UC Davis
UC Davis Previously Published Works

Title

The role of summary and specific behavioral memories in trait judgments about the self

Permalink

Ihttps://escholarship.org/uc/item/90k4t2p7|

Authors

Klein, SB
Loftus, J
Sherman, JW

Publication Date
2023-12-10

Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library

University of California


https://escholarship.org/uc/item/90k4t2p7
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/

The Role of Summary and Specific Behavioral
Memories in Trait Judgments About the Self

Stanley B. Klein

Judith Loftus

Jeffrey W. Sherman

University of California, Santa Barbara

In a recent series of studies, Klein and Loftus and their col-
leagues have shown that trait judgments about the self are
uninfluenced by the prior retrieval of trait-relevant behavioral
memories. In this article, two types of behavioral memories are
distinguished—specific and summary. A study is reported that,
in contrast to the authors’ earlier studies examining the effect of
specific behavioral memories, shows that retrieval of summary
behavioral memories does affect subsequent judgments of a trait’s
self-descriptiveness. The implications of the distinction between
specific and summary behavioral memories for models of trait
self-knowledge are discussed.

Does our knowledge of the traits that describe us
depend on our ability to recall our past behavior? Is it
possible for a person who cannot recall any personal
experiences—and therefore cannot know how he or she
has behaved—to know what he or she is like?

These questions, whose origins can be traced to John
Locke’s (1690/1731) pioneering attempt to define per-
sonal identity in terms of memory, have stimulated de-
bate among philosophers for more than 300 years (e.g.,
Butler, 1736/1975; Grice, 1941; Hume, 1739/1817;
Lewis, 1982; Reid, 1785/1941; Shoemaker, 1963; Wil-
liams, 1973). For example, Grice (1941), one of the more
forceful advocates for the memorial basis of self, argues
that self-knowledge is constructed from the recollection
of personal experiences and therefore “is to be defined
in terms of memory” (p. 340; see also Quinton, 1962).
Not all philosophers share this strong view that self-
knowledge can be defined wholly in terms of memory
(e.g., Butler, 1736/1975; Shoemaker, 1963), but few
deny memory an important role.

Among psychologists, those interested in the mental
representation of trait knowledge about the self have
widely adopted the view that our knowledge of the traits
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that describe us is based, in large part, on memory for
our past behavior (e.g., Bellezza, 1984; Bower & Gilligan,
1979; Groninger & Groninger, 1984; Hampson, 1982;
Keenan & Baillet, 1980; Kihlstrom et al., 1988; Locksley
& Lenauer, 1981; Matlin, 1989; Neimeyer & Rareshide,
1991; Warren, Chattin, Thompson, & Tomsky, 1983).
Specifically, they propose that trait self-knowledge con-
sists of the representation in memory of one’s trait-relevant
behaviors. According to this view, when asked to decide
whether a trait is self-descriptive, a person retrieves mem-
ories of trait-relevant behaviors and computes their sim-
ilarity to the trait being judged (for a detailed discussion,
see Locksley & Lenauer, 1981). For example, to decide
whether I am honest, I would recall my behavior in
situations pertaining to honesty and determine whether
there is a match between my behavior and the trait
“honest.” Retrieving behaviors such as my refusal to look
at exposed test answers should lead me to decide that
“honest” is self-descriptive.

Some of the original formulations of the behavioral
basis of trait self-knowledge (e.g., Hampson, 1982;
Locksley & Lenauer, 1981) were based on an extension
of Bem’s (1967, 1972) theory of self-perception. Bem
proposed that our knowledge of our own thoughts, feel-
ings, and other internal states is inferred from observing
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our behavior and the circumstances in which it occurs.
For example, a person will infer that he is hungry if he
is enthusiastically eating a large meal. The idea that we
infer our current internal states from currently observed
behaviors suggested to some self theorists that we may also
infer our knowledge of whether a trait is self-descriptive
from memories of past behaviors.

Consequently, a primary question for a behavior-
based theory of trait self-knowledge is whether judging
a trait for self-descriptiveness requires retrieving trait-
relevant behaviors from memory. We have addressed this
question in several previous studies (Klein & Loftus,
1990, in press; Klein, Loftus, & Burton, 1989; Klein, Loftus,
& Plog, 1992; Klein, Loftus, Trafton, & Fuhrman, 1992),
and our findings have been quite consistent. We have
found no evidence that self-descriptiveness judgments
require retrieval of behavioral memories. In fact, we have
found no evidence that self-descriptiveness judgments
are even influenced by retrieval of behavioral memories.
Our findings have led us to conclude that a behavior-
based theory of trait selfknowledge is incorrect. We have
proposed that, rather than being represented at the
level of behaviors, trait self-knowledge is represented
primarily in abstract form, and that these abstractions,
not behavioral memories, are the basis of trait self-
descriptiveness judgments (for similar views, see Lord,
in press; Lord, Desforges, Chacon, Pere, & Clubb, 1992;
Nelson, in press; Tulving, in press).

There are, however, some researchers who have
found evidence that conflicts with our proposal. Salancik
and Conway (1975), for example, showed that when
subjects’ recall of autobiographical information was ma-
nipulated to make salient either proreligious or antireli-
gious behaviors, subjects who recalled proreligious
behaviors subsequently judged themselves to be more
religious than did subjects who recalled antireligious
behaviors. Similarly, Fazio, Effrein, and Falender (1981)
found that when subjects retrieved behavioral memories
reflecting either introversion or extraversion, those re-
calling introversion-related memories subsequently
judged themselves to be more introverted than did those
who recalled extraversion-related memories.

Why do these researchers find an effect when we find
none? We think that it is due to a difference in the types
of behavioral memories that subjects retrieved. In our
research, we have focused on the role of memories for
specific behaviors: Our subjects recalled specific in-
stances in which their behavior exemplified the trait in
question. By contrast, subjects in the experiments de-
scribed above recalled memories that summarized their
behavior across multiple events. Salancik and Conway
(1975) asked subjects to endorse statements concerning
the frequency with which they engaged in various behav-

iors relating to religion (e.g., “I frequently attend a
church or synagogue,” “I occasionally donate money to
religious organizations”). And Fazio et al. (1981) had
subjects answer questions about behaviors and situations
that #pify their experience of introversion or extraver-
sion (e.g., “Whatkinds of events make you feel like being
alone?” or “What would you do if you wanted to liven
things up at a party?”). (Other studies showing effects of
summary memories on selfjudgment include Chaiken &
Baldwin, 1981; Salancik, 1974.)

The significance of this distinction for questions
about trait judgments may be illuminated by the work of
Buss and Craik (1983, 1984). These investigators pro-
pose that trait knowledge is derived from categorizing
multiple trait-relevant episodes across situations and oc-
casions. The statement “I am honest,” therefore, means
that over time and across situations I have exhibited a
high frequency of honest behaviors. Because knowledge
of a person’s traits depends on information about the
Jrequency of behaviors implying those traits, a single be-
havior cannot serve as an index from which a trait
inference can be drawn (see also Epstein, 1979, 1983;
Ross & Nisbett, 1991).

From this perspective, we can see a difference in the
utility of summary behavioral memories versus memo-
ries for specific individual behaviors in the process of
making a trait judgment. The idea that trait inferences
cannot reliably be drawn from single behaviors is consis-
tent with our findings that trait judgments about the self
are uninfluenced by memory for specific behaviors. By
contrast, summary behavioral memories, by providing
information about behavioral frequency, may be a more
reliable indicator of one’s traits and therefore be useful
in judgments of trait self-descriptiveness.

Perhaps, then, our conclusion that trait judgments
about the self are wholly uninfluenced by memory for
behavior is overstated. It may be that when summary
behaviors are retrieved, some influence is possible.
Therefore, the present study tests whether trait self-
descriptiveness judgments can be influenced by the re-
trieval of summary behavioral memories. In this studywe
use the same paradigm that we used in our earlier studies
of trait selfknowledge: the task facilitation paradigm
(e.g., Klein etal., 1989, Klein, Loftus, Trafton, & Fuhrman,
1992).

THE TASK FACILITATION PARADIGM

The task facilitation paradigm was designed to address
the question whether judging a trait for self-descriptiveness
requires retrieval of trait-relevant behavioral memories.
In implementing the paradigm, we rephrased this ques-
tion to ask: “Do judging a trait for self-descriptiveness



and retrieving a traitrelevant behavioral memory re-
quire the same type of information (i.e., specific behav-
ioral instances)?” The paradigm is based on the
following logic. Suppose you are asked to perform two
tasks in succession. If, in the process of performing the
first task, information relevant to the second task is made
available, then the time you need to perform the second
task should be less than if that information had not been
made available (e.g., Collins & Quillian, 1970; Malt,
1989). Therefore, to assess the extent to which two tasks
require (and thereby make available) similar informa-
tion, one could examine the degree to which performing
the first task reduces the time needed to perform the
second. This facilitation should be greatest when the
information overlap between the first and second tasks
is large and should be least when the information over-
lap is small.

In its original implementation, the task facilitation
paradigm required subjects to perform three tasks: judg-
ing a stimulus trait for self-descriptiveness (descriptive
task), recalling a specific instance in which they mani-
fested the stimulus trait (autobiographical task), and gen-
erating a definition of the stimulus trait (semantic task).
A trial consisted of performing two of these tasks in
succession, an initial task and a target task, on the same
trait word. By using all possible factorial combinations of
the three tasks, we were able to examine target task
response latencies for each of them as a function of
initial task performed.

We predicted that if trait judgments require access to
trait-exemplifying behaviors, then two things should
occur. First, the reduction in time required to perform
an autobiographical target task should be greater when
a descriptive task is performed first than when a semantic
task is performed first, because the behavioral informa-
tion required for an autobiographical task will have been
made available during the descriptive task but not during
the semantic task. Second, the reduction in time re-
quired to perform a descriptive task should be greater
when an autobiographical task is performed first than
when a semantic task is performed first, because the
behavioral information required for the descriptive task
will have been made available during the autobiograph-
ical task but not during the semantic task.

By contrast, we predicted that if trait judgments do
not require information about trait-relevant behaviors,
then (a) performing a descriptive task first should not
lead to a greater reduction in the time required to
perform an autobiographical task than would result
from first performing a semantic task, and (b) perform-
ing an autobiographical task first should not lead to a
greater reduction in the time required to perform a
descriptive task than would result from first performing
a semantic task.
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All our earlier studies have found that a descriptive
task is no more facilitating than a semantic task to subse-
quent performance of an autobiographical task and that
an autobiographical task is no more facilitating than a
semantic task to performance of a subsequent descrip-
tive task (e.g., Klein & Loftus, in press; Klein etal., 1989).
We have therefore concluded that self-descriptiveness
judgments neither require nor are influenced by re-
trieval of specific behavioral memories.!

In the present experiment, we modified the task facil-
itation paradigm to test whether trait self-descriptiveness
judgments are influenced by the retrieval of summary
behavioral information. Specifically, we changed the au-
tobiographical memory manipulation to elicit summary,
rather than specific, behavioral memories. Instead of
asking subjects to recall a specific incident in which they
exemplified a trait, we asked them torecall how they have
“typically” behaved when exemplifying a particular trait
(e.g., “Whathave you typically done when you were being
sociable?”). We have argued that the greater reliability of
summary behavioral information as a basis for trait in-
ference may have been responsible for the influence of
autobiographical information on trait judgments in the
work of Salancik, Fazio, and others. If we are correct,
then, in contrast to the results of our studies using single
behaviors, we should find that retrieving a behavioral
summary will produce a reliable reduction in the time
required for subjects to judge a trait for self-descriptiveness.

METHOD

Subjects. Subjects were 24 undergraduates who partic-
ipated for course credit. They were tested individually in
sessions lasting approximately 45 min.

Materials and design. The stimuli were 90 trait adjec-
tives selected from Kirby and Gardner’s (1972) norms.
The adjectives used were close to the norm means on
the dimensions of familiarity, imagery, and behavioral
specificity.

Subjects received 90 trials, 1 trial per trait adjective. A
trial consisted of performing two tasks in succession, an
initial task and a target task, for each adjective. For the
descriplive task, the subject decided whether the trait
adjective was self-descriptive; for the autobiographical task,
the subject recalled what he or she had “typically” done
when exemplifying a particular trait;* and for the defini-
tion task, the subject thought of a definition for the trait
adjective. The initial tasks (descriptive, autobiographi-
cal, and definition) were factorially combined with two
target tasks (descriptive and autobiographical) to create
six initial task/target task pairings. The assignment of
stimulus words to initial task/target task pairs (15 words
per pair) and the order in which task pairs were pre-
sented were randomized across subjects.
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Figure 1 Mean response latencies on Describes and Remember target tasks as a function of initial task performed.

Procedure. Subjects were told thatwe were investigating
their ability to perform different tasks on stimulus words.
We told them that it was important that they perform the
tasks accurately and that they should indicate immedi-
ately when they had completed each task. We then ex-
plained the experimental tasks and gave instructions for
performing them.

A microcomputer presented stimulus words and re-
corded response latencies for initial and target tasks.
Each trial began with the appearance on a computer
screen of a cue word for the initial task. The cue was
either Describes (for the descriptive task), Remember (for
the autobiographical task), or Define (for the definition
task). After 1 s, a trait adjective appeared below the cue
and a timer was started. The cue and the stimulus word
remained on the screen until the subject indicated by
pressing a key that he or she had completed the initial
task. The timer then stopped, response latency was re-
corded, and the initial task cue was removed, leaving the
stimulus trait on the screen. After a 1-s pause, the cue
word for the target task (Describes or Remember) appeared
on the screen and the timer was reactivated. This cue and
the trait adjective remained on the screen until the
subject signaled by pressing a key that he or she had
completed the target task. The timer then stopped, the
target task response latency was recorded, and a row of
asterisks appeared across the screen to indicate the end
of the trial. There was a 2-s delay before the beginning
of the next trial.

In our instructions to subjects, we told them that the
ordering of the tasks would be random. We also told
them that on trials where the target task was the same as
the initial task they need not generate a new response
for the target task; rather, they could simply call the

original response to mind a second time. Subjects re-
ceived six practice trials, one for each possible initial
task/target task pair.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In the following analyses, the mean and median re-
sponse latencies yielded the same patterns of results. To
facilitate comparisons with latency data reported in pre-
vious studies of trait judgments about self and others
(e.g., Ganellen & Carver, 1985; Klein & Kihlstrom, 1986;
Kuiper, 1981), we present the results of the analyses on
the means.

The mean response latencies for the Describes target
task are shown in the left panel of Figure 1. A one-way
repeated-measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) on
these latencies was significant, F(2, 46) = 17.18, p< .001.
Consistent with the premise underlying the task facilita-
tion paradigm—that facilitation is an increasing func-
tion of the overlap in information required for two
successive tasks—Newman-Keuls analysis (p < .05) re-
vealed that target task latency was fastest when the initial
and target tasks were the same. However, unlike the
findings of our previous task facilitation studies, latencies
for the Describes target task were significantly faster
when the initial task was Remember (M= 1,627 ms) than
when it was Define (M = 1,887 ms).**

A one-way repeated-measures ANOVA on the Re-
member target task mean response latencies (see the
right panel of Figure 1) also yielded a significant effect
for initial task, F(2, 46) = 39.34, p < .0001. Once again,
Newman-Keuls analysis (p < .05) revealed that latencies
to perform the target task were shortest when the initial
and target tasks were the same. However, for this task,
latency to retrieve summary behavioral memories did



notreliably differ as a function of whether the initial task
was Describes or Define.’

Thus, it appears that our earlier proposal that self-de-
scriptiveness judgments are made independent of behav-
ioral memories was too strong. The present data show
that if behavioral summaries are made available, subjects
can use them in making trait judgments about them-
selves: Summary memories made available by perfor-
mance of a Remember task led to a reliable reduction in
the time required to perform a subsequent Describes
task. However, these data are consistent with our earlier
work in indicating that trait self-descriptiveness judg-
ments do not require retrieval of behavioral memories.
If self-descriptiveness judgments required summary be-
havioral memories, then performing a Describes task
should facilitate retrieval of a behavioral summary in a
subsequent Remember task. Contrary to this prediction,
subjects were no faster at retrieving behavioral summa-
ries following performance of a Describes task than
following a Define task.

CONCLUSIONS

Throughout our earlier work using the task facilita-
tion paradigm (e.g., Klein & Loftus, 1990, in press; Klein
et al., 1989), we found that retrieving behavioral memo-
ries does not facilitate subsequent judgments of trait
self-descriptiveness. By contrast, the present study
showed that behavioral memories can produce a reliable
reduction in the time required to judge a trait for self-
descriptiveness.

We propose that the reason for this difference is that
subjects in our earlier studies retrieved memories of
specific individual behaviors whereas subjects in the
present study, like those in the Salancik and Fazio stud-
ies, retrieved memories that summarized multiple past
behaviors. The distinction between specific and sum-
mary behavioral memories parallels a recently proposed
distinction in the cognitive literature between specific
and generic autobiographical memories (e.g., Barsalou,
1988; Brewer, 1986; Conway, 1987, 1990a; Eder, Gerlach,
& Perlmutter, 1987; Hudson, 1986; Nelson, 1988, in
press; Watkins & Kerkar, 1985). A specific autobiograph-
ical memory isa representation of a single personal event
that includes details about the time and place of that
event. For example, my recollection of falling down and
twisting my ankle while hiking on my last trip to Yosemite
National Park is a specific autobiographical memory. A
generic autobiographical memory, by contrast, is derived
from multiple exposures to similar events but does not
include details of the individual experiences from which
it is derived. Thus, a generic autobiographical memory
is a representation of a general kind of event. For exam-
ple, my recollection of “hiking in Yosemite” that does not
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include details of any individual hiking experience
would be an example of a generic autobiographical
memory.

Drawing on the work of Buss and Craik (1983, 1984),
we have argued that because a specific behavioral mem-
ory references only a single occurrence of a behavior, it
should not be considered a reliable basis for a trait
attribution. Therefore, the recollection of a specific be-
havioral memory should be unlikely to influence a sub-
sequent self-descriptiveness judgment (e.g., Klein &
Loftus, in press; Klein et al., 1989). However, a summary
behavioral memory, because it provides information
about the frequency of behaviors, should be a more
reliable indicator of a trait. The recollection of a behav-
ioral summary should therefore be more likely to influ-
ence a subsequent trait self-descriptiveness judgment.
We have proposed that the information provided by
summary behavioral memories explains the effects of
autobiographical memory on trait selfjudgments re-
ported in the work of Salancik and Fazio. And, consistent
with this view, the present study found that recalling
summary behavioral memories did facilitate subsequent
self-descriptiveness judgments.

Hence, our earlier conclusion that trait judgments
about the self are uninfluenced by memory for behaviors
must be revised to accommodate the influence of sum-
mary behavioral memories. However, our argument that
trait self-descriptiveness judgments do not depend on
recall of behavioral memories still stands. Although self-
descriptiveness judgments may be influenced by sum-
mary behavioral memories, our findings suggest that
they do not require them. If they did, then judging a
trait for self-descriptiveness should enhance the avail-
ability of summary behavioral information in memory,
thereby facilitating its retrieval in a subsequent Remem-
ber task. Subjects in the present study were no faster to
retrieve summary behaviors after judging a trait for self-
descriptiveness than after generating the definition of
the trait. Thus, although it is apparent that if the right
type of behavioral information is available, subjects can
use it in making trait judgments about themselves, it also
remains clear that subjects do not need either summary
or specific behavioral information to make those judg-
ments (see also Nelson, in press).

NOTES

1. The interpretation of the results from any one paradigm can
always be subject to the criticism that they reflect more the idiosyncra-
sies of the methodology than the behavior of the variables of interest.
We have therefore tested the behavioral view of trait selfjudgments
using several methodologies and dependent measures (e.g.,
Klein, Loftus, & Plog, 1992). The findings from these studies con-
verge with those of our task facilitation paradigm studies on the
conclusion that trait-relevant behavioral episodes are not the basis
for trait self- descriptiveness judgments.
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2. Pretesting showed that subjects had no difficulty performing this
task. Nine subjects, who did not participate in the main study, were
shown the same list of trait adjectives (e.g., sociable) and asked to
remember how they had typically behaved when exemplifying each.
Subjects were instructed to report their memories aloud, and their
vocalizations were tape-recorded. A coder, unaware of the purpose of
the pretest, classified pretest subjects’ memories using the categories
“summary behaviors,” “specific behaviors,” and “other.” Ninety-two
percent of subjects’ memories were classified as summary behaviors
(e.g., “I've often gone partying with friends on the weekend”), 3% were
classified as specific behaviors (e.g., “My first day back at school I took
my roommate to lunch”), and 5% were classified as other (e.g., “I plan
to spend more time with my girlfriend”). These proportions are similar
to those reported by Eder, Gerlach, and Perlmutter (1987).

3. We did not request that subjects report their responses to any of
the tasks during the experimental trials; rather, we instructed them to
generate responses to the task questions in their heads (our reasons
for adopting this procedure are detailed in Klein & Loftus, in press).
Unfortunately, allowing subjects to keep their responses private left us
unable to monitor whether they had performed the tasks as instructed.
However, the initial task latencies provide evidence that subjects did
perform the tasks. Specifically, the latencies we obtained are compara-
ble to those obtained by researchers who have collected subjects’
responses at the time of task performance. For example, the mean
latency to perform a Describes initial task (M=1,933 ms) is comparable
to that reported by studies in which subjects reported their self-descrip-
tiveness judgments at the time they made them (e.g., Keenan & Baillet,
1980; Kendzierski, 1980; Klein & Kihlstrom, 1986; Mueller, Thompson,
& Dugan, 1986). Similarly, the mean latency to perform a Remember
initial task (M = 3,421 ms) is comparable to that we obtained during
pretesting, when we instructed subjects to report each summary behav-
ioral memory immediately after they had pressed a key to indicate they
had brought the memory to mind (M= 3,610 ms).

4. It could be argued, however, that, in the process of remembering
what they have typically done when exemplifying a trait, subjects first
decide whether or not the trait is self-descriptive, and this self-descrip-
tiveness judgment, rather than the behavioral summaries per se, might
be the factor that facilitates a subsequent self-descriptiveness judgment.
Our data, however, argue against this possibility. If part of performing
aRemember task entails deciding whether a trait is self-descriptive, one
would expect a Remember task to be performed faster when preceded
by a Describes task than when preceded by a Define task, because the
trait judgment involved in performance of the Remember task would
be provided by a Describes task but not by a Define task. Contrary to
this prediction, the time taken to perform a Remember task was not
differentially facilitated by the previous performance of a Describes or
a Define task (see the right panel of Figure 1).

5. The retrieval of summary memories in our study required about
half the time subjects typically take to retrieve specific behavioral
memories (e.g., Klein & Loftus, in press). Although the reasons for
these latency differences are not well understood (some possibilities
are discussed in Cornoldi, DeBeni, & PraBaldi, 1989), it should be
noted that similar findings have been obtained in other studies (e.g.,
Conway, 1990b, Experiment 1, results for emotion words; Cornoldi
et al., 1989).
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