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In tw o expe rim en ts exp lo r ing po ss ib le causes o f the ``w eapon focu s’ ’ e ffec t ,

underg radua tes v iew ed vid eo tapes depic ting inte rac tion s in bus iness e s tablish -

m ents. T he ta rg e t cha rac te r w as e ithe r em pty -h anded o r held different ob jec ts tha t

va r ied in bo th threa t and unu su aln ess. W itnesse s a ttem pted to desc ribe th e ta rg e t’ s

fea tu re s and c lo th ing , iden tify th e ob jec t he ld by h im (if any ), and iden tify h im in a

pho to line -up . T he accu racy o f w itnesse s ’ de scr ip tions w as a ffected by unu su aln ess

bu t not th rea t. Id en tifica tion accu racy d id no t d iffer by condition. W itnesse s had

diff icu lty rem em bering the low -th rea t, non-unu su a l ob jec t; m any eithe r failed to

identify it (E xperim en t 1 ) o r reported see ing no ob jec t (E xpe rim en t 2 ). T he resu lts

of bo th experim en ts im p ly tha t w eapon focus , w hen it occu rs, m ay do so becau se

w eapon s a re unexpec ted .

INTRODUCTION

For years, resea rchers in terested in eyew itness m em ory have stud ied the

``weapon focus’ ’ effect. T he effec t occurs w hen the presence of a w eapon in the

hands of the perpe tra to r o f a c rim e som ehow adversely affec ts w itnesses’ ab ility

to rem em ber im portan t details abou t the crim e , such as the perpe trato r’ s face or

clo thing . A classic dem onstra tion of w eapon focus w as conduc ted by Loftus,

Loftus, and M esso (1987). They show ed co llege studen ts a slide sequence

dep icting custom ers in line at a fast-food restauran t. In the experim en tal version

of the slide sequence, a m ale target confronted the cash ier w ith a w eapon (a

gun), and she gave h im som e m oney . In the con tro l cond ition, the target he ld an

object (a bill) that w as no t a w eapon . W hile they w atched the slides , the

w itnesses’ eye m ovem ents w ere recorded using a cornea l reflec tion dev ice.
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Later, the w itnesses com pleted a 20-item recognition test and a ttem pted to

iden tify the ta rge t person in a 12-person target-present pho to line-up . The resu lts

revealed that w itnesses looked longer and m ore often a t the gun than a t the b ill.

In add ition , w itnesses w ho saw the gun perform ed m ore poorly on the line -up

task and (in one of the two experim en ts) on the recognition task than d id

w itnesses w ho saw the bill.

O ther stud ies have a lso show n tha t w itnesses a re less ab le to iden tify a ta rge t

person w hen a w eapon is p resen t as opposed to absen t (e .g . M aass & K ohnken ,

1989 ; Too ley , B righam , M aass, & B othw ell, 1987). Furthe rm ore , inc reased

visibility o f the w eapon resu lts in w orse iden tification perfo rm ance (Cutler,

Penrod , & M artens, 1987) and poore r reca ll o f the targe t’ s physica l fea tures

(K ram er, B uckhou t, & Eugen io , 1990). In her m eta -analysis o f stud ies in w hich

the presence of a weapon or its v isib ility w as m anipu la ted , S teblay (1992) found

weapon focus to be a reliab le effect, occurring in response to a variety of stim uli

(slide sequences, videos, and staged even ts) , w hen both ta rge t-presen t and

targe t-absen t line -ups w ere used, and with various retention in tervals. She

furthe r conc luded (1992 , p . 420) tha t:

a lthough the ove rall e ffec t s ize gene rated fo r lineup accu racy is no t o f great

m agn itude [m ean e ffec t size us ing Cohen’ s (1977 ) coefficient w as .13 ], it is w e ll

w ith in a th eo re tica lly con sisten t range g iven tha t w eapon absence o r p re sence is

on ly one of m any va riab les tha t inves tiga tors recogn ize as inf luentia l in lineup

id en tifica tion accuracy .

T he effect size fo r accuracy of m em ory for the target’ s featu res w as m oderate

(.55).

It is no t know n w hy weapon focus occurs. It cou ld be tha t, for som e reason ,

w itnesses visually a ttend to w eapons m ore than to other deta ils in a scene .

Because the o ther details receive re la tive ly little (o r no) percep tua l p rocessing ,

they are poorly rem em bered la ter. A lte rnative ly , w itnesses cou ld perce ive

weapons and other deta ils equa lly w ell bu t dem onstra te superior m em ory for the

weapon w hen tested late r, pe rhaps because m em ory for the w eapon rem ains

particu larly strong over tim e , o r because m em ory for o ther deta ils deterio rates

m ore easily . So far, resea rchers seem to endorse the form er m echan ism ra ther

than the la tte r (K ram er e t al., 1990 ; L oftus et a l., 1987).

B u t w ha t is it abou t w eapons tha t enab les them to attrac t a tten tion? O ne

possib le exp lana tion is tha t w eapons produce the ir e ffec t th rough their threatening

na tu re: if the perpe trato r is a rm ed , e ither the w itness o r ano ther bystander m igh t

be inju red or k illed. T h is explanation can be understood in term s of E asterbrook ’ s

(1959) cue-utilisa tion hypo thesis. T he idea is that the presence of a th rea t w ould

na tu rally inc rease a w itness’ s leve l of em otiona l arousal, w hich in tu rn w ould

decrease h is or her a ttentional capac ity . T he w itness w ould have to focus h is o r

her a tten tion m ore narrow ly, concentrating on centra l rather than peripheral cues.
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It seem s reasonab le to assum e that the w itness w ould consider the w eapon to be an

im portant, centra l cue. As K ram er et al. (1990 , p . 182) po in ted ou t, ``during a rea l

crim e , the w eapon m ay be the u ltim ate source of info rm ation . T he info rm ation

sough t m ay be , W hat is it? Is it po inted at m e? Is it abou t to be used? ’ ’ Therefo re,

it fo llow s from E asterb rook ’ s hypo thesis tha t the w itness shou ld la ter rem em ber

the w eapon re lative ly w ell bu t shou ld rem em ber less abou t other de ta ils in the

v isua l scene than he or she norm ally w ould.

The threat explana tion has no t fared particu larly w ell in em pirica l tests. Som e

relevan t stud ies have focused on arousa l, rather than threat per se . If th rea t

p roduces its e ffec t by increasing arousa l, then m anipu lating arousa l leve ls

shou ld bring abou t m uch the sam e resu lt as should m anipu la ting threat. Too ley

et a l. (1987) show ed co llege studen ts pho tos of ta rge t persons w ho he ld e ithe r

w eapons or o ther ob jec ts. T he researchers m anipu la ted arousal during the

v iew ing of the stim uli by presenting bursts of w hite no ise to studen ts in the

experim en tal cond ition and leading them to be lieve tha t they m igh t rece ive an

electric shock . (A lthough the shock m anipu la tion is c lea rly a th rea t, the

researchers’ stated purpose w as to exam ine the effec ts of a rousa l, no t th rea t.)

S tuden ts in the contro l condition did no t receive white no ise bursts o r a w arning

tha t they m igh t be shocked . The researchers a lso m anipu la ted a tten tional focus,

instructing d ifferent partic ipan ts to look a t d iffe ren t a reas of the photos. D raw ing

on Easterb rook’ s hypo thesis, they pred ic ted tha t inc reased arousa l w ould

im prove partic ipan ts’ m em ory for the de ta ils on which they focused their

atten tion while decreasing the ir ab ility to rem em ber other info rm ation . The

resu lts d id no t support the pred iction. A m ain effect o f a rousal was ob tained

such tha t the h it ra te for iden tify ing targe ts decreased w ith h igh arousa l.

H ow ever, d ¢ w as not affec ted . It is w orth em phasising tha t in T ooley e t a l.’ s

study , the source of a rousal was the w hite no ise and the electric shock w arn ing,

not the w eapon or any visible info rm ation in the pho tos. The effects o f a rousa l

m ay be d ifferen t if its source is part of the to-be-rem em bered info rm ation . A s

C hristianson (1992, p . 285) no ted , ``in an eyew itness situa tion , the issue of

inte rest is wha t an eyew itness rem em bers abou t a traum atic even t, no t w ha t the

w itness is able to rem em ber in the m idst o f the traum atic experience’ ’ .

K ram er e t al. (1990) found tha t, w hen a w eapon in a scene was p lain ly v isib le

as opposed to m ostly hidden, w itnesses no t only rem em bered less abou t the

target person bu t a lso reported h igher leve ls of a rousa l. The researchers

conduc ted a series of fo llow -up experim en ts in order to dete rm ine w hether

heightened arousal necessarily accom pan ies the w eapon focus effect, and they

d iscovered that it does no t. K ram er e t a l. obta ined the effec t even w hen neutra l,

non-a rousing stim uli w ere used and w itnesses’ self-reported arousa l w as low .

Thus, th is study prov ides no support for the hypo thesis that inc reased arousa l

causes w eapon focus.

In con trast to the stud ies just discussed , S teb lay (1992) reported som e

ev idence tha t arousa l o r th rea t m ay be rela ted to the streng th of the w eapon
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focus effect. In her m eta -ana lysis, she grouped toge ther seven stud ies in which a

weapon w as visible bu t no crim e occurred , o r the targe t characte r in the scenario

carried an ob ject tha t cou ld be dangerous bu t w as no t a proto typical w eapon .

S teb lay considered the scenarios in these studies to be less arousing than

scenarios invo lving pro totyp ica l weapons, c rim es in progress, or ``rea l-life ’ ’ ,

staged scenarios. How ever, they could a lso be seen as less threaten ing , if th rea t

is defined as the possib ility that eithe r the research partic ipan t o r a characte r in

the stim ulus v ideotape cou ld experience physica l in jury or pa in. The resu lts o f

the m eta -ana lysis show ed a sm aller w eapon focus effect in the seven low -

arousal, low -threat stud ies com pared to the o ther resea rch ana lysed .

In ano ther study, M aass and Kohnken (1989) d irectly m anipula ted th rea t

(w hich w as directed tow ards the research partic ipan ts). Partic ipan ts were

approached by a confedera te w ho carried eithe r a syringe (considered a w eapon)

or an ink pen (not a weapon). T he confedera te e ithe r d id or d id no t lead sub jec ts

to be lieve tha t they w ould rece ive an injec tion as part o f the experim ent (th is

was the th rea t m an ipula tion). D ependen t m easures included recogn ition of the

confederate and reca ll o f the confederate’ s featu res. T he au thors found no m ain

effect o f threat o f in jection and no interac tion betw een threat and presence of the

weapon . A lthough the resu lts o f th is study do no t support threa t as an

exp lana tion for w eapon focus , perhaps th is exp lana tion shou ld no t yet be

abandoned . M aass and Kohnken reasoned that they cou ld use a syringe to create

a situa tion that w ould be th rea ten ing to partic ipan ts because in jections m ake

m any people nervous or fea rful, and injections can brie fly cause pa in . H ow ever,

th is situa tion d iffers from the situation exper ienced by a w itness to a crim e: guns

and kn ives can cause perm anen t harm or death , whereas in jec tions are often

assoc iated w ith m edical benefits. It w ou ld be usefu l to exam ine the effec ts o f

threat w hen threat is defined as the po ten tia l for physica l in jury or death to a

w itness o r ano ther bystander rather than the potential fo r pa in .

T o llestrup , T urtle , and Y uille (1994) exam ined the reports o f indiv idua ls w ho

observed actua l robberies and m ay have been in rea l fea r fo r the ir lives. If

pe rceived th rea t has any effec t, that e ffect shou ld be m ore pronounced in these

observers than in laborato ry research partic ipan ts. T o llestrup et a l. grouped the

robberies accord ing to w hether a w eapon was present (eithe r visible or im plied )

or absen t, and categorised the observers as e ithe r v ictim s or w itnesses.

W itnesses d id no t rem em ber m ore in fo rm ation or m ore accurate in fo rm ation

than d id v ictim s. Th is resu lt m ay suggest that leve l o f perceived th rea t d id no t

m atte r, a s the vic tim s qu ite possib ly fe lt m ore threa tened than d id the w itnesses.

On the o ther hand , one can no t be certa in how eithe r group of observers fe lt. The

researchers a lso found tha t the presence of a weapon d id no t reduce the num ber

of details prov ided by observers o r the accuracy of the de ta ils, bu t d id decrease

iden tifica tion accuracy . In try ing to exp la in w hy the resu lts invo lving the

descrip tions d iffe red from typ ical laborato ry resu lts, T ollestrup e t a l. argued tha t

the m ethod of question ing lab partic ipan ts (cued reca ll) is no t the sam e as the
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m ethod used by po lice office rs (w itnesses are asked to prov ide free recall).

A no ther possib ility tha t the researchers apparen tly did no t consider is tha t being

arm ed cou ld m ake a perpe tra tor feel bo lder or less hurried . Thus, in the

Tollestrup e t al. study , the perpe trato rs w ith w eapons m ight have been observed

for a longer tim e or a t a c lose r d istance than w ere weapon less perpe tra tors,

w hich could im prove w itnesses’ ability to desc ribe them . In th is w ay , the

w eapon focus effect could have been attenua ted , as w ell as any effec t of th rea t

tha t m ay have existed.

Besides threat, another possib le exp lana tion for w eapon focus is that, to a

crim e w itness, weapons m ay som etim es seem unusua l w ithin certain con texts in

w hich they appear, and unusua l ob jec ts a ttrac t a ttention. A lthough we all know

tha t robberies som etim es occur, m os t o f us do no t really expec t to see a custom er

in line ahead of us a t a fast-food restau ran t pu ll a gun ou t o f h is or her pocket.

Therefo re, w e m igh t fixa te on the gun sim ply because it is unexpec ted . C iting

research show ing tha t viewers fixa te on surp rising objec ts in p ic tures (L oftus &

M ackw orth , 1978 ; Y arbus, 1967), K ram er e t a l. (1990 , p.182) specu la ted tha t a

w eapon ``m ay lead to surp rise in a w itness, thus add ing fu rthe r to his o r her

tendency to stare a t it’ ’ . O ne im plica tion of this hypo thesis is tha t any unusua l

object, whe ther it is a w eapon or no t, shou ld produce the ``w eapon focus’ ’

effect. L oftus e t a l. (1987) sugges ted tha t a banana in the hand of the robber in

the fast food restauran t m igh t work just as w ell as a gun , although they d id no t

test th is possib ility.

Sh aw and Sk oln ick (199 4) a ttem pted w ha t ap pea rs to be the on ly

experim en tal test of the unusualness explana tion thus far. In their study , college

students w atched a brief slide se ries dep ic ting a target person in a un iversity

hallway . N o crim e w as show n or im plied . In different conditions, the ta rge t

ca rried eithe r a w eapon (a handgun), one of four ob jects rated as unusual by p ilo t

partic ipan ts, or a m agaz ine . U nfortuna tely , the unusua lness exp lana tion cou ld

not be eva lua ted , because the au thors failed to obta in a w eapon focus effec t.

They specu la ted tha t the sim plicity and the non-a rousing natu re of the slide

series m ay have con tribu ted to the fa ilure to find the effec t. In any even t, the

resu lts o f th is experim en t d o not ru le out the possib ility that w eapon focus cou ld

be caused by the fac t tha t w eapons are unusual.

The purpose of the presen t study w as to exam ine both th rea t and unusua lness

as possib le explana tions fo r w eapon focus . In tw o experim ents involv ing tw o

diffe ren t scenarios, participan ts w atched one version of a video tape dep icting a

m ale ta rge t in a business estab lishm ent. In d iffe ren t cond itions, the ta rge t ca rried

d iffe ren t ob jects (and in one condition he carried no thing). The unusua lness and

threat assoc iated w ith the ob jec ts varied independently. Threa t w as opera tiona lly

defined as the p ossib ility tha t physica l harm or dea th w ould befa ll ano ther

charac ter in the v ideo . A lim ita tion of this m ethodo logy is that the threat is no t

``rea l’ ’ in the sense tha t it is d irec ted tow ards a charac ter in a video rather than

tow ards a rea l person . T he threat w ould be m ore realistic if the research
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partic ipan ts them se lves w ere th rea tened w ith in jury or death as they view ed a

staged even t, bu t o f course such a procedure w ould be une thical. Because

prev ious researchers have successfu lly ob tained the w eapon focus effec t using

videotaped scenarios or slide sequences, it is clear that participan ts m ust be able

to apprec ia te the threat invo lved , if it is in fact the threatening na tu re of w eapons

tha t p roduces the effec t. T here fo re , the procedure for m an ipu lating th rea t in the

present study m ay be seen as an acceptab le com prom ise be tw een w hat is

m ethodo log ica lly op tim al and w hat is e th ical.

A fter w atching the v ideo , the w itnesses tried to rem em ber in form ation from

it, includ ing w hat the ta rge t looked like . It was pred icted tha t w itnesses w ould

rem em ber less in fo rm ation about the ta rge t w hen he carried an unusual ra the r

than a com m on object. B ecause prev ious research has exam ined arousal ra the r

than threa t o r has defined threat d ifferently from in the presen t study , no spec ific

pred ic tion w as m ade abou t w hether the leve l o f threa t w ould affect m em ory for

the target w hen th rea t w as defined as the po tential fo r physica l in ju ry or dea th .

EXPERIMENT 1

Method

P artic ipan ts. The participan ts w ere 230 introduc tory psycho logy studen ts

at a m edium -sized university in the M idwestern U nited S tates. T hey rece ived

course cred it fo r partic ipating . T hey w ere tested in groups of 3 to 10.

M ateria ls. A video tape w as crea ted w hich was set in a ha ir salon . The

opening scene show ed the ex te rio r o f the bu ild ing, inc lud ing a sign iden tifying

the business as a ha ir salon . In the in terior sho ts that fo llow ed , a fem ale

reception ist w as show n answ ering the te lephone beh ind the fron t coun ter and

writing dow n appo intm en t info rm ation on a calendar. Ano ther sho t show ed a

fem ale custom er lea fing through a m agazine in the w aiting area . H air-care

produc ts w ere v isib le on she lves behind her. Fo llow ing these scenes estab lishing

the contex t, a m ale charac ter (the target) approached the coun te r and spoke to

the recep tionist. She spoke to h im in rep ly and handed h im som e m oney .

(V iew ers cou ld no t tell w hat w as sa id because the v ideo had no sound track .) H e

then w alked ou t of the fron t door and go t in to the passenger side of a w aiting car,

which drove away .

In d ifferent cond itions, the targe t w as show n holding differen t ob jec ts tha t

varied in bo th threa t (w hich cou ld be either h igh or low ) and unusua lness (w hich

cou ld a lso be e ither h igh or low ). In an add itional (``E m pty’ ’ ) cond ition, the

targe t ca rried no th ing . P ilot da ta w ere used to iden tify ob jec ts tha t partic ipan ts

would consider unusua l and th rea ten ing w ith in the contex t o f a hair sa lon .

Participan ts w ere asked to im ag ine sitting in the w aiting area of a ha ir sa lon and

see ing a m an approach the reception ist w hile ho lding various ob jec ts. U sing a 9-

po in t scale, they ra ted e ithe r how unusua l o r how threatening each ob ject w ould
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seem . A n unusual ob ject w as defined as one tha t w as unexpec ted or ou t o f place

g iven the hair sa lon contex t. T hreat w as defined as the possib ility tha t the

recep tion ist wou ld be physically harm ed or killed .

A fte r the pilo t data w ere analysed , the fo llow ing ob jec ts w ere chosen: the

item high in threat and low in unusua lness w as a pair o f scisso rs used for cu tting

hair; the item high in threat and h igh in unusua lness was a handgun ; the item low

in threat and low in unusua lness w as a m an ’ s w alle t; and the item low in th rea t

and h igh in unusua lness was a raw , w hole chicken . P ilo t partic ipan ts rated the

w allet and the ch icken sign ifican tly low er in th rea t than the gun and the sc issors,

but the gun ’ s ra tings were no t d ifferen t from the sc issors’ , and the chicken ’ s

ratings w ere no t d iffe rent from the w alle t’ s. S im ilarly , the ch icken and the gun

w ere ra ted as m ore unusual than the sc issors and the w allet, bu t the chicken and

gun d id no t d iffer from each o ther, nor did the scisso rs and the w alle t.

In the versions of the v ideo tha t show ed an object, the ob ject w as a lw ays

p la inly v isib le w henever the ta rge t w as in the scene . W hen the ta rge t approached

the counte r to talk to the recep tion ist, he extended h is hand (and a lso the ob jec t,

excep t in the E m pty cond ition) tow ards her. In the cond ition in w hich he held

the sc isso rs, the targe t g ripped them w ith the b lades fac ing downw ard, as one

w ould if plann ing to use them to stab ra ther than to cu t hair. Th is was done in

order to increase the likelihood that view ers would see the scisso rs as

threa ten ing. Care w as taken to ensure that the targe t’ s hand and body

m ovem ents and fac ia l expressions w ere the sam e in each cond ition . The ta rge t

held each ob jec t w ith h is righ t hand .

If the v ideo had portrayed a scene tha t w as obv iously a robbery , v iew ers

m ight have perce ived the target’ s actions as threa ten ing no m atte r wha t he d id,

and they m igh t not have considered a gun to be out o f context if they knew righ t

aw ay tha t they w ere w itnessing the robbery of a business. T here fore , so tha t

unusua lness and th rea t cou ld be m anipu lated , v isual deta ils that m igh t have

conc lusively estab lished the situa tion as a robbery w ere avoided . T he target d id

not w ear a m ask or d isgu ise, and the recep tion ist did no t ra ise her hands in the

air o r react w ith fea r w hen the target approached . Instead , the scenes dep ic ted a

typ ica l day at a hair sa lon , at least un til the target w as show n walk ing up to the

coun ter. A t tha t po int, it w as up to the v iew ers to dec ide how to interp re t the

situa tion and to dec ide w hat they thought the targe t w as do ing in the ha ir sa lon.

Procedure . O n arriv ing for the testing session , partic ipants w ere to ld tha t

they w ould w atch a short v ideotape and were asked to pay close atten tion . E ach

group of partic ipan ts w as assigned random ly to one of the five conditions. The

runn ing tim e for each version of the v ideo w as approx im ately tw o m inu tes.

A fter w atching the video , the w itnesses spen t 10 m inu tes com pleting a filler

questionnaire .

N ex t, the w itnesses filled out a questionna ire requiring them to rem em ber

info rm ation from the video. T he first section focused on the recep tionist, w ho
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served as the contro l person . T he questions were a m ix ture of m ultiple cho ice

and cued recall and asked abou t the recep tion ist’ s heigh t, w eigh t, hair leng th and

co lour, e thn icity , age , and c lo th ing . T he w itnesses w ere a lso asked about o ther

physica l fea tures such as spectac les, sca rs, o r ta ttoos. F ina lly, they were given an

opportun ity to describe any other aspect o f the recep tion ist’ s physica l fea tures o r

clo th ing that had no t been spec ifica lly asked abou t already .

T he second sec tion requested sim ilar info rm ation abou t the ta rge t. F ina lly , a

series of th ree questions conc luded the questionna ire . F irst, w itnesses were

asked w hether the ta rge t w as carrying any thing in his hand as he approached the

reception ist. T hose who answ ered ``yes’ ’ w ere asked to identify the ob jec t. L ast,

the w itnesses were asked w hat they though t the targe t w as do ing in the ha ir

salon .

A fter com ple ting the questionnaire, the w itnesses ind ividually attem pted to

iden tify the targe t in a five -person , ta rge t-presen t photo line -up. T he m ales

show n in the photos w ere dressed a like and w ere sim ila r in te rm s of height,

we igh t, and physica l featu res. The pho tos w ere random ly arranged in a row on a

desk . W itnesses w ere instruc ted to po int to the pho to tha t show ed the m an seen

earlie r in the v ideo, if he w as in fac t p resen t in the line -up. W itnesses were

exp lic itly to ld that the m an m igh t no t be in any of the photos, and they cou ld

po in t to an index card labe lled ``no t p ictu red ’ ’ if they w ished . A fter m ak ing a

selection , w itnesses w ere asked to use a 7-poin t scale to rate their confidence

tha t the selection w as accurate. F inally , the w itnesses w ere thanked and

debriefed.

Results

The m em ory questionnaires were evalua ted by tw o judges w orking indepen-

den tly . For each w itness, separa te scores w ere calcu la ted tha t re flec ted the

num ber of item s accurately rem em bered abou t the reception ist and the targe t.

The judges a lso determ ined w hether the w itnesses had correctly answ ered the

questions abou t the ob ject ca rried by the targe t, and they ca tegorised w itnesses’

answ ers regard ing w hat the targe t w as do ing in the ha ir sa lon as e ithe r

com m itting a robbery or engag ing in any o ther ac tiv ity .

M em ory scores for C ontro l and Target Persons. B ecause w itnesses were

given am ple tim e to v iew the recep tion ist (the con tro l person) before seeing the

scenes tha t inc luded the critica l ob jec ts, it w as expec ted that m em ory for the

charac te ristic s o f the re ce p tion ist w o u ld no t be affec ted by e ithe r the

unusua lness m anipu lation or the threat m an ipu lat ion . T hat expec ta tion w as

supported . A one-w ay ana lysis of variance show ed no d ifference betw een any of

the five cond itions, F (4 ,225) = .41 , P = .80. The m ean reca ll score for all

w itnesses w as 9 .93 .
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H ow ever, m em ory for the ta rge t’ s characte ristics d id vary by cond ition . In

order to de term ine w hether any m ain effec ts o r an interac tion occurred , a tw o-

w ay ana lysis o f variance w as perfo rm ed on the m em ory scores from all

cond itions excep t the E m pty condition . A sign ificant m ain effect o f unusua lness

w as found (see F ig . 1 ), F (1 ,181) = 8 .41 , P = .004 . W itnesses rem em bered less

abou t the ta rge t if they saw one of the tw o unusua l ob jec ts (the gun or the

ch icken ; M = 7 .52) ra the r than one of the tw o non-unusua l ob jec ts (the scisso rs

o r the w allet; M = 8.33). There w as no m ain effec t o f threa t. T he w itnesses

rem em bered about the sam e am ount o f info rm ation regard less o f w he ther they

saw a th rea ten ing ob ject (the gun or the scisso rs) o r a low -threa t ob jec t (the

ch icken or the w alle t). Furthe rm ore , no in te rac tion be tw een th rea t and

unusua lness w as ob tained .

A one-w ay analysis o f variance w as used to d iscover whe ther the E m pty

cond ition d iffered from any of the o ther four. A sign ificant e ffec t w as found,

F (4 ,225) = 5 .40 , P < .001 . A post hoc N ew m an-K euls test revea led tha t w itnesses

in the Em pty cond ition (M = 9 .02 ; n = 45) rem em bered m ore than did those w ho

saw eithe r the gun (M = 7 .83 ; n = 46) or the ch icken (M = 7.21; n = 47). In

FIG. 1. E xp e rim en t 1 : D e sc rip tiv e in fo rm ation re m em be re d b y w itn es se s a s a fu nc t io n o f

un u su a ln es s .
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add ition , the w itness w ho saw the ch icken reported less in fo rm ation than d id

those w ho saw the walle t (M = 8 .53 ; n = 43). The num ber of deta ils rem em bered

by the w itnesses w ho saw the sc isso rs (M = 8 .14 ; n = 49) did no t d iffe r from the

m eans of any of the o ther cond ition s.

Line-up . T he percentage of w itnesses w ho correc tly iden tified the targe t in

the pho to line -up d id no t vary by cond ition ; overa ll accuracy w as 39% . W itnesses

who m ade a correc t iden tifica tion w ere m ore confiden t in the accuracy of the ir

cho ice (M = 4.20) than w ere those w ho m ade incorrec t iden tifica tions (M = 3.44),

t(228) = 3 .62, P < .001 . A t-te st was used to de te rm ine w hether the accuracy of

w itnesses’ iden tifica tion of the target w as related to the am ount o f info rm ation

they rem em bered abou t him , but no sign ifican t difference w as found .

B ecause w itn esses perfo rm ed the line -up task ind iv idually , chi-square

ana lyses w ere conduc ted to ru le ou t the possib ility that the first w itnesses to

attem pt an iden tifica tion w ere m ore accurate o r reported h igher confidence than

did w itnesses tested la ter. The resu lts revea led that testing order w as unre la ted to

w itnesses’ iden tifica tion accuracy or confidence ratings.

M em ory for the O bject. The vast m ajo rity of the w itnesses in a ll cond itions

(98% overa ll) knew w hether the ta rget w as carry ing any thing ; fu rtherm ore, a

ch i-square test revea led that the re w as no d ifference in accuracy across the five

conditions. H ow ever, w itnesses w ho saw the w alle t (in the low-th rea t, non-

unusua l condition ) w ere less like ly to rem em ber what the ob ject was, x
2
(3 ,

N = 185) = 83 .64 , P < .001. O nly 45% (19 of 42) of the w itnesses correctly

iden tified the w allet, w hereas iden tifica tion w as nearly perfec t in the o ther three

conditions: 98% (46 of 47) correctly iden tified the ch icken , 100% (49 of 49)

iden tified the scisso rs, and 100% (46 of 46) identified the gun . N one of the

w itnesses w ho saw the w allet m isiden tified it when asked w hat it was; instead ,

those w ho failed to iden tify it tended to w rite ``I don’ t rem em ber’ ’ or to leave

the question b lank.

In terpre tation of the Scenario . W itnesses w ere asked to specu late abou t wha t

the targe t was do ing in the ha ir sa lon . A lm ost a ll o f them , in a ll conditions,

proposed a p lausib le in te rpre ta tion of the scenario ra ther than fa iling to answ er

the question or w riting that they had no idea w hat w as happen ing . R esponses

were coded as e ithe r reflec ting the op inion tha t the target w as robb ing the

business o r tha t he was engag ing in som e other ac tiv ity, such as pay ing fo r h is

ha ircu t and getting change back , or borrow ing m oney from the recep tion ist, w ho

m igh t be a friend of h is. W itnesses’ in terp reta tions of the scenario varied by

condition, x
2
(4 , N = 230) = 46 .54 , P < .001 . A ll o f the w itnesses (100% ) w ho saw

the targe t carry ing a gun though t a robbery w as taking p lace , com pared to 60%

who saw the chicken , 55% w ho saw the sc issors, 49% who saw the w alle t, and

33% w ho saw the targe t em pty-handed .

286 PICKEL



It is espec ia lly im portan t to exam ine the in terp reta tions of w itnesses w ho saw

the unusua l ob ject tha t was no t a w eapon, because of the concern tha t these

w itnesses m ay have considered the scenario to be unrea listic o r b iza rre . The

responses of these w itnesses reveal that m ost o f those w ho saw the ch icken and

w ho did no t believe the scenario dep ic ted a robbery found an inte rpre tation tha t

apparen tly seem ed reasonable to them . M any of them specu la ted tha t the ta rge t

had intended to g ive the ch icken to the recep tion ist o r sell it to her. O nly tw o

w itnesses sa id they d id no t know how to inte rpre t the scenario .

A t-te st was conduc ted to exam ine the possib ility that w itnesses w ho

inte rpre ted the scenario as a robbery w ould rem em ber less inform ation about the

target than w ould w itnesses who inte rp re ted the scenario d ifferently . N o

sign ificant d ifference w as found . In add ition , a ch i-square test revea led no

rela tionship betw een w itnesses’ in terp re ta tions of the scenario and the accuracy

of their line -up iden tifica tion .

Discussion

The resu lts sugges t tha t, even w hen threat is exp lic itly defined as the possibility

tha t som eone m ay be in jured or k illed, w eapon focus does not depend on threa t.

The th rea t m an ipu lation d id no t a ffect the am ount of info rm ation w itnesses

correc tly rem em bered abou t the target or the ir ab ility to iden tify him in a line -

up. Furtherm ore, if th rea t p layed a role in w eapon focus, we m igh t expec t

w itnesses w ho in terpre ted the scenario as a robbery to rem em ber less abou t the

target than w ould w itnesses w ho in terp reted the scenario differen tly . T he basis

for th is expec tation is tha t a robbery is a threa ten ing situation; it is m ore like ly to

lead to v io lence than is a business transac tion or a conversation betw een friends.

H ow ever, m em ory for the target’ s fea tures w as no t re lated to w itnesses’

inte rpre tations of the scenario.

O n the o ther hand , unusua lness d id have a significan t effect. W itnesses

rem em bered less in form ation abou t the targe t if he carried an object tha t w as

unusua l g iven the con tex t. It m ay be that w eapons, due to the ir unusua lness,

attrac t visual a ttention . Loftus e t al. (1987) found tha t w itnesses w ho view ed the

fast-food restaurant scenario spen t m ore tim e look ing at the w eapon than at the

m ore com m on item , the b ill. S im ila rly , w itnesses in the presen t study m ay have

looked m ore a t the ob ject ca rried by the target if it was unusua l rather than

expected. A lthough data on witnesses’ eye m ovem ents and fixa tions w ere no t

co llec ted , it is in teresting to no te that less than half o f the w itnesses w ho saw one

of the non-unusua l objects, the w allet (bu t alm ost a ll the w itnesses in the o ther

cond itions), w ere la ter able to iden tify w hat they had seen . Th is pa tte rn , w hich

m atches the resu lts of Loftus et al. (1987) but no t Johnson and Sco tt (1976),

cou ld have occurred because these w itnesses on ly g lanced briefly a t the w alle t,

w hereas w itnesses in o ther cond itions gazed longer at the ob jec ts they saw . O f

course, there could be o ther explana tions fo r the resu lt; for exam ple, fo r som e
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reason the wallet cou ld have been m ore fo rgettab le com pared to the o ther

ob jects. It m ust also be no ted tha t the other non-unusual ob jec t, the pa ir o f

scisso rs, w as rem em bered w ell by w itnesses.

A no ther finding was that w eapon focus w as obta ined on ly w ith w itnesses’

desc rip tions of the target, and no t w ith line -up iden tifica tion . C onsis ten t w ith

th is find ing , S teb lay (1992) reported that her m eta-ana lysis revealed a stronger

weapon focus effec t w hen the dependen t variab le w as featu re accuracy ra ther

than iden tification accuracy . A lso, W ells (1985) found tha t the qua lity o f a

w itness’ s desc ription of a particu lar face is no t a good predic tor o f the sam e

witness’ s ab ility to iden tify the sam e face in a line -up . M em ory for descrip tive

info rm ation is a m ore sensitive m easure than line -up iden tifica tion ; in the

present study , som e of the questions assessing fea ture m em ory invo lved reca ll,

whereas the line -up task requ ired recogn ition . In addition , the range of possible

scores w as grea ter in the fea ture m em ory task. T hese d ifferences m ay exp lain

why the presence of a weapon can influence line-up accuracy m ore than

descrip tive accuracy .

EXPERIMENT 2

The results of Experim en t 1 im ply that weapons attrac t a ttention because they

are surp rising , no t because w itnesses a re concerned about the possib ility tha t

som eone m ay ge t hurt o r k illed . H ow ever, it is im portan t to verify tha t the

resu lts can be generalised to other con tex ts and w ere no t ob ta ined sim ply

because of som e pecu liar aspec t o f the stim ulus scenario . The m ain purpose of

Experim en t 2 w as to rep lica te the first study , using a d ifferent scenario and

diffe ren t ob jec ts. A secondary purpose w as to incorporate a m anipu lation check

in order to confirm that w itnesses’ perceptions of the unusualness and am ount o f

threat associa ted w ith the d ifferent ob jec ts w ere consisten t w ith the ra tings g iven

by p ilot partic ipan ts. A fter v iew ing the scenario , w itnesses w ho reported seeing

an ob jec t w ere asked to ra te the unusua lness and am ount o f threat associa ted

w ith tha t ob jec t.

Method

P artic ipan ts. The participan ts w ere 256 introduc tory psycho logy studen ts

attend ing the sam e un iversity at w hich Experim en t 1 partic ipan ts w ere enrolled.

They received course credit for partic ipa ting . They were tested in groups of 3 to

12 .

M ateria ls. The stim ulus was a video taped scenario set in a shop w here

electronic equ ipm ent is repa ired . A t the beg inning of the video, the ex terio r o f

the bu ild ing w as show n, including a sign iden tifying the business by advertising

``radio and T V service’ ’ and nam ing a w ell-know n telev ision brand . In the

in terio r sho t tha t fo llow ed, a fem ale recep tionist w as seen seated behind a desk .
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Stereo equ ipm ent and a te lev ision were v isib le a t one end of the desk. A fem ale

custom er en tered the shop carry ing a V C R. She spoke w ith the recep tion ist,

signed a fo rm , and w alked out, leav ing the V CR beh ind . In the final part of the

v ideo, the m ale ta rge t approached the recep tionist and spoke to her. She rep lied

and gave h im som e m oney . H e le ft the shop , go t in to a car, and drove aw ay . A s

in the previous experim ent, the situa tion dep icted in the video w as am biguous

rather than obv iously a robbery . The targe t’ s rela tionship to the recep tionist and

h is purpose fo r being in the shop were never m ade explicit. T he v ideo d id no t

inc lude a sound track .

A s in Experim en t 1 , there were five d ifferent versions of the v ideo . The ta rge t

w as show n eithe r em pty-handed or carry ing one of four d iffe ren t objects tha t

varied in both threat and unusualness. P ilo t data w ere used to iden tify ob jec ts

tha t would be considered unusua l o r th rea ten ing w ithin the con tex t o f a TV /radio

repa ir shop (both unusua lness and threat w ere defined as in Experim en t 1 ).

Participan ts w ere asked to im ag ine being in a T V and rad io repair shop and

see ing a m an w alk up to the coun ter to ta lk to the c lerk w hile hold ing various

objects. They used a 9-po in t sca le to ra te e ithe r how unusual o r how threatening

each ob jec t would seem .

The fo llow ing ob jec ts w ere chosen : the objec t high in threa t and low in

unusua lness w as a large screw driver; the ob jec t h igh in threat and high in

unusua lness w as a butcher kn ife ; the object low in threat and low in unusua lness

w as a pair of sung lasses; and the object low in threa t and h igh in unusualness

w as a toy P illsbury doughboy figure . The sunglasses and the doughboy w ere

rated sign ifican tly low er in threat than the kn ife and the sc rew driver, but the

knife’ s ra tings w ere no t differen t from the screw driver’ s, and the doughboy ’ s

ratings w ere no t differen t from those of the sung lasses. S im ilarly , p ilo t

partic ipan ts ra ted the doughboy and the kn ife as m ore unusual than the

screw driver and the sung lasses, bu t the doughboy and kn ife d id no t d iffer from

each o ther, nor did the screw driver and the sung lasses.

In the four cond itions that inc luded an object, the ob ject w as a lw ays pla in ly

v isib le whenever the target w as in the scene . W hen he approached the

recep tion ist, he ex tended h is hand (and a lso the object, excep t in the E m pty

cond ition ) tow ards her. In order to increase the leve l o f th rea t in the sc rew driver

cond ition , the target g ripped it as one would to m ake a stabb ing m otion , no t as

one w ould to tigh ten a sc rew . T he targe t’ s hand and body m ovem ents and fac ia l

expressions w ere held constan t in each condition , and he he ld each ob jec t w ith

h is righ t hand .

Procedure . The procedure w as the sam e as in Experim en t 1 . E ach group of

partic ipan ts w as assigned random ly to one of the five cond itions. A fter v iew ing

the v ideo, w itnesses com pleted a questionna ire asking them to rem em ber the

physica l fea tures and c loth ing of both the targe t and the custom er w ho brough t

her V C R in for repa ir (she served as the con trol person). W itnesses were also
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asked w hether the ta rge t w as show n hold ing any ob jec t, and if they answ ered

tha t he w as, they w ere asked to describe it. A s m anipula tion checks, tw o new

questions were added tha t w ere no t asked in E xperim ent 1 . W itnesses w ho

reported tha t the targe t w as carrying an ob jec t w ere asked to use a 9-po in t scale

to rate (1 ) how unusua l it w as that the target w as carry ing the ob jec t, and (2 ) how

threatening the ob jec t ca rried by the ta rge t seem ed . W itnesses w ere to ld to sk ip

bo th questions if they had prev iously reported tha t the target was not ca rry ing

any thing .

Fo llow ing com ple tion of the questionnaire, w itnesses a ttem pted to iden tify

the targe t in a five -person , targe t-p resen t pho to line -up . T hey subsequen tly rated

the ir confidence in the accuracy of the ir cho ice on a 7-po in t scale .

Results

W itnesses’ questionna ires were scored as in Experim en t 1 , by two judges

work ing independen tly . For each w itness, a m em ory score w as ca lcu lated tha t

reflec ted the am ount o f info rm ation the w itness rem em bered abou t the ta rge t’ s

fea tures. The judges a lso eva lua ted w itnesses’ responses abou t the ob ject ca rr ied

by the target (if any) and categorised w itnesses’ answ ers regard ing w hat the

targe t w as do ing in the repa ir shop as e ithe r com m itting a robbery or engag ing in

som e other activity .

M anipu la tion Check . W itnesses w ho w ere show n an ob ject and w ho

reported tha t the target w as carry ing an ob jec t w ere asked to rate how

threatening and how unusua l the ob ject seem ed . A to ta l o f 37 ratings were

exc luded from analysis becau se they w ere m ade by w itnesses w ho did no t

correctly iden tify the ob jec t he ld by the target, wh ich le ft a to ta l o f 166 ra tings

(sung lasses n = 22; sc rew driver n = 45; doughboy n = 49; knife n = 50). A one-

way analysis o f variance show ed tha t the th rea t ra tings d iffe red be tween

conditions, F (3 ,162) = 98 .61 , P < .0001 . A post hoc N ew m an-K eu ls test verified

tha t the m anipu lation w as successfu l. T he threa t ratings for the tw o high-th rea t

ob jects (the kn ife, M = 7.76; and the screw driver, M = 6 .96) w ere sign ificantly

higher than the ratings fo r the tw o low -threat objects (the doughboy , M = 2 .29 ;

and the sunglasses, M = 1 .59). There w as no difference be tw een the tw o high-

threat objects o r be tween the tw o low -threat ob jects.

T he unusua lness ra tings also varied by cond ition, F (3 ,162) = 58 .84, P < .0001 .

A post hoc N ew m an-Keu ls test show ed tha t th is m an ipu la tion was also

successfu l. The tw o highly unusua l ob jec ts (the knife , M = 8 .58 ; and the

doughboy , M = 7 .86) were g iven h igher ratings than w ere the tw o non-unusua l

ob jects (the screw driver, M = 4 .22 ; and the sung lasses, M = 3.23). N o d ifference

was found betw een the tw o highly unusua l ob jec ts o r be tw een the tw o non-

unusua l ob jec ts.
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M em ory Scores for C ontro l and Targe t Persons. W itnesses’ m em ory for

the fea tures of the custom er (w ho was the con tro l person) d id no t vary by

cond ition , F (4,251) = .19, P = .95 . The m ean reca ll sco re fo r a ll w itnesses w as

9 .80.

H ow ever, the re w ere d iffe rences in w itnesses’ m em ory for the target’ s

charac teristics. A tw o-w ay ana lysis o f variance revea led a sign ificant m ain

effec t o f u nu su a ln ess (see F ig . 2 ) , F (1 ,19 9) = 5 .7 0 , P = .0 2 . W itne sse s

rem em bered less abou t the targe t if they saw him holding one of the tw o

unusua l ob jec ts (the kn ife o r the doughboy ; M = 6 .63) rather than one of the tw o

non-unusua l objec ts (the screw driver o r the sung lasses; M = 7 .41). N o m ain

effect o f threa t was ob tained ; m em ory scores w ere abou t the sam e regard less o f

w he ther the objects w ere threaten ing (knife o r sc rew driver) o r no t (doughboy or

sung lasses). T here was a lso no interaction be tw een unusua lness and th rea t.

A one-w ay analysis of variance was used to com pare the Em pty cond ition to

the o ther four. The ana lysis revea led a sign ificant e ffec t, F (4 ,251) = 5 .36,

P < .001. A post hoc New m an-K eu ls test indicated that w itnesses in the E m pty

cond ition (M = 8.36 ; n = 53) rem em bered m ore info rm ation than d id those w ho

FIG. 2. E xp e rim en t 2 : D e sc rip tiv e in fo rm ation re m em be re d b y w itn es se s a s a fu nc t io n o f

un u su a ln es s .
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saw eithe r the kn ife (M = 6 .71 ; n = 52), the doughboy (M = 6 .55; n = 51), o r the

screw driver (M = 7 .00; n = 50). Furtherm ore , the m em ory scores of the w itnesses

who saw the doughboy w ere low er than the scores of those who saw the

sung lasses (M = 7 .82; n = 50).

Line-up . T he percentage of w itnesses correc tly identifying the ta rge t d id

no t d iffe r by cond ition . T he overa ll accuracy ra te w as 23% . In con trast to the

resu lts o f E xperim ent 1 , w itnesses who accura tely iden tified the targe t w ere no t

m ore confiden t than w ere w itnesses w ho m ade an incorrec t iden tification . In

add ition , a t-test show ed tha t iden tification accuracy w as no t re lated to the

am ount o f in form ation rem em bered abou t the ta rge t’ s fea tures.

C h i-square tests w ere used to de term ine w hether testing order w as rela ted to

iden tifica tion accuracy or w itnesses’ confidence ratings. The results w ere no t

sign ifican t.

M em ory for the O bject. W itnesses w ere asked w hether the targe t w as

carry ing any thing . The percen tage w ho responded correc tly varied by condition ,

c 2
(4 , N = 256) = 52 .89 , P < .0001 . O nly 54% (27 of 50) of the w itnesses w ho saw

the sung lasses reported tha t the target was carrying som eth ing , com pared to

100% (52 of 52) who saw the kn ife , 94% (47 of 50) w ho saw the screw driver,

and 94% (48 of 51) w ho saw the doughboy . In the E m pty cond ition, 79% (42 of

53) of the w itnesses correctly reported tha t the target ca rried noth ing .

O f the w itnesses w ho sa id the target was carry ing som eth ing , alm ost all

co rrectly iden tified the ob jec t, and there w ere no d iffe rences betw een cond itions

(p ercen tage tha t co rrectly iden tified the kn ife = 100% ; screw driver = 96% ;

doughboy = 92% ; sunglasses = 93% ), c 2
(3, N = 174) = 4 .53 , P > .05 .

In terpre tation o f the Scenario. Som e w itnesses in each condition though t

the scenario dep ic ted a robbery , w hereas o thers though t the ta rge t had com e to

the repa ir shop to borrow m oney from a friend or to com plain about the se rv ice

and ge t a refund. W itnesses’ in terp reta tions d iffered by cond ition , c 2
(4 ,

N = 255) = 27 .01 , P < .0001. In the cond ition in which the kn ife was v isib le, 48%

of the w itnesses in terp reted the scenario as a robbery, com pared to 20% of the

w itnesses who saw the screw driver, 14% w ho saw the doughboy , 12% w ho saw

the sung lasses, and 15% in the E m pty condition . A t-te st revea led tha t w itnesses’

in terp re ta tions w ere not re la ted to the am ount o f in form ation rem em bered abou t

the targe t, and a chi-square test show ed no rela tionsh ip betw een in terp reta tions

and line -up accuracy .

A s in E xperim ent 1 , responses w ritten by w itnesses w ho saw the unusua l

ob ject that w as not a w eapon were carefu lly exam ined . T he purpose w as to

verify tha t these w itnesses d id no t v iew the scenario as absurd . O f the w itnesses

who saw the doughboy and w ho did no t in terp ret the scenario as a robbery , m ost

eithe r believed tha t the targe t was a custom er bringing in or p ick ing up
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electron ic equipm ent to be repa ired, the cle rk’ s friend or re lative who w as

borrow ing or requesting m oney from her, o r a shop em ployee p ick ing up his pay

or a w ork order. Som e m entioned tha t the doughboy w as probab ly a g ift fo r the

cle rk or som e other person . O nly tw o w itnesses failed to answ er the question,

and one sa id tha t he or she d id not know how to interp re t the scenario .

Discussion

M ost of the results obta ined in E xperim en t 1 w ere rep lica ted in Experim en t 2.

A s befo re, w itnesses’ ability to rem em ber the target’ s featu res depended on

unusua lness rather than threat. N o t on ly w as the th rea t m an ipu lation ineffec tive,

but in addition , in terp reting the scenario as a robbery (i.e . as a threatening

situa tion) did not lead to poore r m em ory perfo rm ance . T hus, the resu lts o f

Experim en t 2 g ive w eight to the hypo thesis that the w eapon focus effect is

caused by the unusua lness o f w eapons.

O ne d iffe rence in the find ings of the tw o exper im en ts concerns w itnesses’

m em ory for the low -threat, non-unusual ob jec t. In Experim en t 1 , w itnesses w ho

saw the w alle t tended to report seeing an ob jec t bu t o ften fa iled to iden tify it

co rrec tly, w hereas in E xperim en t 2, alm ost ha lf of the w itnesses w ho saw the

sung lasses incorrec tly reported tha t the target ca rried no thing , a lthoug h m ost o f

those w ho reported seeing an object iden tified it. A n explanation proposed fo r

the E xperim ent 1 results w as tha t w itnesses m ay have spen t relatively little tim e

look ing a t the walle t, so tha t la ter they be lieved tha t they had seen som ething bu t

w ere not su re w hat it w as. T he sam e exp lanation m igh t accoun t fo r the

Experim en t 2 find ings as w ell. The w itnesses m ay have spen t very little tim e

look ing a t the sung lasses (perhaps even less tim e than E xperim en t 1 w itnesses

spen t looking at the w alle t), and as a resu lt, m any of them later d id not recall

see ing anyth ing a t a ll. The da ta do no t allow an opportun ity to e ithe r support o r

refu te th is specu lation. Fu ture research cou ld m easure eye m ovem ents as a

m eans of determ ining how unusua lness affects look ing tim e , and in tu rn how

look ing tim e m ay affec t w itnesses’ ability to rem em ber bo th w hether they saw

som e objec t and w hat tha t ob jec t w as.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Taken toge ther, the resu lts o f both exper im en ts im ply tha t, when the ``w eapon

focus’ ’ effec t occurs, it is caused by the unexpected natu re of w eapons ra ther

than by th rea t. In bo th experim en ts, unusua lness, bu t no t threa t, a ffected

w itnesses’ m em ory for desc rip tive info rm ation abou t the targe t. The fa ilure to

find a m ain effect o f threat extends prev ious w ork explo ring the in fluence of

various aspec ts of both th rea t and em otiona l a rousa l. It appears that ne ithe r o f

these variab les is needed to produce w eapon focus, regard less of w he ther the

threat invo lves physical pa in or uncom for tab leness that the research partic ipan t

m ay experience (e .g . M aass & K ohnken , 1989) or in ju ry or death that m ay occur
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to a c rim e v ictim or bystander dep icted in a v ideo taped scenario , as in the

present study .

It is necessa ry aga in to acknow ledge a lim itation of the presen t resu lts, w hich

is tha t the th rea t was d irec ted tow ards charac ters in the v ideos, no t tow ards the

partic ipan t o r a real person . If a charac ter had been k illed or in ju red , the situa tion

m igh t have seem ed to participants like a m ovie , in w hich graph ic vio lence can

be portrayed , bu t no real harm is done ; in this w ay , the effect o f threa t m igh t

have been reduced. H ow ever, as no ted earlie r, th is p rob lem does no t severely

reduce the valid ity of the presen t resu lts. Severa l p rev ious researchers have

m anaged to ob tain the w eapon focus effec t using video tapes or slide sequences

as stim uli. Therefo re, if threat is ac tually the cause of th is effec t, then th rea ts

directed a t charac ters m ust be , in som e sense, ``rea l’ ’ to partic ipan ts. A s a resu lt,

the present find ings shou ld no t be dism issed , even though they m ust be

in terp re ted cau tiously . U ntil researchers can devise a w ay to threaten real people

w ith inju ry or dea th w ithout v io la ting e thical regu lations, the study of w eapon

focus m igh t be be tter advanced if resea rchers w ould concentrate on o ther

possib le exp lana tions besides th rea t.

O ne such exp lana tion is that w eapons seem unusua l w ith in m any of the

con tex ts in w hich they appear, and th is unusua lness attrac ts the v isua l a tten tion

of the w itness, causing h im or her to gaze m ore a t the weapon and less a t o ther

de ta ils (see K ram er et al., 1990). In fact, it m ay be tha t ``w eapon focus’ ’ has

been defined too narrow ly . Perhaps w itnesses can be d istrac ted by any unusua l

ob ject tha t seem s ou t o f p lace g iven the con text, w hether tha t ob ject is a w eapon

or no t. T hus, when a ta rge t ca rries an ob jec t tha t one ra re ly sees in a ha ir sa lon ,

w itnesses m ay spend re lative ly m ore tim e looking a t it and less tim e look ing a t

the target’ s fea tures. La ter, they w ill have troub le rem em b ering those featu res,

bu t can easily rem em ber the unusual ob jec t. On the o ther hand , if the target is

ca rry ing a non-unusual, expec ted item , w itnesses w ill spend less tim e look ing a t

it and m ore tim e look ing a t the targe t’ s featu res. L a ter, they w ill recall the

targe t’ s featu res re la tive ly w ell, bu t they m ay not rem em ber the non-unusua l

ob ject. O ne im plication of the unusua lness explanation is that an ob jec t’ s ab ility

to a ttract atten tion shou ld change w ith con tex t. A gun m ay be unexpec ted in a

ha ir sa lon , bu t no t a t a shooting range . In the la tte r context, the ``w eapon focus’ ’

effect shou ld no t be obta ined at a ll.

T he resu lts o f this study shou ld no t be in terp reted as suggesting that c rim ina ls

com m only com m it robberies arm ed w ith ch ickens or toy do lls, or tha t the resu lts

would generalise only to situa tions in w hich these particu la r objects a re presen t.

The po int o f including conditions in w hich the perpe trato r carried these ob jec ts

was to dem onstrate tha t an effect tha t has been refe rred to in the litera ture fo r

years as ``w eapon ’ ’ focus can be produced by objects tha t a re no t w eapons,

possib ly because unusua lness is the causa l facto r. A s a secondary po int,

how ever, it has been docum ented tha t various strange item s have been used by

crim ina ls in p lace of ac tua l w eapons. T hese item s inc lude an egg , a bow ling ba ll,
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an artificial leg , a to ile t sea t, and , no tab ly , a 21-pound tu rkey (B utle r, R ay , &

G regory, 1995). There fore, it m akes sense tha t resea rchers shou ld con tinue to

investigate the effects o f the presence of unusual ob jec ts in crim e scenarios.

M anu scrip t re c e iv ed 2 5 N o v em b e r 19 96

M an usc rip t a c c ep ted 27 M arc h 19 97
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