspecific sense that an item has been encoun-
tered earlier, devoid of additional contextual details about the
initial encounter) and recollection (memory for the specific
aspects of a previous encounter with the item). By converging
strongly on a single theme word, the DRM lists are thought to
spuriously augment the familiarity of this unpresented word.
Budson et al. (2000) suggested that AD patients may accumu-
late familiarity relatively slowly, thereby initially demonstrat-
ing relatively low levels of false recognition compared with
controls (see also Schacter, Verfaellie, & Anes, 1997; Schacter,
Verfaellie, Anes, & Racine, 1998; Schacter, Verfaellie, & Pra-
dere, 1996; Verfaellie, Schacter, & Cook, 2002). However, over
several presentations of the lists, AD patients—like normal
controls—may begin to accumulate familiarity for the unpre-
sented items. Left unchecked, this increased familiarity will
tend to produce greater false memory for unpresented items.
Over several presentations of the lists, however, healthy con-
trols will tend to develop increasing contextual recollection for
the stimulus items and may be able to use such recollection to
suppress false memory for the unpresented item. In contrast,
AD patients may fail to accumulate contextual recollection over
repeated presentation of the lists and, accordingly, be unable to
counter the increasing effect of familiarity on false memory. In
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other words, although AD patients may initially demonstrate
less false recognition because they acquire familiarity relatively
slowly, they may nevertheless eventually come to demonstrate
greater false recognition as the accumulation of familiarity
outstrips the recollection needed to suppress increased famil-
iarity-based false recognition over repeated study list iterations.

In addition to studies that use the DRM paradigm, misattribution
has been investigated most extensively in normal populations by
examining perceivers’ tendency to alter their subjective judgments
of stimuli on the basis of incomplete memory for one’s initial
encounter with them. Perhaps the most robust example of such
judgment-based misattribution is indexed by the illusory truth
effect, the tendency for perceivers to increase their judgments of
the truth of previously encountered information (Bacon, 1979;
Begg, Anas, & Farinacci, 1992; Gilbert, Krull, & Malone, 1990).
For example, after studying a series of trivia statements (e.g., “It
takes 4 hours to hard boil an ostrich egg”), perceivers more
frequently judge items to be true (i.e., an accurate reflection of
fact) relative to items that are novel to the experiment (Bacon,
1979; Gilbert, 1991, 1993; Gilbert et al., 1990). Moreover, per-
ceivers continue to demonstrate the illusory truth effect even after
being informed at study about which statements are true and which
are false (Begg et al., 1992; Gilbert et al., 1990); that is, statements
that are initially cued as false are nevertheless judged to be true
more frequently than novel statements.

Similar to accounts of misattribution on the DRM paradigm,
cognitive theories of judgment-based misattribution errors have
generally focused on the competing influences of familiarity
and recollection (Begg et al., 1992; Jacoby, 1991; Jacoby,
Kelley, Brown, & Jasechko, 1989; Johnson, Hashtroudi, &
Lindsay, 1993; Schacter, 1999). According to such accounts,
prior exposure to an item will increase an item’s familiarity, and
perceivers may systematically misattribute this relatively high
familiarity to a variety of extraneous sources, such as a state-
ment’s truth, instead of an earlier experimental encounter (the
actual source of increased familiarity). In such cases, recollec-
tion of the contextual details surrounding this earlier encounter
may be needed to avoid misattribution errors, as perceivers
need not misattribute familiarity to an item’s truth if they can
recollect the item’s earlier presentation. The notion that recol-
lection underlies the ability to avoid judgment-based misattri-
bution is supported by a variety of empirical evidence, includ-
ing manipulations that impair recollection, such as introducing
a secondary task during encoding or confusing the distinction
between sources (Johnson et al., 1993), analytic techniques
designed to separate recollection and familiarity (Begg et al.,
1992; Jacoby, 1991; Jacoby et al., 1989), and recent neuroim-
aging evidence (Mitchell, Dodson, & Schacter, 2005).

In the present experiment, we examined the illusory truth effect
in AD patients and healthy elderly controls. As described above,
the illusory truth effect has two different behavioral manifesta-
tions, each of which may be differently affected by AD. First, in
the absence of any information at study about the actual truth or
falseness of information, perceivers later tend to judge previously
encountered information to be true relative to novel information. It
is interesting that this effect occurs even under conditions in which
recognition memory for the information is near ceiling (Begg et
al., 1992), suggesting that, when information is uncued as true or
false, recollection may not be sufficient to suppress familiarity-

based misattribution. Accordingly, to the extent that AD is marked
by deficits in familiarity (Budson et al., 2000, 2001), we expect
that AD patients should demonstrate fewer misattribution errors
than healthy controls when information is not cued during the
study phase. To test this prediction, we asked participants to study
a set of uncued trivia statements. Subsequently, we presented these
items among novel statements and asked participants to judge each
as either true or false (uncued truth task). Relative to control
participants, AD patients were expected to judge fewer previously
encountered items to be true compared with novel items on the
uncued truth task.

In contrast, a second manifestation of the illusory truth effect
occurs when participants are told during study about which infor-
mation is to be believed and nevertheless tend to misjudge cued-
false information to be true (often more frequently than novel
information; Begg et al., 1992). Statistical techniques (Begg et al.,
1992) and recent neuroimaging research (Mitchell et al., 2005)
have demonstrated that this effect relies critically on the absence of
recollection for the study episode; participants tend not to mis-
judge cued-false information to be true when they have access to
contextual memory for the cue with which information was ini-
tially presented. In contrast to the first prediction, AD patients
should produce more misattribution errors than healthy controls
when information is cued as being true or false during the study
phase, as the absence of recollection augments the number of
illusory truth errors under these conditions. To test this second
prediction, we asked participants to study an additional set of trivia
statements that were each cued as either true or false. Subse-
quently, we presented these items a second time and asked partic-
ipants to judge each as either true or false (cued truth task).
Relative to control participants, AD patients were expected to
misjudge more cued-false items as true but to correctly judge an
equivalent number of cued-true items.

Finally, we expected that performance on the cued truth task
would be related to overall recollection deficits among AD pa-
tients. Specifically, the correct judgment of cued-false items is
thought to require access to recollection; accordingly, the pre-
served ability to recollect contextual details of the study episode
should enable an individual to avoid incorrectly judging cued-false
items as true. To test this prediction, we also measured partici-
pants’ performance on a standard source memory task (Johnson et
al., 1993). Participants studied a set of statements that were each
read in either a female or male voice. Subsequently, we presented
these items a second time and asked participants to indicate the
voice in which each was originally presented (gender source task).
Consistent with previous demonstrations of source memory defi-
cits in AD (e.g., Dalla Barba, Nedjam, & Dubois, 1999), AD
patients were expected to demonstrate significantly impaired per-
formance on the gender source task relative to control participants.
Critically, however, we predicted that overall performance on the
gender source task would correlate with the ability to correctly
judge cued-false items to be false, but not with the ability to judge
cued-true items to be true (as the former, but not the latter, items
are thought to require access to recollection). Such a finding would
provide confirmatory evidence that recollection plays a critical role
in suppressing misattribution errors, such as those captured by the
illusory truth effect.
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Method

Participants

Participants were 16 patients with a clinical diagnosis of probable AD (9
women, 7 men), as indexed by the criteria of the National Institute of
Neurological and Communicative Disorders and Stroke–Alzheimer’s Dis-
ease and Related Disorders Association (McKhann et al., 1984) and 16
healthy older adults (8 women, 8 men). AD patients were matched to
control participants on the basis of age (M � 77.4 and 77.6 years,
respectively) and education (M � 16.4 and 15.8 years, respectively).
Patients were recruited from the clinical population at the Memory Disor-
ders Unit, Brigham and Women’s Hospital in Boston, MA. Older adults
were recruited from participants in a longitudinal study of normal aging at
Brigham and Women’s Hospital, from spouses and friends (but not blood
relatives) of the AD patients, and from flyers and posters placed in senior
centers in and around Boston. Written informed consent was obtained from
all participants and their caregivers (when appropriate). The study was
approved by the Human Subjects Committee of Brigham and Women’s
Hospital. As a group, AD patients showed mild impairment on the Mini-
Mental Status Examination (Folstein, Folstein, & McHugh, 1975; AD,
M � 25.4; healthy controls, M � 29.3). All participants had normal or
corrected-to-normal vision and hearing and were excluded if they were
characterized by clinically significant depression, alcohol or drug use, brain
damage due to stroke or tumor, traumatic head injury, or if English was not
their primary language.

Materials

Stimuli consisted of 88 trivia statements taken from previous work on
the illusory truth effect (Bacon, 1979). Each statement conveyed informa-
tion with which participants were unlikely to be familiar, for example, “It
takes 4 hours to hard boil an ostrich egg.” Half of the statements were
factually true, whereas the remaining half were factually false. For each
statement, we created a digital audio recording of an actor reading the
statement aloud. Each statement was recorded three times, once in a female
voice and twice in different male voices; the length of each statement’s
recording was roughly equal across the different actors. The stimulus set
was randomly divided into four equal lists that were rotated through
conditions across participants.

Procedure

Participants completed three separate tasks: uncued truth, cued truth, and
gender source. Different lists of stimuli were used across the three tasks
(two lists were used in uncued truth, and one each in cued truth and gender
source). All participants first performed the uncued truth task and then
performed the cued truth and gender source tasks (the order of cued truth
and gender source was counterbalanced across participants).

The uncued truth task indexed each participant’s tendency to commit
misattribution errors (i.e., judge statements to be true) in the absence of
information about the veracity of the statements. During the study phase of
the uncued truth task, 22 statements were presented sequentially. Stimuli
were simultaneously presented visually on a computer screen and read
aloud through stereo headphones by one of the male voices. Each statement
appeared for 7 s, and participants were instructed simply to attend to the
stimuli for a later memory test. Following a 5-min delay, each of the 22 old
statements was randomly presented among 22 novel statements. At test,
stimuli were only presented visually. Participants were asked to consider
each statement and indicate whether they believed it to be true or false.
Participants indicated their judgments verbally, and the experimenter
pressed one of two computer keys to record their response. Statements
remained onscreen until a response was recorded.

The cued truth task indexed participants’ tendency to commit misat-
tribution errors for information that was explicitly presented as false.

The study phase of the cued truth task was identical to that of the
uncued truth task with the exception that 44 statements were presented
and each statement was preceded by one of two cues (true or false).
Cues were both read aloud and presented visually above the statement
(where they remained onscreen throughout the presentation of the
statement). Cue onset preceded the statement by 1 s. During this phase,
participants were instructed to memorize each of the 44 statements
along with its associated cue. During the test phase of the cued truth
task, each of these statements was presented visually (not accompanied
by the cue word), and participants verbally indicated whether they
believed each to be true or false. No novel statements were presented
during the test phase of the cued truth task.

The gender source task indexed participants’ source memory by
assessing participants’ ability to recollect whether statements had orig-
inally been presented by a female or male voice. As for the cued truth
task, the study phase of the gender source task consisted of 44 state-
ments presented audibly and visually. However, in an attempt to equate
overall performance on the gender source and cued truth tasks, state-
ments were each presented twice; specifically, after each statement was
presented once, the entire list was repeated in a new random order. Half
of the statements were read in a female voice, whereas half were read
in a male voice. To increase the salience of the gender manipulation and
to parallel the cued truth task, the word female or male (consistent with
the gender of the voice) was read immediately prior to the statement and
remained onscreen throughout its presentation. Participants were in-
structed to memorize each statement along with the gender of the voice
in which it was read. During the test phase of this task, each of the 44
statements was presented visually (not accompanied by the cue word),
and participants verbally indicated whether the statement had been read
in a female or male voice. No novel statements were presented during
the test phase of the gender source task.

Results

In the uncued truth task, participants studied a series of trivia
statements without reference to their truth value and later
judged each of these old statements and an equal number of
novel statements as either true or false. To index the tendency
to judge previously encountered statements to be true, we
calculated the proportion of old and novel items that each
participant judged to be true (see Table 1). A 2 (item type: old,
novel) � 2 (group: AD, controls) mixed-model analysis of
variance (ANOVA) revealed a significant main effect of item
type, such that old items were significantly more likely to be
judged true (M � .74) than novel items (M � .48), F(1,
30) � 29.58, p � 10�5, Cohen’s d � 0.99. This effect was
qualified by a marginally significant two-way interaction, F(1,
30) � 3.95, p � .06, d � 0.73, suggesting that when informa-
tion was uncued, AD patients were somewhat less likely to
increase truth judgments of old relative to novel statements

Table 1
Proportion of Items Judged “True” in the Uncued Truth Task

Item type

Participant group

DifferenceAD patients Controls

Old .70 .77 .07
New .54 .43 �.11

Note. AD � Alzheimer’s disease.
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(M � .16) than control participants (M � .34).1 No main effect
of group was observed, F(1, 30) � 0.11, ns, d � 0.12.

In the cued truth phase of the experiment, statements were cued
as either true or false, and participants subsequently judged the
truth value of each statement. To index performance, we calculated
the proportion of cued-false and cued-true statements for which
each participant correctly judged the truth value (see Table 2). A 2
(item type: cued-false, cued-true) � 2 (group: AD, controls)
mixed-model ANOVA revealed significant main effects of both
item type and group. As a whole, participants were significantly
more likely to correctly judge a cued-true item (M � .73) than a
cued-false item (M � .51), F(1, 30) � 20.80, p � 10�5, d � 0.83;
moreover, AD patients were significantly worse at correctly judg-
ing the truth value of items (M � .55) than control participants
(M � .69), F(1, 30) � 6.70, p � .02, d � 0.95. Although no
significant two-way interaction was observed, F(1, 30) � 1.63,
p � .20, d � 0.47, planned comparisons revealed the expected
performance asymmetry between cued-true and cued-false items.
Specifically, whereas both groups of participants demonstrated
equivalent performance on cued-true items, t(30) � 1.22, p � .20,
d � 0.45, AD patients were significantly less likely than control
participants to correctly judge the truth value of cued-false items,
t(30) � 2.83, p � .01, d � 1.03.

In the gender source phase of the experiment, statements were
presented in either a female or a male voice, and participants
subsequently indicated which of these two sources had originally
presented each statement. To index source memory, we calculated
the proportion of cued-female and cued-male statements that each
participant correctly associated with its original source (see Table
3). A 2 (item type: cued-female, cued-male) � 2 (group: AD,
controls) mixed-model ANOVA revealed a significant main effect
of item type, such that participants were significantly more likely
to indicate that a cued-male item was originally spoken by a male
voice (M � 0.71) than to indicate that a cued-female was originally
spoken by a female voice (M � 0.61), F(1, 30) � 15.03, p � .001,
d � 0.71. This effect indicated that participants had a general (and
unexpected) bias toward judging the source to be male, perhaps
because throughout the experiment, two lists were read by male
voices but only one by a female voice. The distributions of overall
performance on the gender source were almost nonoverlapping
between AD patients (range � 0.36–0.64) and control participants
(range � 0.61–0.98), resulting in a highly reliable main effect of
group, F(1, 30) � 1013, p � 10�11. No significant two-way
interaction was observed, F(1, 30) � 0.66, ns, d � 0.30, indicating
that AD and control participants demonstrated an equivalent bias
toward judging the source to be male.

Finally, we examined the extent to which each participant’s
source memory performance (as measured by the gender source

task) correlated with his or her ability to suppress misattribution in
the cued truth task, in which recollection is necessary to correctly
judge cued-false items to be false. That is, treating recollection as
an individual difference variable, we expected that the ability to
correctly remember the voice in which statements were originally
presented would correlate with the ability to correctly judge the
truth value of cued-false statements. Because recollection is not
needed to correctly judge cued-true items (which may be so judged
on the basis of misattribution), no such correlation should be
observed for cued-true items. Consistent with these predictions, we
observed a significant correlation between participants’ gender
source performance and the proportion of cued-false items cor-
rectly judged to be false on the cued truth task, r(31) � .50, p �
.005. As displayed in the left panel of Figure 1, this correlation
resulted primarily from the group differences between AD patients
and controls. However, no such correlation was observed between
gender source performance and the proportion of cued-true items
correctly judged to be true, r(31) � �.01, ns (Figure 1, right
panel). Statistical comparison of these two correlations following
Fisher’s r-to-Z transformation revealed that the two correlations
differed significantly, Z � 2.05, p � .05. As predicted, no signif-
icant correlation was observed between the gender source task and
performance on the uncued truth task, in which recollection is not
believed to influence misattribution errors.

Discussion

The present study investigated the susceptibility of AD patients
to make errors of misattribution, whereby one attributes traces of
past experiences to an inappropriate source. Misattribution was
indexed by two forms of the illusory truth effect, the tendency for
perceivers to judge previously encountered information to be true
(even when initially cued as false). Taken together, our results
suggest that AD patients’ tendency to commit such errors of
misattribution depends critically on whether performance draws
primarily on familiarity-based or recollection-based memory.
When study items were uncued—a condition in which misattribu-
tion is thought to arise primarily from experimentally induced
familiarity—AD patients proved relatively resilient to misattribu-
tion; that is, relative to healthy controls, AD patients were less
likely to judge previously presented statements to be true. In
contrast, when study items were cued as true or false—a condition
in which misattribution can be prevented by recollection for details
of the study episode—AD patients were marginally more likely

1 Although marginally significant ( p � .06), this effect exceed the cutoff
recommended by Cohen (1988) for a medium-sized effect (d � 0.5) and
neared that cutoff for a large effect (d � 0.8).

Table 2
Proportion of Correct Judgments in Cued Truth Task

Item type

Participant group

DifferenceAD patients Controls

Cued-true .69 .77 .08
Cued-false .41 .61 .20

Note. AD � Alzheimer’s disease.

Table 3
Proportion of Correct Source Judgments in Gender Source Task

Item type

Participant group

DifferenceAD patients Controls

Cued-female .47 .75 .28
Cued-male .60 .83 .20

Note. AD � Alzheimer’s disease.
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than controls to succumb to misattribution. Critically, although
both groups were as likely to correctly judge a cued-true item to be
true, AD patients were significantly less likely to correctly judge a
cued-false item to be true. In other words, AD patients were
significantly more likely than controls to erroneously misattribute
truth to an item that had initially been presented as false.

This pattern of results is highly consistent with both the deficits
in recollection and familiarity previously observed in AD as well
as the contributions made by these components of recognition
memory to misattribution errors. However, despite this overall
pattern of consistency with our a priori predictions, we note that
these data should be interpreted somewhat cautiously given the
marginal statistical reliability associated with the interaction for
the uncued truth task and the nonsignificant interaction observed
for the cued truth task. Nevertheless, in both cases, failure to
achieve statistical significance seems most likely the result of the
relatively small sample of participants. Specifically, the effect size
associated with the two-way interaction in the uncued truth task
well exceeded the cutoff for a medium-sized effect (d � 0.5) and
approached the cutoff for a large effect (d � 0.8). Likewise,
planned comparisons for cued truth data demonstrated the ex-
pected difference between AD patients and controls for cued-false
items and the expected correspondence between groups for cued-
true items. Future replication of these results, however, will be
needed to firmly establish the reliability of these effects.

It is worthwhile to point out that familiarity and recollection are
thought to contribute to misattribution errors in opposing ways,
and that the performance of AD patients in this experiment directly
reflects the counterforce of these two components of memory.
Cognitive accounts of misattribution have generally posited that
the tendency for misattribution increases as stimulus familiarity
increases, but at least under some circumstances, misattribution
decreases as recollection increases. Capitalizing on two manifes-
tations of the illusory truth effect that rely differentially on famil-
iarity and recollection, the present results are consistent with
earlier suggestions that both these memory components are im-
paired in AD (Budson et al., 2000). Provocatively, these results
suggest that AD patients are simultaneously both less and more
susceptible to misattribution errors than healthy elderly controls.
When misattribution depends solely on familiarity (i.e., when the
presence or absence of recollection does not account for variability

in performance, as in the uncued condition), AD patients can be
expected to demonstrate relatively few misattribution errors; how-
ever, when misattribution depends critically on the presence or
absence of recollection (as in the cued condition), AD patients may
be especially likely to demonstrate misattribution.

This latter point is underscored by the correlation between
participants’ ability to recollect the voice in which statements were
presented (gender source, a frequently used task of source mem-
ory; Johnson et al., 1993) and their ability to prevent misattribution
errors in the cued condition (cued truth). Specifically, performance
on the gender source task correlated directly with the proportion of
cued-false items that were later judged correctly as false, but not
with the proportion of cued-true items that were later judged
correctly. These results are consistent with the notion that recol-
lection contributes critically to the ability to avoid misattribution
errors in the cued condition; those participants who could consis-
tently recollect the voice in which statements were presented were
also those participants who could successfully avoid the tendency
to misjudge cued-false statements as true. It is important to note
that this correlation was obtained only for items for which perfor-
mance depends on the presence of recollection (i.e., cued-false
statements) but not for items for which performance could result
from familiarity alone (cued-true statements) or for performance in
the uncued truth task.

The deficits in recollection observed in the patients with AD in
the present study may be attributable to pathology in their medial
temporal lobes (Price & Morris, 1999). Amnesic patients with
isolated lesions in the medial temporal lobes show deficits of
recollection in different experimental paradigms (e.g., Cermak,
Verfaellie, Sweeney, & Jacoby, 1992; Giovanello & Verfaellie,
2001; Giovanello, Verfaellie, & Keane, 2003). Although contro-
versy still exists over whether the contributions of the hippocam-
pus to recognition memory are specifically recollective (Manns &
Squire, 1999; Reed, Hamann, Stefanacci, & Squire, 1997; Reed &
Squire, 1997), patients with damage limited to the hippocampus
show particularly pronounced impairment when memory perfor-
mance requires recollection. Whether lesions restricted to the
hippocampus are sufficient to impair recollection is less clear
(Baddeley, Vargha-Khadem, & Mishkin, 2001; Holdstock et al.,
2002; Mayes, Holdstock, Isaac, Hunkin, & Roberts, 2002; Yoneli-
nas et al., 2002). These findings are complemented by recent

Figure 1. Relation between gender source and the proportion cued-false (left panel) and cued-true (right panel)
items that were correctly judged in the cued truth task. Open circles represent Alzheimer’s patients and the closed
circles represent controls (one circle per participant).
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neuroimaging work (Henke, Weber, Kneifel, Wieser, & Buck,
1999; Jackson & Schacter, 2004; Sperling et al., 2001, 2003) that
has demonstrated a role for the hippocampus in binding together
contextual details into an associative recollection. Given the im-
portance of the hippocampus to recollection, the relative inability
of AD patients to suppress misattribution errors on the cued truth
task may result from the known pathology in the medial temporal
lobe in AD.

However, another possible explanation of these recollection-
based deficits is that even mild AD patients have dysfunction of
frontal networks, as suggested by earlier neuropsychological and
neuroimaging research on AD (Baddeley, Bressi, Della Sala, Lo-
gie, & Spinnler, 1991; Dalla Barba et al., 1999; Haxby et al., 1988;
Mountjoy, Roth, Evans, & Evans, 1983). Neuropsychological
studies of patients with frontal lobe damage have strongly impli-
cated the frontal cortex in recollection-based memory. For exam-
ple, although frontal patients have shown relative sparing of item
recognition, they typically demonstrate impaired use of recollec-
tive information (Janowsky, Shimamura, & Squire, 1989; Shi-
mamura, Janowsky, & Squire, 1990). Patients with frontal lobe
lesions are also impaired in their ability to use recollection to
counter misattributions due to gist-based familiarity, whereas their
recognition of studied items is unimpaired (Budson, et al., 2002).
In addition, functional MRI research on normal populations has
demonstrated greater prefrontal activation during the encoding of
items later accompanied by contextual recollection, as indexed
both by source memory (Davachi, Mitchell, & Wagner, 2003) or
by “remember” responses in the remember/know paradigm (Hen-
son, Rugg, Shallice, Josephs, & Dolan, 1999). At the same time,
researchers have also reported greater activation in an extensive
prefrontal region when comparing recognition tasks that require
recollection to recognition tasks that do not require such reinstan-
tiation of the study context (Dobbins, Foley, Schacter, & Wagner,
2002; Dobbins, Rice, Wagner, & Schacter, 2003).

One idea for how frontal networks dysfunction may lead to
misattribution errors in AD patients is related to the fact that intact
frontal networks are needed for an efficient attentional-activation
monitoring system. To distinguish whether test items on the cued
truth task are true or false, discrimination between sources of
activation at retrieval is necessary. Specifically, participants need
to determine whether activation reoccurring at test is present
because it was acquired prior to the experiment and is therefore
true, acquired during the experiment as a true item, or acquired
during the experiment as a false item. Because AD patients show
impairments in their attentional-activation monitoring system
(Balota et al., 1999; Spieler, Balota, & Faust, 1996; Sullivan,
Faust, & Balota, 1995), they may have experienced difficulty in
discriminating between these multiple sources of activation at test,
leading them to overly attribute false items as true. Furthermore, if
the AD patients’ encoding during the uncued truth task was also
impaired by a faulty attentional-activation monitoring system, then
impairment of this system could also provide another explanation
for the finding that AD patients were less likely than healthy
controls to judge previously presented statements as true.

One recent functional MRI study (Mitchell et al., 2005) has
directly linked hippocampal and prefrontal activation to the suc-
cessful avoidance of misattribution errors. In this study, partici-
pants were scanned while encoding a series of trivia statements
like the ones used in the current experiment. Some statements were

cued as true or false, whereas others were uncued. Subsequently,
participants saw each statement a second time (along with a
number of novel distractors) and were asked to indicate whether
they believed each to be true, to be false, or to provide no basis for
judging. Encoding activation in three regions—bilateral ventrolat-
eral prefrontal regions and the left hippocampus—correlated with
whether cued-false items were successfully judged to be false (but
not whether cued-true items were judged to be true). These results
provide additional evidence that successful avoidance of misattri-
bution errors on the illusory truth task may rely on the function of
hippocampal and prefrontal regions and are consistent with the
notion that AD patients’ particular susceptibility to recollection-
based misattribution errors may be attributable to their frontal and
medial temporal impairments.

Finally, the present results have implications for some of the
memory distortions that AD patients experience in their everyday
lives. The results of the cued truth condition suggested that,
although AD patients are as likely as healthy older adults to
correctly remember that a true item was true, they are impaired in
their ability to remember that a false item was false. Indeed, AD
patients correctly judged false items only 41% of the time; more
than half of the time, they incorrectly believed an item that had
originally been presented as false to be true. This observation may
have profound implications for how clinicians and caregivers
might optimally communicate information to AD patients. For
example, the statement, “The 59 bus will not take you to your
sister’s house, take the 67 bus instead” can be thought of as a two
assertions, one cued false (the 59 bus will not take you to your
sister’s house) and one cued true (the 67 bus will take you to your
sister’s house). If this statement were communicated to a mild AD
patient such as those who participated in the present study, our data
suggest that she would be more likely to believe the false statement
to be true than to remember that the false statement was false (and
would be therefore quite likely to take the wrong bus). Thus,
because AD patients appear particularly likely to think that any
statement that they remember is true, clinicians and caregivers
should be careful to provide patients with true statements only.
Despite the goal of using false statements to provide additional
helpful information, they are more likely to confuse, rather than
aid, these patients.
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