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The Self-Reference Effect
People  remember  information  better  when  it  bears  on  themselves.  Asked  whether  a  list  of 
adjectives describes you, you will later recall those words more readily than if you had merely 
judged whether they were long or whether they meant the same as another word. This is the self-
reference effect: the well-established finding that information encoded in relation to the self is 
remembered better than the same information encoded in other ways. The self appears to be an 
unusually rich and well-organized framework for filing experience, so material connected to it is 
both deeply elaborated and easily retrieved. For the law, the effect carries a useful and a cautionary 
message. It helps explain why witnesses tend to remember the parts of an event that involved them, 
and it warns that self-involvement, far from guaranteeing accuracy, can in some conditions make 
a person more, not less, vulnerable to memory error.

This paper explains what the self-reference effect is, the research that established it, why the self 
seems to confer a memory advantage, and an important qualification that the courtroom should not 
overlook: the same self-relevance that boosts genuine recall can also heighten susceptibility to 
false memory and suggestion.

The Foundational Finding
The effect was first demonstrated by Rogers, Kuiper, and Kirker (1977). Participants judged trait 
adjectives under different instructions, deciding whether a word was printed in capital letters, 
whether it  rhymed with another word, what it  meant,  or whether it  described the participant 
personally. On a later surprise recall test, words processed for self-description were remembered 
far better than words processed in any of the other ways, including for meaning, which was already 
known to produce good memory. Self-reference, in other words, was the most effective form of 
encoding tested. The robustness of this result was later established by Symons and Johnson (1997), 
whose meta-analysis of 129 studies found a reliable self-reference advantage of moderate size that 
held across a wide range of materials and procedures. The effect is not confined to the laboratory 
list; it appears spontaneously, as when people remember dates and facts better to the degree that 
those  facts  connect  to  their  own  lives  (Kesebir  &  Oishi,  2010),  and  it  emerges  early  in 
development, with children as young as five showing the advantage (Sui & Zhu, 2005).

Why the Self Boosts Memory
The leading explanation is that referring information to the self engages two powerful encoding 
processes at once. The first is elaboration, the linking of new information to a dense web of existing 
knowledge; because the self-concept is among the most elaborate structures a person possesses, 
relating a new item to it creates many retrieval routes. The second is organization, the structuring 
of information into a coherent whole, which the self also supplies. Klein and Loftus (1988) showed 
that  the  self-reference advantage draws on both  processes,  which is  part  of  why it  tends  to 
outperform encoding tasks that engage only one. It is worth noting, in the interest of accuracy, that 
researchers continue to debate whether the self is genuinely "special" or whether its advantage 
reduces to  ordinary elaboration and organization that  any sufficiently  rich framework would 
provide (Gillihan & Farah, 2005). For legal purposes the debate is largely academic: whatever its 
ultimate explanation, the self-reference advantage in memory is real, replicable, and substantial.

The Double Edge: Better Memory, Greater Suggestibility
The practical significance of the effect for testimony lies in a qualification that is easy to miss. 
Self-relevance increases the amount and accessibility of what is remembered, but it does not purify 
memory of  error,  and under  some conditions  it  amplifies  error.  Studies  using false-memory 
procedures find that self-referential  encoding raises both true recall  and false recall,  because 
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relating material to the self strengthens the gist, or general meaning, that underlies many memory 
illusions. The most directly forensic demonstration comes from Wang, Wang, Otgaar, Patihis, and 
Sauerland (2024), who had participants experience a staged crime either as a victim, with their 
own photograph edited into the scene, or as a bystander. After exposure to misleading information, 
the participants who had experienced the event as victims formed more false memories than the 
bystanders, a pattern the authors termed a self-enhanced suggestibility effect. The lesson is not that 
victims are unreliable, but that the deep self-involvement which makes an event memorable can 
also make a person more receptive to post-event suggestion about it. Self-relevance and accuracy 
are not the same thing.

The Self-Reference Effect in Legal Settings
The effect bears on testimony in two complementary ways. On the constructive side, it predicts 
that witnesses will generally remember the self-relevant aspects of an event, their own role and 
actions, things directed at or threatening to them, details that mattered to them personally, better 
than peripheral matters or events centered on others. A victim's memory for what was done to them 
is, on average, better encoded than a bystander's memory for the same act, and a witness's account 
of their own conduct is typically among the better-remembered elements of their testimony. On 
the  cautionary  side,  the  research  warns  against  treating  self-involvement  as  a  guarantee  of 
reliability. The same depth of processing that aids recall can, when misleading information is 
introduced, produce confident false memories at elevated rates among the very people most central 
to the event (Wang et al., 2024). As elsewhere in this series, the science is descriptive and even-
handed. It identifies where memory is likely to be comparatively strong, the self-relevant core, and 
where self-relevance may heighten rather than reduce the risk of distortion, and it leaves the 
accuracy of any particular memory to be tested against the record by the ordinary tools of proof.

Special Issues in Legal Practice
The principles described above apply with equal  force to every party in a legal  proceeding. 
Memory operates  the  same way regardless  of  who is  asking the  questions,  and the  science 
summarized here favors no side. What differs between the parties is not the science but the vantage 
point — the particular places where memory issues tend to surface, and the particular errors each 
party is best positioned to guard against. The two summaries below identify those recurring issues. 
They are offered for orientation, not as litigation strategy; in every case the controlling question is 
what the evidence in that case will, and will not, support, and the expert's role is to inform the trier 
of fact rather than to advocate for either side.

Special Issues for Prosecutors
For the State, the self-reference effect helps explain why a victim or directly involved witness 
often retains a comparatively strong memory for the self-relevant core of an event, what was done 
to them and what they themselves did, and the prosecution is well positioned to show that such 
memory is, in the ordinary case, better encoded than memory for peripheral or other-directed 
detail. The error to guard against cuts the other way. Deep self-involvement does not immunize a 
witness against suggestion; the research on self-enhanced suggestibility shows that victims can be 
more susceptible to post-event misinformation than bystanders, forming confident false memories 
at elevated rates (Wang et al., 2024). The safeguard is the same sound practice that protects any 
witness: obtain an early, open-ended account, limit exposure to leading information and to other 
witnesses' versions, and corroborate self-relevant details against independent evidence rather than 
treating the witness's personal involvement as itself a warrant of accuracy.
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Special Issues for Defense
For the defense, the self-reference effect bears on the weight to be given a self-involved witness's 
account. The defense is well positioned to remind the trier of fact that the strength and vividness 
of a victim's or participant's memory reflect, in part, the encoding advantage that self-relevance 
confers, and that this advantage does not extend to peripheral details centered on others, which 
such  a  witness  may  recall  no  better  than  anyone  else.  More  pointedly,  where  misleading 
information  has  been  introduced,  the  defense  may  show that  self-involvement  can  heighten 
susceptibility to false memory rather than guard against it (Wang et al., 2024). The corresponding 
error  to  guard  against  is  overclaiming.  The self-reference  effect  does  not  establish  that  any 
particular memory of a self-involved witness is false; on balance it is memory-enhancing, the 
heightened-suggestibility finding depends on the introduction of misinformation, and a confident 
victim account may be entirely accurate. Responsible cross-examination and expert testimony 
should use the effect to distinguish the well-encoded self-relevant core from the rest, and to caution 
against equating personal involvement or confidence with accuracy, not to suggest that victims' 
memories are inherently unreliable.
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