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How did you feel when ‘‘The Crocodile Hunter’’ died?
Voicing and silencing in conversation influences

memory for an autobiographical event

Celia B. Harris, Amanda J. Barnier, John Sutton, and Paul G. Keil

Macquarie University, Sydney, Australia

Conversations about the past can involve voicing and silencing; processes of validation and invalidation
that shape recall. In this experiment we examined the products and processes of remembering a
significant autobiographical event in conversation with others. Following the death of Australian
celebrity Steve Irwin, in an adapted version of the collaborative recall paradigm, 69 participants
described and rated their memories for hearing of his death. Participants then completed a free recall
phase where they either discussed the event in groups of three or wrote about the event on their own.
Finally, participants completed the original questionnaire again, both 1 week and 1 month after the free
recall phase. Discussion influenced later memories for hearing of Irwin’s death, particularly memories for
emotion and shock. Qualitative analysis of the free recall phase suggested that during conversation a
shared understanding of the event developed, but that emotional reactions to the event were silenced in
ways that minimised the event’s impact. These findings are discussed in terms of the processes and
consequences of sharing public and personal memories in conversation.

Keywords: Silencing; Collaborative recall; Discussion and memory; Listeners; Social memory.

Remembering the past is an inherently social

activity, something we do with and for other

people. In our various social groups we talk about

a range of events: everyday and significant, recent

and distant, shared and unshared. Imagine, for

instance, a family reminiscing about the last

vacation they took together, or a couple discuss-

ing their separate days over dinner, or a group of

old friends at a school reunion talking about what

they have each been doing for the last 10 years.

Remembering with others is as ubiquitous and

mundane an activity as remembering alone

(Barnier, Sutton, Harris, & Wilson, 2008). Hirst

and Echterhoff (2008) argued that these conver-

sations are a ‘‘significant means of creating shared

memories’’ (p. 190).
Recently theory and research has also focused

on what is silenced during conversations, either

explicitly through correction or dispute, or impli-

citly through avoidance or self-censorship. Fivush

(2004) argued that during social interactions,

certain memories are ‘‘validated or invalidated

by the individual, by the conversational partner

and by the larger community’’ (p. 3). Validated

experiences*where the individual’s point of view

is acknowledged as appropriate*are ‘‘voiced’’,
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while invalidated experiences*where an indivi-
dual’s point of view is regarded as inappropriate*
are ‘‘silenced’’ (Fivush, 2004). Voiced memories
are not just mentioned; they are supported and
validated by the listeners. In the same way, silenced
memories are not necessarily unmentioned; they
are silenced by the invalidation of the group.
Fivush (2004) suggested that these processes of
voicing vs silencing, both at an individual and
group level, can have ongoing influences on the
way that events are later remembered and talked
about.

In the current study we investigated the impact
of conversation on memories for the death of
‘‘The Crocodile Hunter’’, Steve Irwin. On the 4th
of September 2006 news broke that Irwin had
been killed by a stingray while filming a docu-
mentary. Both in Australia and worldwide, his
death and its aftermath received a great deal of
media attention. He was the subject of tributes
and memorials, and criticism of Irwin was treated
harshly (Coultan, Coorey, & Tadros, 2006;
Wainwright & Baker, 2006; Williams & Hearn,
2006). We focused on this event because it was
broadly shared by our participants and although
each individual had their own personal autobio-
graphical memory for hearing the news of Irwin’s
death, there was also a great deal of culturally
shared information via the media. We focused on
both the ‘‘products’’ of conversation*how con-
versation influenced subsequent individual mem-
ory*and the ‘‘processes’’ of conversation*how
individuals interacted to validate and invalidate
each others’ memories (Fivush, 2004). We were
particularly interested in how the processes of
voicing and silencing might shape the product of
subsequent individual recall.

A number of lines of research indicate that
remembering with others influences later indivi-
dual recall (see Harris, Paterson, & Kemp, 2008).
For example, the collaborative recall paradigm
(Basden, Basden, & Henry, 2000; Weldon &
Bellinger, 1997) has demonstrated that remem-
bering with others inhibits the recall of new
information on a later individual recall test; after
collaboration people remember more mentioned
items but remember fewer items that were not
mentioned during discussion (Basden et al.,
2000). Similarly, Cuc, Koppel, & Hirst, (2007)
extended Anderson, Bjork, and Bjork’s (1994)
retrieval-induced forgetting paradigm to a social
context, arguing that group conversations func-
tion as a form of retrieval practice. They found
that participants remembered more mentioned

information, and forgot more unmentioned but
related information (relative to unmentioned,
unrelated information), following a conversation
regardless of whether they were the speaker or
the listener. That is, a speaker’s conversational
recall shapes both their own individual memory
and the individual memory of their listener. Other
relevant findings come from research on false
memory. The social contagion paradigm (Roedi-
ger, Meade, & Bergman, 2001) uses confederates
who mention incorrect items during collaboration
with a genuine participant. The related memory
conformity paradigm (Gabbert, Memon, & Allan,
2003) has participants view slightly different
versions of stimuli before recalling together.
Research in both these paradigms has demon-
strated that, following exposure to misinforma-
tion via discussion, participants incorrectly recall
information that they themselves never saw
(Gabbert et al., 2003; Meade & Roediger, 2002;
Roediger et al., 2001).

Research across these experimental paradigms
converges on the view that social interaction
shapes subsequent individual memory: following
discussion, individuals are more likely to remem-
ber mentioned items (even when these items are
incorrect), and are more likely to forget unmen-
tioned items. However, research in these para-
digms has focused mostly on neutral stimuli, like
words, stories, or pictures. The influence of
broader social processes of the kind invoked by
Fivush (2004) is likely to be stronger when
discussing autobiographical, emotional events,
because people are likely to be motivated by a
range of individual and social goals. In everyday
conversations simply remembering as much as
possible is not the primary goal of remembering
(Alea & Bluck, 2003; Marsh, 2007). The goals that
are most important depend on the particular
group and particular remembering occasion, and
might include being polite, agreeable, likeable, or
entertaining, creating intimacy, or creating a
shared understanding (Alea & Bluck, 2003; Bar-
nier et al., 2008; Echterhoff, Higgins, & Groll,
2005). These conversational goals may be impor-
tant determinants of how an event is recalled,
both during conversation and subsequently
(Tversky & Marsh, 2000).

One important goal when discussing emotional
events is emotion management (Pasupathi, 2003).
People are particularly likely to discuss unpleasant
events to help deal with negative emotions (Lu-
minet, Bouts, Delie, Manstead, & Rimé, 2000).
Research from the clinical domain has suggested
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that both writing and talking about negative
events can reduce their emotional intensity
(Mehl & Pennebaker, 2003; Pennebaker, 1997).
Reduction in emotion following discussion*
termed the ‘‘fading affect bias’’*is particular to
negative events, and does not occur for positive
events (Skowronski, Gibbons, Vogl, & Walker,
2004). The more that negative memories are
discussed, the more negative emotion decreases
(Skowronski et al., 2004). But while conversation
may influence people’s current emotional state, it
is less clear how conversation might influence the
way people remember feeling at the time of the
event itself.

These conversational goals can influence mem-
ory in two ways. First, perceived audience biases
can result in an individual ‘‘tuning’’ their recall to
their audience, by deliberately mentioning certain
details and not mentioning others (Higgins, 1992).
Experimental research has demonstrated that
recalling with a biased perspective has ongoing
consequences for memory, known as the ‘‘saying-
is-believing effect’’ (Higgins & Rholes, 1978)
where people subsequently remember informa-
tion consistent with this biased perspective
(Echterhoff, et al., 2005; Echterhoff, Higgins,
Kopietz, & Groll, 2008; Tversky & Marsh,
2000). Echterhoff and colleagues (2005, 2008)
demonstrated that memory was most influenced
when the goal of the speaker in the conversation
was to create a shared reality; that is, to construct
their knowledge and understanding of an event or
information jointly with their audience, rather
than simply being polite or entertaining (Echterh-
off et al., 2005, 2008).

The saying-is-believing literature is consistent
with Fivush’s (2004) concept of self-voicing and
silencing. However, the experiments described
did not examine genuinely social situations.
Participants wrote a biased description that they
believed would be read by another person (e.g.,
Tversky & Marsh, 2000), but they did not interact
with anyone else. In social situations people are
likely to jointly construct memories in a dynamic,
interactive way (Bavelas, Coates, & Johnson,
2000). For instance, Pasupathi’s (2001) model of
autobiographical memory suggests that conversa-
tional goals and listener behaviour interact to
influence how a discussed event will be recalled in
future. If an event is recalled in a way that elicits a
desirable response from the listener, it is likely to
be recalled in the same way in future. If the
listener’s response is undesirable, the event is
likely to be recalled differently (Pasupathi, 2001).

This model has been supported by evidence that
the nature and response of an audience determine
how an event is remembered. For instance,
Pasupathi, Stallworth, and Murdoch (1998) found
that participants recalled more when their listener
was attentive than when they were inattentive.
This interactive process captures Fivush’s (2004)
concept of other-voicing and silencing. How an
audience validates or invalidates recall will de-
termine whether and how an event is remem-
bered in future.

In the current study we examined how con-
versation influenced memory for hearing of Steve
Irwin’s death: a salient, autobiographical event.
We examined the influence of conversation on a
number of measures, including clarity of recall,
confidence in recall accuracy, memory for shock
and emotion experienced when hearing the news,
and beliefs about the significance of the event. In
terms of memory for the autobiographical details
of hearing the news, might conversation influence
what and how well people remembered? In terms
of memory for emotions and reactions to the
event, might conversation influence how people
remembered feeling and thinking about the
event? Finally, in addition to these products of
recall, we were interested in the processes of
recall. Might we find evidence of voicing and
silencing in conversations, and would these pro-
cesses determine how participants’ memories
were influenced?

METHOD

Participants

We tested 69 undergraduate psychology students
at the University of New South Wales, Sydney,
Australia (48 women, 21 men, M age�19.17
years, SD�1.78) in a 2 (free recall: individual
vs group)�(3) (recall occasion: Recall 1 vs Recall
2 vs Recall 3) mixed-model design. They partici-
pated in return for course credit. Participants had
lived in Australia for an average of 16.94 years
(SD�4.07), i.e., since age 2.23 years. All were
fluent English speakers. Forty-seven participants
spoke English at home, while 22 spoke a language
other than English at home.1 Years in Australia
and home language did not influence the results

1 A total of 19 participants spoke a Chinese language

(Mandarin or Cantonese) at home, 1 spoke Vietnamese, 1

spoke Urdu, and 1 spoke Dari.
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we report here. Of the 69 participants, we tested
39 in the individual condition and 30 in the group
condition. Participants completed the laboratory
component of the study between 17 and 53 days
after Steve Irwin’s death (M�36.46, SD�12.79).

Materials

We used a memory questionnaire to index parti-
cipants’ memories for hearing about Steve Irwin’s
death. The first part of the questionnaire was a
series of free response questions about partici-
pants’ autobiographical memories: (1) Where
were you? (2) Who were you with? (3) What
were you doing? (4) How did you find out? (5)
How did you feel and what were you thinking? (6)
Did you change what you were doing when you
found out? After each question participants rated
the clarity of their memory for that detail and their
confidence in the accuracy of that detail on a
Likert scale (where 1�not at all, 10�very).

The second part of the questionnaire was a
series of ratings indexing participants’ reactions
to and beliefs about the event: (7) How important
was Steve Irwin’s death to you personally? (8) . . .
to Australia? (9) How much do you think Steve
Irwin’s death will have consequences for you
personally? (10) . . . for Australia? (11) When
you heard that Steve Irwin died, how emotional
were you? (12) . . . how upset were you? (13) . . .
how sad were you? (14) . . . how shocked were
you? (15) . . . how surprised were you? (16) How
much have you talked about Steve Irwin’s death
with other people? (17) . . . thought on your own?
(18) . . . heard in the media? Participants rated
each item on a Likert scale (where 1�not at all,
10�a great deal).

Procedure

The study had five phases: (1) Introduction and
Recall 1; (2) Distraction; (3) Free Recall Phase
(individual or group); (4) Recall 2; (5) Recall 3.
The first three phases were conducted in the
laboratory in a single session. Recall 2 and Recall
3 were conducted by email 1 week and 1 month
after the laboratory session.

Recall 1. Three participants attended each
experimental session, and sat at individual desks
as they arrived. The experimenter told partici-
pants to spend a few minutes thinking back to

when they heard the news that Steve Irwin had
died, and allowed 2 minutes for participants to

recall the event in silence. Then participants had
10 minutes to complete the memory question-
naire (Recall 1). If they finished early, they spent

time adding more details to their responses until
10 minutes had passed.

Distraction: Individual condition. Participants
in the individual condition remained at their

desks. The experimenter explained they were to
complete a Sudoku puzzle, explained the rules,
and told participants they had 10 minutes. After

10 minutes the experimenter told participants
that time was up and collected the puzzles back.

Distraction: Group condition. Participants in
the group condition moved from their desks to a
central round table in the same room. They sat

together in a group of three around the table and
the experimenter introduced them to each other

by name. She explained that they were to
complete a Sudoku puzzle as a group, explained
the rules, and told participants they had 10

minutes. She sat in a chair in the corner of the
room while participants worked together. After
10 minutes the experimenter told participants

that time was up and collected the puzzle back.

Free recall phase: Individual condition. The
experimenter gave participants in the individual
condition a sheet of paper and told them to spend
some time thinking about their memories for

hearing that Steve Irwin had died. The specific
instructions were:

Now I want you to think about Steve Irwin’s

death some more, your reactions to it, and
elaborate on why you gave the ratings you did
and what you feel about the ratings that you

gave. Try to just think freely about the event,
your experience of it and what has happened
since. Write down whatever comes to mind. I’m

going to give you about ten minutes to think
about the event, your memory of it, and your

reaction to it.

The experimenter allowed participants 10 min-
utes to write about their memories.

Free recall phase: Group condition. The experi-
menter told participants in the group condition

that they were to spend some time discussing
their memories for hearing that Steve Irwin had
died. The specific instructions were:
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Now I want you to talk together about Steve
Irwin’s death, your reactions to it, and elabo-
rate on why you gave the ratings you did and
what you feel about the ratings that you gave.
Try to talk freely about the event, your
experience of it and what has happened since.
Say whatever comes to mind. I’m going to give
you about ten minutes to talk about the event,
your memories of it, and your reactions to it.

The experimenter turned on a tape recorder,
went and sat on a chair in the corner of the room,
and allowed participants 10 minutes to freely
discuss their memories.

After the free recall phase the experimenter
told participants they would be contacted on two
further occasions, and participants supplied their
contact details to receive the follow-up emails.

Recall 2. Exactly 1 week after the laboratory
session the experimenter emailed participants a
blank copy of the memory questionnaire and
asked them to complete and return it as soon as
possible (Recall 2). If participants did not respond
within 2 days the experimenter sent them a
reminder email. Of the original participants, 64
(92.75%; 90.00% in the group condition, and
94.87% in the individual condition) completed
and returned the second memory questionnaire
by email.2

Recall 3. The procedure for Recall 3 was
identical to that for Recall 2, except that it was
conducted 1 month after the laboratory session.
Of the original participants, 48 (69.57%; 70.00%
in the group condition, and 66.67% in the
individual condition) completed and returned
the third memory questionnaire by email.3 After
completion of the study, participants received

debriefing by email and were invited to contact
the experimenter with any questions.

Coding of free recall. Two raters (CBH and
PGK) coded the themes that were present in
participants’ free recall; in participants’ written
thoughts in the individual condition and in parti-
cipants’ conversations in the group condition.
PGK was blind to the quantitative results while
the coding system was being developed. We used a
subset (20%) of the transcripts to develop the
coding system in collaboration. We did not have a
priori hypotheses about what the themes might be:
rather we went through an open coding process to
develop a coding system that accounted for the
majority of statements made by our participants.
After the coding system was developed, we
individually coded all the transcripts. We had
good inter-rater reliability (k�0.79) and we
resolved disagreements by discussion.

RESULTS

There are two sets of data for this study: (1)
participants’ memories for hearing of Steve
Irwin’s death, indexed by quantitative data de-
rived from the memory questionnaire across
three recall occasions; (2) the themes that
emerged during the free recall phase, indexed
by qualitative data derived from the transcripts.
Qualitative data come from either written
thoughts of participants (in the individual condi-
tion) or from transcribed conversations between
participants (in the group condition). We used the
quantitative data to examine the products (or
consequences) of group remembering, and the
qualitative data to examine the processes of
group remembering.

Questionnaire data: The products
of voicing and silencing

Scale reduction. We conducted factor analysis
on the individual questionnaire items to collapse
across them and create a smaller set of dependent
variables for analysis. We conducted a principal
components analysis with varimax rotation, and
the solution yielded four factors with Eigen
values greater than 1. The first factor included
most of the reaction ratings, including being
upset, sad, or emotional on hearing the news,
ratings of the significance of the event, and
ratings of exposure to information about the

2 We conducted a series of one-way ANOVAs comparing

participants who returned the questionnaire at Recall 2 to

those who did not, both in terms of demographic variables and

their initial questionnaire responses. This analysis indicated

only one difference between those who returned the

questionnaire and those who did not. Participants who

returned the questionnaire tended to rate themselves as

more emotional on Recall 1 (M�5.98, SD�1.62) than

participants who did not (M�4.45, SD�1.92), F(1, 67)�
4.01, p�.049. No other effects were significant, all FsB3.23,

all ps�.07.
3 We conducted a series of one-way ANOVAs comparing

participants who returned the questionnaire at Recall 3 to

those who did not, both in terms of demographic variables and

their initial questionnaire responses. This analysis indicated no

differences between those who returned the questionnaire and

those who did not, all FsB1.19, all ps�.28.

SILENCING AND AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL MEMORY 5

D
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
 
B
y
:
 
[
M
a
c
q
u
a
r
i
e
 
U
n
i
v
e
r
s
i
t
y
]
 
A
t
:
 
1
3
:
2
7
 
1
 
S
e
p
t
e
m
b
e
r
 
2
0
0
9



event (items 7�13, and 16�18). The second factor
included clarity and confidence ratings of most of
the autobiographical details (items 1�4). The third
factor included clarity and confidence ratings for
whether participants changed what they were
doing once they heard the news (item 6). The
fourth factor included shock and surprise ratings
(items number 14 and 15). This four-factor solu-
tion accounted for 68% of the variance. Since
items 5 and 6 did not load with the other
autobiographical memory questions we excluded
items 5 and 6 from future analyses.

Based on this analysis, as well as conceptual
distinctions between variables, we constructed the
following three subscales: (A) autobiographical
details, which loaded on factor 2 (items 1�4; a�
.89); (B) shock ratings, which loaded on factor 4
(items 14 and 15; a�.88); (C) reaction ratings,
which loaded on factor 1. We distinguished
between reaction items relating to feelings, sig-
nificance and exposure to event information:
(C-1) reaction�feelings (items 11 to 13; a�.92);
(C-2) reaction�significance (items 7 to 10; a�
.85); and (C-3) reaction�exposure (items 16 to
18; a�.73). Overall, this process resulted in five
dependent variables (see Table 1).

Initial recall. All participants completed the
memory questionnaire at the beginning of the
laboratory session (Recall 1). Participants read-
ily reported the autobiographical details (where
they were, how they heard the news etc.), and
they rated their memories as clear and con-
fidently held (autobiographical subscale: M�
8.86, SD�1.15). Participants reported that
they experienced a high level of shock or
surprise (shock subscale: M�7.91, SD�2.21),
and a moderate amount of emotion on hearing
the news (feelings subscale: M�5.64, SD�
2.29). Participants reported moderate belief
that the event was important and would have
ongoing consequences (significance subscale:
M�5.87, SD�1.68), and reported that they
had had a moderate amount of exposure to
information about the event (exposure subscale:
M�6.73, SD�1.72). Separate two-level (free
recall condition) one-way ANOVAs on each of
these ratings indicated that there were no pre-
existing differences between participants in the
individual condition and participants in the
group condition, all FsB2.58, all ps�.11 (see
Table 1).

One week later. We indexed the impact of
discussion by comparing participants’ question-

naire responses one week after the free recall
phase (Recall 2).4 To determine how participants’
memories had changed over time, we conducted
separate 2 (free recall condition)�(2) (recall
occasion: 1 vs 2) mixed model ANOVAs on
each of the five subscales.

All participants reported the same autobiogra-
phical details for hearing of Irwin’s death as they
did at Recall 1. For the autobiographical details
subscale the ANOVA yielded no main or inter-
action effects, all FsB1.04, all ps�.31. That is, in
the week following the free recall phase partici-
pants in both conditions maintained unchanged,
clear, and confident memories of how they heard
about Irwin’s death (see Table 1).

For the shock and feelings subscales we also
conducted separate 2 (condition)�(2) (occasion)
repeated measures ANOVAs on participants’
scores, but because Recall 1 ratings of shock
and feelings were highly correlated (r�.61, pB
.01), we used participants’ Recall 1 feelings scores
as a covariate in the analysis of shock, and we
used participants’ Recall 1 shock scores as a
covariate in the analysis of feelings.5 For the
shock subscale the ANOVA yielded only a
significant interaction between recall occasion
and condition, F(1, 61)�5.11, p�.03, hp2�.08;
the main effects of recall occasion and condition
were not significant, all FsB1.09, all ps�.30.
Follow-up tests suggested that participants in the
group condition reduced their ratings of shock,
t(26)�1.89, p�.07, although this effect was not
strong. Participants in the individual condition did
not change their ratings, t(36)�1.28, p�.21.
Interestingly, there was a main effect of initial
feelings score (the covariate), F(1, 60)�48.50,
pB.01, hp2�.45, but no interaction with occa-
sion, F(1, 60)�2.32, p�.14. Taken together,
these results suggest that Recall 1 feelings scores
predicted shock scores on both Recall 1 and
Recall 2, but even taking this variance into
account, participants who discussed the event
subsequently remembered being less shocked

4 An alternative analytic approach would have been to

analyse changes across Recall 1, Recall 2, and Recall 3 as a

three-level within-participants factor in the ANOVA. This

analysis would decrease the n to 45 (26 in the individual

condition, 19 in the group condition), since it would only

include participants who responded on all three occasions. We

also conducted the analysis in this way and the effects were

essentially the same, although the loss of power weakened

some of the effects.
5 We are grateful to an anonymous reviewer for suggesting

this analysis strategy to clarify and strengthen the results.
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while participants who thought about the event
alone did not (see Table 1).

For the feelings subscale the ANOVA yielded a
main effect of recall occasion, F(1, 60)�4.24, p�
.04, hp2�.07, which was moderated by a signifi-
cant interaction between recall occasion and
condition, F(1, 60)�9.19, pB.01, hp2�.13; the
main effect of condition was not significant, F(1,
60)�1.39, p�.24. Follow-up tests confirmed that
participants in the group condition significantly
reduced their ratings of feelings, t(25)�3.90, pB
.01, while participants in the individual condition
did not, t(36)�1.51, p�.14. Interestingly, the
interaction between recall occasion and Recall 1
shock scores (the covariate) was also significant,
F(1, 60)�11.76, pB.01, hp2�.16. Taken together
these results suggest that emotion ratings reduced
over time, and that initial levels of shock pre-
dicted this change. However, regardless of initial
shock scores, participants who discussed the event
subsequently remembered being less emotional
while participants who thought about the event
alone did not (see Table 1).

For the significance and exposure subscales the
separate ANOVAs yielded only main effects of
recall occasion, F(1, 61)�8.80, pB.01, hp2�.13
and F(1, 61)�31.92, pB.01, hp2�.34 respec-
tively. There were no main effects of condition,
and no interactions between occasion and condi-
tion, all FsB2.29, all ps�.13. Regardless of
condition, participants reduced their ratings of
significance and exposure to information over
time (see Table 1).

One month later. On Recall 3 all participants
reported the same autobiographical details for

hearing of Irwin’s death as they did at Recall 1.

We conducted a 2 (condition)�(2) (occasion:

Recall 2 vs Recall 3) repeated measures ANOVA

on the autobiographical details subscale, which

yielded no significant main or interaction effects.

That is, regardless of condition, participants’

autobiographical clarity and confidence ratings

did not change between Recall 2 and Recall 3, all

FsB2.84, all ps�.09 (see Table 1).
Next we examined whether participants in the

group condition continued to reduce their shock

subscale and feelings subscale scores, relative to

participants in the individual condition using

separate 2 (condition)�(2) (occasion) repeated

measures ANOVAs. For shock, the ANOVA

yielded a significant main effect of occasion, and

F(1, 43)�8.61, pB.01, hp2�.17, and a significant

main effect of condition, F(1, 43)�4.42, pB.05,

hp2�.09; the interaction was not significant,

F(1, 43)�2.21, p�.15. For feelings, the ANOVA

yielded a significant main effect of occasion,

F(1, 43)�6.61, p�.01, hp2�.13, but no main or

interaction effects of condition, all FsB2.00, all

ps�.16. Regardless of condition, participants

reduced their ratings of emotion and shock

between the two recall occasions, although parti-

cipants in the group condition continued to give

lower ratings (particularly for shock) than parti-

cipants in the individual condition (see Table 1).

TABLE 1

Mean score on each subscale for participants in the individual and group conditions at Recalls 1, 2, and 3

Individual free recall condition Group free recall condition

Recall 1 Subscale A (autobiographical) 8.98 (1.16) 8.70 (1.14)

(before Free recall) Subscale B (shock) 7.92 (2.24) 7.90 (2.20)

Subscale C1 (feelings) 5.74 (2.11) 5.51 (2.54)

Subscale C2 (significance) 6.01 (1.51) 5.68 (1.89)

Subscale C3 (exposure) 7.03 (1.47) 6.41 (1.75)

Recall 2 Subscale A (autobiographical) 8.85 (1.54) 8.56 (1.12)

(1 week delay) Subscale B (shock) 8.32 (1.71) 7.42 (1.97)

Subscale C1 (feelings) 5.51 (2.18) 4.53 (2.35)

Subscale C2 (significance) 5.68 (1.81) 5.47 (1.70)

Subscale C3 (exposure) 6.15 (1.55) 5.67 (1.87)

Recall 3 Subscale A (autobiographical) 8.57 (1.47) 8.35 (1.20)

(1 month delay) Subscale B (shock) 8.06 (2.14) 7.35 (2.30)

Subscale C1 (feelings) 4.97 (2.45) 4.45 (2.50)

Subscale C2 (significance) 5.55 (1.75) 5.08 (1.92)

Subscale C3 (exposure) 5.85 (1.77) 5.05 (2.03)

Values are means, with standard deviations in parentheses.

Ratings were made on a scale of 1 to 10, where 1�not at all, and 10�a great deal.

SILENCING AND AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL MEMORY 7

D
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
 
B
y
:
 
[
M
a
c
q
u
a
r
i
e
 
U
n
i
v
e
r
s
i
t
y
]
 
A
t
:
 
1
3
:
2
7
 
1
 
S
e
p
t
e
m
b
e
r
 
2
0
0
9



Free recall phase: The process of
voicing and silencing

The second set of data for this study was the
qualitative data provided by the transcripts from
the free recall phase shortly after Recall 1. We
instructed participants to think about their mem-
ory for this event and either write down (in the
individual condition) or discuss among them-
selves (in the group condition) whatever came
to mind. Participants in both conditions spent 10
minutes on this task, but because the modality
differed between conditions there were differ-
ences in output. Participants in the individual
condition wrote an average of 196.64 words
(SD�49.21). Participants in the group condition
spoke an average of 412.60 words (SD�204.63)
with an average of 1276.50 words (SD�232.18)
per group conversation.

For each participant we scored the number of
times a statement relating to a coded theme
appeared in their free recall transcript. Because
our quantitative results demonstrated effects for
shock and feelings, we focus our analysis particu-
larly on themes relating to emotion and shock,
and to beliefs about Irwin’s significance and
impact, rather than statements about autobiogra-
phical details. We calculated the number of group
transcripts (out of 10) and individual transcripts
(out of 39) in which each theme occurred at least
once. We conducted chi-square analyses to ex-
amine whether there were differences in theme
frequencies between conditions. Our n is low for
groups (since they contained three participants),
so some cells had a count of less than 5. This
requires a conservative, continuity corrected sta-
tistic (Yates, 1934), so significance estimates are
indicative only.

Frequency of themes. Focusing first on refer-
ences to emotion, groups and individuals were
equally likely to make at least one reference to
experiencing negative emotion, such as being sad
or upset, when hearing the news of Irwin’s death,
x2�1.29, p�.26. However, groups were margin-
ally more likely to make at least one reference to
not experiencing emotion, x2�3.40, p�.07. Ad-
ditionally, groups were more likely to make at
least one depersonalised reference to emotion,
such as ‘‘it was tragic’’ or ‘‘people were really
upset’’, x2�5.98, p�.01. Focusing next on refer-
ences to shock, groups and individuals were
equally likely to make at least one reference to
experiencing shock when hearing the news of

Irwin’s death, x2�0.75, p�.39. However, groups
were more likely to make at least one reference
to a reduction in shock over time, x2�9.23, pB
.01. For example, one participant said, ‘‘Well,
initially I was surprised . . . but then the more I
thought about it, and the probability of the
situations he put himself in, I was like, chances
are . . .’’.

There were also differences in the frequencies
of broader evaluative comments. Groups and
individuals were equally likely to make at least
one reference to Irwin’s good work and positive
impact, x2�2.01, p�.16, but groups were more
likely to make a least one reference to Irwin’s
having a negative impact, x2�13.07, pB.01.
Groups and individuals were equally likely to
make at least one reference to the public sig-
nificance of Irwin’s death, x2�2.58, p�.11. For
example, one participant wrote, ‘‘It is unbelieva-
ble how much he affected everybody’s lives.’’
However, groups were also more likely to make
at least one reference to the Irwin not having a
great deal of public significance, x2�13.07, pB
.01. For example one participant stated, ‘‘If you’re
not a devoted fan you’re not going to [be upset].’’

This frequency analysis did not capture the full
complexity of the themes that emerged, particu-
larly in the conversations, since it did not take
into account the relative amount that each theme
was mentioned. For example, if one participant
mentioned being upset but then gradually chan-
ged what they said over the conversation, this
would be coded the same as all three participants
agreeing that they were sad when they heard the
news. So we conducted follow-up analyses to
examine the relative amount that each theme
was mentioned, particularly the themes relating
to being upset and shocked.

To compare individual and group transcripts
quantitatively, we first analysed all transcripts
with the LIWC (Pennebaker, Chung, Ireland,
Gonzales, & Booth, 2007), which uses a diction-
ary to calculate the percentage of words consis-
tent with various themes that are mentioned in a
piece of text. An independent samples t-test on
these data confirmed that there were differences
between individual and groups in mentioning
words relating to negative emotions (pB.05).
However, the LIWC does not indicate the context
in which these words were uttered. For example,
stating ‘‘I was sad’’ would be scored the same as
‘‘I was not sad’’. For this reason, the follow-up
t-tests that we report next provide a better test of
our specific hypotheses, but this consistent
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evidence from the LIWC supports the validity of
our coding system.

Because the modality and output differed
between individuals and groups, it is difficult to
precisely compare the amount that themes were
mentioned between conditions. However, we can
compare within each condition which themes
were mentioned more than others. In each (group
or individual) transcript we scored the percentage
of statements that were consistent with being
personally upset and the percentage consistent
with not being personally upset, and compared
these scores separately for individuals and for
groups. On average, individuals’ transcripts con-
tained 6.93% (SD�10.21) statements consistent
with being personally upset, and 5.27% (SD�
7.85) statements consistent with not being per-
sonally upset. There was no statistical difference
between these means, t(38)�.75, p�.46. Alter-
natively, on average groups’ conversations con-
tained 1.44% (SD�1.12) of statements consistent
with being personally upset, and 4.36% (SD�
3.31) statements consistent with not being upset.
These means were significantly different, t(9)�
3.08, pB.02. That is, in groups, participants made
about three times as many references to not being
upset as they did to being upset, and this pattern
was not present for individuals.

In summary, our qualitative analysis provided
converging evidence from frequency counts, the
LIWC, and follow-up within-condition compar-
isons that during conversation certain ideas were
not mentioned*particularly those relating to
being upset. Additionally, groups were more
likely than individuals to mention realising that
the event was not surprising, to mention negative
evaluations of Irwin’s character and work, and to
mention that the event was not publicly signifi-
cant.

Voicing and silencing. To examine the process
by which ideas were voiced and silenced during
conversation, we coded evidence for negotiation
about the meaning of the event. All 10 group
transcripts contained multiple examples of nego-
tiation. Some of these negotiations were identi-
fied as evidence of voicing*where participants
expressed views that were validated by the group.
For example, one participant said, ‘‘Were you
kind of surprised? I found that I was surprised,’’
to which another replied, ‘‘Yeah, I was surprised
how he could die so young.’’ In a different
conversation one participant stated, ‘‘I’m really
put off by the media hype, when there’s so much

happening in the world,’’ to which another
replied, ‘‘Yeah, he’s just one guy!’’

However, we also identified instances of silen-
cing in all the conversations. This included self-
silencing, such as expressing uncertainty, ambi-
guity, or revising a previous statement or opinion,
which was present for an average of 4.92% (SD�
3.29) of statements. For example, in response to
one participant asking if they cared about the
event, another participant stated, ‘‘Yes, I feel a
bit . . . I mean, not personally . . . I mean I think
about the impact on the rest of the world, how
they’ve viewed Australia through him, has been a
good thing.’’ This participant is self-silencing by
expressing an ambiguous view about whether
they were affected by Irwin’s death or not.

We also identified other-silencing, such as
direct or implied contradiction or correction of
one group member by another, which was present
for an average of 9.26% (SD�4.64) of state-
ments. Thus both kinds of silencing were common
but other-silencing was significantly more com-
mon, t(9)�3.65, pB.01. For example, one parti-
cipant stated, ‘‘I was really surprised how no one
really cares that much, you know,’’ to which
another replied, ‘‘Well a lot of people cared, it
was in the media a lot.’’ The first participant
responded, ‘‘No I think the media put it up a lot
more than it was. Well, obviously for us, we’re uni
students . . .’’ This example demonstrates negotia-
tion about the meaning of the event, and the
introduction of norms about how it was appro-
priate for ‘‘uni students’’ to react to the event.
Similarly, consider the following excerpt from a
conversation:

K: I know people that cried when they were
watching the memorial service when Bindi
was doing her speech.

M: Yeah, that was really sad! I don’t know
anybody who actually cried . . .

E: Did you cry?
K: Can’t say that I did.
E: Do you know anybody that cares at all?
M: I don’t think a lot of people . . .
K. I think people feel bad for him. A lot of

people.
E. People die every day.

Here, K introduces the idea that people were
emotional about the event. However, she is
challenged by E to state whether or not she was
personally upset, and responds by saying she
wasn’t. E and M continue by stating that people
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don’t really care, and that Irwin’s death is not a
significant event, ‘‘People die every day.’’

DISCUSSION

We focused on the products and processes of
remembering a culturally shared, autobiographi-
cal event in conversation. In terms of the products
of group remembering, we found that participants
readily reported the autobiographical details of
how they heard the news, and they all recalled
these details unchanged over three recall occa-
sions. This is not surprising given that Irwin’s
death was a salient event that received a great
deal of media coverage, and our study focused on
a relatively short period of time (compared with,
for example, flashbulb memory studies; Conway,
1995). But discussion did influence memory:
participants who discussed the event remembered
themselves as being less shocked and less emo-
tional. Participants who did not discuss the event
also reduced their emotion and shock ratings but
it took longer, and there were still group main
effects 1 month later. Our findings are consistent
with prior research suggesting that social interac-
tions influence individual memory (e.g., Cuc
et al., 2007; Gabbert et al., 2003; Roediger et al.,
2001; Weldon & Bellinger, 1997). Our study
extends prior research by demonstrating that
conversation had selective effects, isolated to
memory for shock and emotion. What was it
about the process of discussion that resulted in
these changes in memory?

We analysed the process of conversational
remembering by comparing the transcripts of
the group discussions to the transcripts of the
individual free recall. Compared to thinking
about the event alone, conversations seemed to
be processes of negotiation about the significance
of the event and the way to respond to it. Group
norms were endorsed during the discussion,
suggesting that it was inappropriate for our
participant group to react to this event in an
emotional way. For example, when one partici-
pants said she knew people who had cried when
they heard the news, another replied, ‘‘The
people who cried, were they our age?’’ This
process of negotiation and the endorsement of
norms seemed to be aimed at the development of
a shared understanding about the event during
conversation. In support of this, in our post-
experimental interview, 80% of people said they
agreed with everything or almost everything said

by other group members. However, in pursuing
this shared understanding, there was clear evi-
dence of both self- and other-silencing during
conversations (see Fivush, 2004).

Self-voicing and silencing occurs where people
censor their own output during conversational
recall (Fivush, 2004). Self-silencing is similar to
the saying-is-believing effect (Echterhoff et al.,
2005, 2008), where people’s biased recall in
response to social demands shapes their subse-
quent individual recall. In the current study we
identified many instances of self-silencing, where
participants expressed themselves ambiguously
and revised previous statements to make them
consistent with the viewpoints of others.

Other-voicing and silencing occur where con-
versational partners shape memory by validating
and invalidating each others’ recall (Fivush,
2004). Other-silencing is more consistent with
approaches to social remembering that concep-
tualise speakers and listeners as active and
dynamic co-constructers of memory (Bavelas
et al., 2000; Pasupathi, 2001). In the current study
we identified many instances of other-silencing,
challenge, or correction of one participant’s point
of view by another. Additionally, the existence of
other-silencing was supported by our separate
analyses of emotion in the conversations. Our
frequency analysis indicated that emotion was
just as likely to be mentioned at least once in the
conversations as in the individual transcripts. But
there were differences in the relative amount that
emotion was discussed. Groups talked three times
as much about not being upset as they did about
being upset, but this difference did not occur for
individuals. Taken together, this suggests that
remembering being upset on hearing the news
was silenced through the course of the conversa-
tion.

The effects we have described are somewhat
surprising. Our discussion groups consisted of
three strangers, and a brief (10-minute) interac-
tion. Yet even this minor interaction was sufficient
to produce differences in individual recall. Our
findings reinforce the power of quite trivial con-
versations in shaping and constructing memory. In
follow-up work it would be interesting to examine
the effects of discussion among groups of intimates
(such as families) rather than strangers (see
Barnier et al., 2008; Tollefsen, 2006), where we
might predict more or less silencing. Additionally,
in future research we could focus on the dynamics
of the interaction, and examine the effects of
individual differences such as gender, or the

10 HARRIS ET AL.

D
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
 
B
y
:
 
[
M
a
c
q
u
a
r
i
e
 
U
n
i
v
e
r
s
i
t
y
]
 
A
t
:
 
1
3
:
2
7
 
1
 
S
e
p
t
e
m
b
e
r
 
2
0
0
9



presence of a dominant narrator (Hirst, Manier &
Apetroaia, 1997).

It is interesting that it was particularly partici-
pants’ memories for their emotion and shock that
were influenced by discussion. There are a range of
possible explanations for this. This event was
culturally shared, but the experience itself was
unshared. Thus, participants had no authority over
each other’s autobiographical memories of how
they found out that Irwin died. It may be that only
memories for reactions were open to negotiation.
In our own research (Barnier, Khan, Harris &
Sutton, 2007) we have found evidence that discus-
sion can shape even memory for autobiographical
details, in a situation where group members did
have authority over each other’s autobiographical
recall. Perhaps if we examined conversational
recall of an event that participants had experienced
together, then autobiographical details would have
been influenced as well (see also Skagerberg &
Wright, 2007, for the role of authority in modulat-
ing memory conformity).

It is also possible that more ambiguous aspects
of an event are open to negotiation. While this
event was significant, it was not an extremely
emotional event for our participants. There may
have been conflicting norms about how it was
appropriate to react to this event, particularly for
our Australian participants. While this was an
important event that received a great deal of
media coverage in Australia, Australian cultural
norms proscribe ‘‘taking oneself too seriously’’
(Goddard, 2009), and encourage the criticism of
high achievers (‘‘tall poppy syndrome’’; Feather,
1989). Perhaps participants’ memories for emo-
tion were particularly influenced because they
were unsure of how it was appropriate to react to
this event. Memories for autobiographical details
do not have this ambiguity. One way of following
up the role of ambiguity in determining social
influence on memory would be to study conversa-
tions about a more extreme, less ambiguous event
(such as 9/11 for example) where less negotiation
might be required in the pursuit of shared views,
especially regarding emotional reaction.

An alternative explanation for the minimisa-
tion of emotion in particular is that the process of
talking with others reduced participants’ actual
current emotional state. Extensive research has
demonstrated that both talking with others and
writing about emotional events assists in the
management of negative emotions (e.g., Penne-
baker, 1997; Pennebaker & Harber, 1993; Skow-
ronski et al., 2004). It is possible that these

conversations reduced participants’ current emo-
tional state more than writing about the event
alone. By this interpretation, people remembered
themselves as less emotional following conversa-
tion because they based their memory for their
reaction on their current emotional state (as in
the ‘‘consistency bias’’; e.g., Pieters, Baumgartner,
& Bagozzi, 2006). While this interpretation seems
unlikely, given that writing about the event
should also have resulted in such a change (e.g.,
Pennebaker, 1997) and because shock was influ-
enced as well, we cannot discount it completely.
In order to eliminate this explanation we would
need to examine the process and product of
recalling other events in other kinds of groups,
where the norms may be reversed. For example, if
we had used a different participant demographic
(with different norms), or a different event,
perhaps the process of negotiation in conversa-
tion would have had a different outcome, serving
to increase (rather than minimise) remembered
emotional reaction. This would argue against a
general ‘‘emotion management’’ explanation.

Overall, our findings demonstrate that conver-
sation influences memory. These influences can
occur even for significant autobiographical events
that we remember well, and even after a brief
interaction in a group of strangers. However, these
influences may be subtle, and may not be evi-
denced by gross changes in memory for facts. Our
qualitative analysis suggested that conversations
about shared national events can be dynamic
processes of negotiation about the appropriate
way to respond, and that this negotiation can
silence particular aspects of memory in a moti-
vated, targeted way. Particularly, it may be those
aspects of memory that are ambiguous or those
aspects that are shared, that can be negotiated in
conversation. This process of silencing has ongoing
consequences for individual memory. Our findings
provide evidence for the way in which our social
groups shape our individual memories.
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