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Highlights
We have examined the role of memory associations in a reinforced decision-
making task.
False feedback can undermine participants’ memory associations.

False feedback on memory associations reduces decision bias.



Abstract

Memories of past experiences can guide our decisions. Thus, if memories are
undermined or distorted, decision making should be affected. Nevertheless, little
empirical research has been done to examine the role of memory in reinforcement
decision-making. We hypothesized that if memories guide choices in a conditioning
decision-making task, then manipulating these memories would result in a change of
decision preferences to gain reward. We manipulated participants’ memories by
providing false feedback that their memory associations were wrong before they made
decisions that could lead them to win money. Participants’ memory ratings decreased
significantly after receiving false feedback. More importantly, we found that false
feedback led participants’ decision bias to disappear after their memory associations
were undermined. Our results suggest that reinforcement decision-making can be
altered by fasle feedback on memories. The results are discussed using memory

mechanisms such as spreading activation theories.

Keywords: memory, false feedback, decision making, reinforcement learning, sensory

preconditioning



Manipulating Memory Associations Changes Decision-making Preferences in a
Preconditioning Task

Remembering previous experiences enables organisms to make decisions to
acquire reward or avoid harm. For example, people would pick a restaurant where
they had a good memory of having enjoyed food there previously. Or people with
memories of getting allergic reactions to peanuts would avoid eating peanuts again.
Surprisingly, little empirical research has been conducted regarding how memory
impacts reinforcement decision-making, and only recently has the role of episodic
memory in reinforcement decision-making attracted scientific attention (see
Gershman & Daw, 2017, for a recent review; see also Weber & Johnson, 2006).
Classical reinforcement learning theories usually adopt the computational perspective
such as a statistical summary of past experiences (Shohamy & Daw, 2015). For
instance, by making a bet on number 8, a person sometimes wins money (e.g., 80
times out of 100 times) and sometimes loses money (e.g., 20 times out of 100 times).
The computational approach would assume that the person will bet on number 8§ again
because the summarised winning probability of betting on number 8 is 80%. This
approach, however, has ignored how the experiences might be encoded in people’s
minds. For instance, as in selective forgetting (Anderson & Hanslmayr, 2014; Lind,
Visentini, Méntyld, & Missier, 2017), the person might selectively remember only the
times that he has won, which could inflate his confidence in winning; or he merely
remembers the times that he has lost, which would prevent him from betting more.

Indeed, Ludvig, Madan, and Spetch (2015) have recently found that priming
memories of past wins can induce risk-seeking. They showed that participants who
received a reminder of a winning experience tended to choose a risky choice more

often than those who received no reminders. More recently, Bornstein, Khaw,



Shohamy, and Daw (2017) were the first to illustrate how consulting individual
memories can bias reinforced decision-making. In their task, participants chose
between two slot machines to win money and learned by trial and error that each slot
machine delivered winning or losing tickets at different probabilities. At a later stage,
participants were presented with the tickets as memory reminders before they made
choices to win money. The results showed that those reminders of past choices
strongly influenced participants’ choices afterwards in that a reminder of a past action
with reward made participants repeat the action while a reminder of loss made them
avoid the action.

Neurobiological research has suggested the importance of memory
associations in reinforced decision-making as well. Wimmer and Shohamy (2012)
have shown that reward decision-making was correlated with activation in the
hippocampus, where memory associations are usually formed. In their task, one
similar to Pavlovian sensory preconditioning task (Brogden, 1939; Kimmel, 1977),
participants first learned that a picture (S1+) and a circle always appeared together. In
a later reward phase, they learned that the circle led to monetary reward. As a result,
participants displayed a preference to choose the S1+ picture to win money above
other equally familiar stimuli, even though it had never been rewarded. Neural
imaging data revealed that this decision preference was predicted by activity in the
hippocampus, a brain area encoding memory associations. This research showed that
reward can spread across memory associations (e.g., from the rewarded circle to
associated S1+ picture) via memory circuits in the hippocampus, which then impacts
decision making. Our research question is, if memories for associations can guide
reward decision-making, is it possible to alter decision making by changing

participants’ memory associations?



Memory Malleability and False Feedback

Episodic memory refers to mentally re-experiencing one’s own previous
experiences and it binds different elements of “what”, “where” and “when” into an
integrative experience (Tulving, 2002). More than 80 years of false memory research
has demonstrated that memory is a highly adaptive and re-constructive system where
its elements can be selectively sampled, intentionally forgotten or even completely
distorted (Howe & Otgaar, 2013; Loftus, 2005; Schacter, 2012). For instance, people
watched a parade of eight people, but then misremembered there were six people after
answering a suggestive question “was the leader of four people a male?” (Loftus,
1975). Or one can falsely recall that a blued-eye person committed a crime after
receiving suggestive false information, while the perpetrator actually had brown eyes
(e.g., Zajac & Henderson, 2009).

A plethora of research has demonstrated that memory can be manipulated via
providing false feedback. One type of manipulation is to create rich autobiographical
false memories through false feedback when in fact there are no relevant experiences
underpinning such a memory. After being falsely suggested that they had been sick
after eating a particular food such as egg salad in childhood, some participants report
remembering vivid details of being sick on egg salad as a child and later show
reduced preference for, and eating of, that particular food (Bernstein, Laney, Morris,
& Loftus, 2005; Geraerts, Berstein, Merckelbach, Linders, Raymaekers, & Loftus,
2008; Scoboria, Mazzoni, & Jarry, 2008; Wang, Otgaar, Bisback, Smeets, & Howe,
2017). In those studies, participants have never experienced the egg salad-sickness
association, yet they exhibit preference changes when they come to believe and

remember this suggested association.



2

A more recent research line has used false feedback to undermine or “weaken’
genuine episodic memories. In Mazzoni, Clark, and Nash’s (2014) study, participants
performed actions such as clapping their hands and rubbing the table in front of a
video camera. A few days later, their memories of the performed actions were tested
and false feedback was provided to some of the actions suggesting that those actions
were never performed. Some participants no longer believed that they had performed
these actions but still remembered them, creating what are known as nonbelieved
memories. Importantly, some memory characteristics, such as spatial and temporal
clarity, even became weaker after false feedback. Other studies have found that false
feedback led people to no longer believe in their memories of studied words and later
changed memory related priming effects and problem-solving performance (Otgaar,
Moldoveanu, Wang, & Howe, 2017; Wang, Otgaar, Howe, Smeets, Merckelbach, &
Nahouli, 2017). Here, participants have experienced performing actions/seeing words,
but false feedback about their memories made them disbelieve these memories and
changed their memory-related behavior.

As we have summarized above, false feedback to experiences can either create
a completely false memory or make people retract a memory. As we have reviewed,
recent research has shown that memories about previous experiences play an
important role in reinforcement decision-making such as gambling. Thus, it is
possible to manipulate people’s memories for past experiences which can then change
people’s choices generated from conditioning or reinforcement. More specifically, re-
establishing or eliminating a memory association may directly impact behavioral
performance based on these altered memory associations. According to associative
activation theories of memory (Anderson, 1983; Howe, Wimmer, Gagnon, &

Plumpton, 2009; Otgaar, Howe, Muris, & Merckelbach, 2017; Roediger, Balota, &



Watson, 2001), memory is a network consisting of nodes and various associations
between these nodes. Crucially, activation of one memory node will automatically
spread to nearby memory nodes via associations in a memory network and thus
impact people’s performance on tasks related to these activated nodes. For example, if
people view the word “nurse” before identifying a related word “doctor”, their
response speed will be faster, and their responses more accurate, to “doctor”
compared to not viewing any related words (i.e., priming effect of memory;
McNamara, 2005; Meyer & Schvaneveldt, 1971). The reason is that the “nurse” node
has been activated in the memory network and the activation spreads to related nodes
such as “doctor”, which facilitates the speed/accuracy response to “doctor”.

In studies in which it was falsely suggested to people that they had been sick
after eating a food such as peach yoghurt, a (false) “peach yoghurt — sickness”
memory association was likely created. According to the spreading activation
principle, presenting them with peach yoghurt would activate the node of “sickness”
through the “peach yoghurt— sickness” memory association. As a result, people who
had established such an association showed a lower preference for peach yoghurt and
an avoidance to eating peach yoghurt (e.g., Scoboria et al., 2008). Conversely, when a
memory association has already been established, for instance an “egg salad —
sickness” association, telling participants that their memory was false led to no
avoidance of egg salad anymore (Wang et al., 2017). These results suggest that
feedback to an established memory association may change related decisions. In the
study of Wimmer and Shohamy (2012), participants were conditioned to form
“picture — circle — money” associations. Thus, the activation of money can spread to

the picture via the rewarded circle. If false feedback is provided to the “picture —



circle” pairing to weaken this memory association, then it is possible to shift people’s
performance on reward decision making tasks.

Recent studies have revealed that people’s choices can be changed by
reminders of relevant memories (i.e., selectively sampled memory) (Bornstein et al.,
2017; Ludvig et al., 2015). However, to our knowledge, no study has used false
feedback for true memories to alter reinforcement decision making. The current study
aims to examine whether false feedback on memory associations would change
participants’ choices to gain reward.

The Present Study

Combining findings from memory research with the reward decision-making
paradigm (e.g., Wimmer & Shohamy, 2012), in the current study we used false
feedback to change participants’ memory associations that particular items were
paired together, and then examined whether such false feedback would affect
participants’ choices among items to win money. To be more specific, participants
first learned associations among pictures and circles (e.g., an S1+ picture always
associated with a yellow circle) and then learned that certain circles (e.g., the yellow
circle) led to winning of money. In a memory test later, participants were told that the
S1+ picture did not appear together with the yellow circle, but was associated with
another non-rewarded circle. Finally, they were asked to choose from pictures and
circles to gain money.

A recent model of memory suggests that autobiographical memory can be
dissociated into two components, namely recollection referring to mental re-
experiencing of events with sensory details and belief that refers to the truth value
subjectively attached to a memory (Rubin, 2006; Scoboria, Jackson, Talarico,

Hanczakowski, Wysman, & Mazzoni, 2014). For instance, people believe that they
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were born but do not have recollections of the birth event or someone remembers
vivid images of Santa Claus but does not believe in his existence anymore. Plenty of
studies have demonstrated that belief in a memory can be changed or undermined via
feedback, in which participants are told that their memory is incorrect (e.g., Mazzoni,
Clark, & Nash, 2014; Otgaar, Wang, Franken, & Howe, 2018). Such feedback can
lead people to disbelieve that particular experiences happened though their sense of
recollection is maintained (see Otgaar, Scoboria, & Mazzoni, 2014 for a review).
After false feedback was provided in our study, recollection and belief of memory
associations were measured in the memory test, and we predicted that participants’
memory associations would be undermined in at least one of these memory aspects.
Based on research on nonbelieved memories, we expected that beliefs in the memory
associations should be greatly impacted.

One novelty with our procedure is that we did not change memory for the
stimuli, but manipulated the memory association between two stimuli. As associative
memory theories propose (Anderson, 1983; Howe et al., 2009; Roediger et al., 2001),
memory associations between memory nodes are key structures in an associative
memory network, which determines the direction of spreading memory activation. If
participants’ self-reported memory associations do contribute to reinforcement
decision-making, by undermining memory associations between the S1+ and
rewarded circle, we would expect participants’ decision preferences for S1+ pictures
to disappear after false feedback. On the other hand, if reinforcement decision making
is driven by mechanisms other than memory, we would expect participants’ decision-

making preferences to be unchanged by memory manipulations.
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Method

Participants

Before recruiting participants, we used G*Power 3.1 (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, &
Buchner, 2007) to calculate the required sample size. With an estimated power of .80,
power analysis revealed that 41 participants were required to detect a medium effect
size (d = 0.45). Forty-one students from Fudan University, Shanghai participated in
our study for a financial reward of ¥30. The sample consisted of 7 males and 34
females, with age ranging from 18 to 27 years old (Myg.= 21.2, SD = 2.22).
Design and Procedure

The current study was a within-subject design. In the False feedback
condition, participants received false feedback on their memorized associations in
order to break the established associations. In the True feedback (control) condition,
participants received true feedback about their memory associations. Half of the
associations were provided with false feedback and the other half with true feedback.
We also included filler pictures (no associations formed) in the task, which served as
a baseline of decision preferences. The procedure basically followed the same steps as
in the sensory preconditioning paradigm by Wimmer and Shohamy (2012), except
that we included a memory test with feedback before the decision phase. Throughout
the experiment, the participant sat in front of a computer, with the distance around 45-
50 centimeters from the screen. An experimenter (a research assistant) sat next to the

participant giving instructions when needed.
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Figure 1. Demonstration of procedure in the False feedback condition. The True
feedback condition had an identical procedure except that the memory feedback given
was true. Figure 1 illustrates one category of pictures (scenes). In total there were four

categories of pictures (see Appendix).

Preconditioning Phase 1: Association Phase. As Figure 1 shows, in the
association phase, neutral pictures were paired with neutral patterned circles.
Participants were merely asked to view some pictures in the instruction. However,
without telling them to memorize associations, a picture (scene, furniture, body part
or vehicle) always appeared before a particular patterned circle (see Walther, 2002).
There were four categories of pictures and in each category there were two pictures:
one picture (labeled as S1+ picture) paired with a later rewarded circle and the other
picture (labeled as S1- picture) paired with a non-rewarded circle. Order of the pairs
was randomized and each pair was presented for 10 times randomly. Four filler
picture pairs (picture-picture) appeared randomly as well. Each picture or circle was
presented for 1.5 s, with 1 s interval between them. The interval between each pair
was 3.5 s to help participants learn the associations. All trials were completely
randomized in one block. After all pairs were presented, participants rated their
likings for all stimuli on 1-7 scales (1 = very disliked, 7 = very liked).

Preconditioning Phase 2: Reward Phase. Following the association phase,
participants learned in the reward phase that half of the circles led to monetary reward

while the other half led to no reward. They were instructed to respond with the “F”
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key within 500 ms when they saw a picture of a money bill and respond with the “J”
key when detecting a grey square. Once they responded in time and correctly, they
won the money to their virtual money account. The money bill was always preceded
by half of the circles while the grey square was preceded by the other half. Thus, there
was a 100% contingency rate in the reward phase. Participants were explicitly told to
use the circle cues to respond so that they could learn the reward associations.
Participants went through 128 trials in total.

Feedback Phase. Before the decision phase, participants completed an
incidental memory test for the associations in the association phase. The memory test
first asked participants to recognize which circle was paired with a particular picture
(the picture was shown at the center of the screen, with two choices provided below it:
a correct one and a wrong one). There were 12 recognition trials in total. After each
recognition choice, verbal feedback was provided immediately via the computer with
“correct :)” or “incorrect :(”” shown on screen for 1.5 seconds and then the computer
screen presented the following “The correct answer is...” with the acclaimed correct
circle presented on screen. For half of the associations (n = 4; two S1+ associations
and two S1- associations), the default correct answers were purposively exchanged for
S1+ and S1- stimuli in the E-prime program. So for those associations, the program
falsely told them that the correct answer of an S1+ stimulus was a non-rewarded
circle, while it told participants that the correct answer of an S1- stimulus was a
rewarded circle. At the same time, the experimenter told the participant: “Your
memory is wrong. [ saw clearly that the picture was paired with this circle.” For the
other half of the associations (n = 4), the program provided the true status of
associations while giving feedback. Four filler picture pairs were also included in the

memory test, and they were always provided with correct feedback to make the
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overall feedback credible. After feedback was given, participants rated their
recollection (“Do you actually remember that the two items were paired together?”; 1
=no memory at all, 8 = complete memory) and belief (“Do you believe that the two
items were paired together?”’; 1 = do not believe at all, 8 = definitely believe) on 1-8
scales for the original association (i.e., the associations they recalled) with the two
items presented on screen (see Scoboria et al., 2014).

Decision Phase. Finally, participants went through the decision phase. For
each trial, two pictures or two circles appeared left and right on the screen.
Participants were asked to choose the picture that they thought would win them
money. Each trial consisted of two pictures from the same category (e.g., beach vs.
lake or leg vs. arm), and one picture (S1+ picture) had been associated with a
rewarded circle while the other (S1- picture) had been associated with a non-rewarded
circle in the association phase. The rewarded circle and non-rewarded circle were
presented in another trial to assess reward learning. In the decision phase, the same
two stimuli were presented for four times, with each stimulus randomly assigned to
the left or right side. There were 4 categories x 2 pairs x 4 times = 32 critical trials in
total, which were presented in random order.

Two filler pictures that were never paired with any circles were also presented
together with S1- pictures in the decision phase, to assess a baseline non-associated
decision preference. Note that as decision choice might be impacted by the stimuli,
materials were counterbalanced in a way that S1+ and S1- stimuli were exchanged in
around half of the participants (53.6%; n=22). Pre-liking data also revealed no
significant liking difference for S1+ (M= 4.34, 95%CI [4.05, 4.63]) and S1- (M= 4.23;

95%CI [3.94, 4.51]) stimuli, 7 (41) = 1.01, p = .32.
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Results

We will first report analyses on data of the feedback phase on participants’
memory ratings about their learned associations. We examined whether their
recollection and belief ratings on the memory associations were undermined by the
false feedback. Then we will discuss analyses concerning the final decision-making
phase including the percentage of times participants chose rewarded circles and
corresponding associated pictures (i.e., S1+) to win money as well as decision
preference scores of choosing a certain picture in the decision phase. Our interest was
whether the nature of the feedback (true vs. false) would impact participants’
choosing rates and preference scores of S1+ pictures.

Feedback phase: Baseline memory data and manipulation check

In the memory test, participants first were asked to choose the patterned circle
that they recalled was associated with the picture. Memory accuracy for associations
pre-false feedback (M= 0.68, 95%CI [0.57, 0.79]) did not differ significantly from the
memory accuracy for associations pre-true feedback (M= 0.77, 95%CI [0.65, 0.89]), ¢
(40) = -1.13, p=.27, indicating equivalent levels of associative memories in the two
conditions pre-feedback.

After feedback provided in the memory test, participants rated their
recollections and beliefs for the S1+ associations. As Figure 2 shows, false feedback
led to statistically lower recollection (¢ (40) = -5.26, p <.001, Cohen’s d = - 0.84) and
belief ratings (¢ (40) = -7.11, p<.001, Cohen’s d = - 1.11) than true feedback. False
feedback manipulation worked at both belief and recollection dimensions, suggesting
that it substantially weakened memory associations. Using a cut point of 4.5 to
dichotomously categorize recollection versus no recollection and belief versus no

belief in 1-8 scales, Figure 2 shows that mean ratings for associations in the true
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feedback condition fell into the upper range (4.5-8) while mean ratings for

associations in the false feedback condition fell into the lower range (1-4.5).

HE True Feedback
[ False Feedback

Ratings on 1 - 8 scales

Recollection Belief

Figure 2. Recollection and Belief ratings after True and False feedback. Error bars
represent 95%CI.
Decision-phase: Decision-making rates

Since preconditioning effect is limited by the conditioning effect (i.e., reward
learning), data per comparison (S1+ vs. S1-) in the decision phase were included only
when participants learned the corresponding reward association. For example, if a
participant did not learn which circle would win them money in the first place, there
was unlikely any spreading of preference from the circle to the picture. Five
participants did not learn any reward association in the False feedback condition (not
greater than chance level) and four participants did not learn any reward association in
the True feedback condition. Thus, thirty-two participants’ data were included in the
final set of analyses. To be noted, the results did not differ with or without exclusion

of participants.' Post-hoc power analysis calculated the power as 0.83 when sample

" Even if we included all 41 participants data without controlling for reward learning, similar
results were achieved: False feedback condition had significantly lower rate of choosing S1+ than True
feedback condition, ¢ (40) = -2.24, p = .03, Cohen’s d = - 0.55. However, controlling reward learning is
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size was 32. Those participants chose on average 97.66% (95%CI [0.96, 1.00]) of the
rewarded circles in the False feedback condition and 96.48% (95%CI [0.94, 1.00]) of
the rewarded circles in the True feedback condition. Paired samples #-test revealed no
statistically significant difference, 7 (31) = 0.83, p = .41, implying similar (near
ceiling) reward learning in the two conditions.

We were most interested in the decision making on S1 stimuli when true and
false feedback were provided to participants’ memory associations. We calculated the
average rate of choosing S1+ over S1- in four rounds for each participant as per
Wimmer and Shohamy’s (2012). In the baseline decision-making condition (filler vs.
S1-), participants chose the filler pictures at an approximately chance level (M = 0.49,
95%CI1[0.36, 0.62]). In the True feedback condition, participants chose S1+ in
66.41% (95%CI [0.54, 0.79]) of the choices, which was statistically larger than 50%
chance level, #(31)=2.62, p = .01, and statistically larger than the baseline condition,
#(31)=2.80, p =.009, Cohen’s d = 0.50. Thus we have replicated the sensory
preconditioning effect in the true feedback condition. However, in the False feedback
condition, participants chose S1+ only in 40.23% (95%CI [0.28, 0.53]) of the choices,
which was statistically lower than the True feedback condition, #31)=-2.74, p = .01,
Cohen’s d = - 0.74, and not different from the baseline condition, #31)=-0.98, p
=.33.

Decision-making preference scores

To better illustrate decision preferences over S1+ or S1- in the True vs. False

feedback conditions, we calculated participants’ average decision preference scores.

Decision preference score for pictures was calculated by subtracting times of

cleaner, more honest way of analyzing the data (i.e., the effect might be due to different levels of
reward learning), and thus we mainly report the results based on the conditionalized data.
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choosing S1- stimuli from times of choosing S1+ stimuli over four rounds. A positive
value indicates that participants preferred choosing S1+ stimuli over S1- stimuli; a
negative value indicates participants preferred S1- stimuli; 0 value means no
preference over S1+ or S1- stimuli (at 50% chance level). The preference score
ranged from - 4 to 4. For example, a value of 4 means that the participant chose 4
times of S1+ and 0 time of S1- picture. Paired samples #-test showed that the mean
preference score in the True feedback condition (M= 1.44, 95%CI [0.47, 2.40]) was
significantly higher than that of the False feedback condition (M= -0.78, 95%CI [-
1.80, 0.24]), ¢ (31) =-2.99, p = .005, Cohen’s d = - 0.53. Figure 3a demonstrates that
True feedback led participants to preferably choose S1+ stimuli (i.e., the
preconditioning effect), while false feedback led them to show no preference over

S1+ or S1- stimuli (i.e., the preconditioning effect disappeared).
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Figure 3a. Mean decision preferences in False and True feedback conditions. Decision
preference score = (Times of choosing S1+) — (Times of choosing S1-). E.g., a value

of 0 means no preference and a value of 2 means participants averagely chose 2 more
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times of S1+ in four rounds (i.e., choosing S1+ 3 times and choosing S1- once). Error

bars represent 95%CI.
4.00 A A =—False Feedback
3.00 =@—True Feedback
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Figure 3b. Individual data of decision preferences in False and True feedback

conditions. Each number on the X-axis represents one participant.

A recent study suggests that individual data should be presented with small
sample sizes (Weissgerber, Milic, Winham, & Garovic, 2015). Figure 3b illustrates
individual data of decision preference in true and false feedback conditions. It shows
that decision preference was even reversed in the False feedback condition compared
to the True feedback condition at an individual level. When a participant preferred
S1+ in the True feedback condition, this participant preferred S1- (or not preferring
S1+) in the False feedback condition; and when a participant preferred S1- in True
feedback condition, she/he was more likely to choose S1+ stimuli in the False
feedback condition. We separated participants into two groups, those who preferred
S1+ stimuli in the True feedback condition (i.e., preference score > 0; n =22) and
those who preferred S1- stimuli in True feedback condition (i.e., preference score < 0;
n = 6). Note that all these participants learned the reward conditioning very well
(Mean rate of choosing rewarded circles = 97%; 95%CI [94%, 100%]). Paired

samples z-test compared decision preferences between False versus True feedback in
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each group: for the former group, # (21) =-7.90, p <.001, Cohen’s d = - 1.96; for the
latter group, ¢ (5) = 3.20, p = .02, Cohen’s d = 1.39.
Decision-making latencies

Reaction times (RTs) for S1+ versus S1- choices were recorded during the
decision phase. After RTs < 300ms or > 10000 ms were excluded (2.02% of RTs
data) based on general rules in reaction time tasks such as the implicit memory test
(Greenwald, Nosek, & Banaji, 2003), RTs were averaged in each condition for each
participant. A paired samples 7-test was conducted to examine whether false feedback
impacted decision-making speed. No statistically significant difference in reaction
times was found between False feedback (M = 1802 ms, 95%CI [1539, 2066]) and

True feedback (M = 1782 ms, 95%CI [1494, 2071]) conditions, ¢ (40) = 0.17, p = .86.

Discussion

This is the first study to manipulate memory associations in a reinforcement
decision-making task. The results showed that false feedback to participants’
memories resulted in decreased recollection and belief ratings for their memory
associations. That is, after being told that they misremembered two items paired
together, participants indicated that they recollected the association to a lesser extent
and believed less in their memory associations than when receiving true feedback.
Thus, the false feedback manipulation successfully attenuated participants’ memory
associations, suggesting the strength of memory associations between stimuli can be
impacted by false feedback.

Previous research on false feedback and memory has mostly focused on how
feedback can change people’s beliefs in a memory while recollections are retained

(Otgaar, Scoboria, & Mazzoni, 2014). For example, developmental psychologist Jean
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Piaget vividly remembered that he was kidnapped as a child but later he was told by
his nurse that she fabricated the story. He no longer believed in his memories but he
could recall vivid recollections of the kidnap event (Mazzoni, Scoboria, & Harvey,
2011).

In our study, participants not only reported lower beliefs in their memory
associations but also reported lower recollections of these associations after receiving
false feedback. The reason might be that memory associations formed in the current
study were temporal in nature. That is, the presence of an S1 picture always preceded
the presence of a circle to form an association. Mazzoni et al. (2014) found that,
unlike sensory details, time characteristics of a memory can be significantly impacted
with false feedback, which explains why temporal associations in our study can be
easily deconstructed. Another reason why participants’ memory associations were
greatly impacted by false feedback may be that participants established relatively
weak memory associations in the association phase (e.g., memory accuracy was
around 0.68 - 0.77 pre-feedback), which may make memories easy to manipulate.
Although we have followed a standard sensory preconditioning procedure as in
previous research (Wimmer & Shohamy, 2012), future research may want to study the
impact of feedback on strong memory associations by increasing the stimuli exposure
or telling participants explicitly to memorize the associations.

This is also the first study showing that feedback on how memory associations
are formed can impact reinforcement decision-making. Intriguingly, the most novel
finding is that false feedback changed participants’ decision preferences compared to
true feedback. Participants exhibited the classical sensory preconditioning effect after
receiving true feedback in that they chose S1+ stimuli more often over S1- stimuli to

gain money. However, after they received false feedback telling them that certain
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associations were unfounded, they no longer preferred S1+ stimuli and showed no
sensory preconditioning effect anymore. Individual data showed that some
participants even preferred S1- to gain monetary reward in the false feedback
condition. Perhaps because we switched the paired circles for S1+ and S1- stimuli in
the false feedback, some participants might have formed a false memory that the S1-
picture was associated with a rewarded circle and thus demonstrated preferences over
S1- stimuli instead of showing no preference during decision making.

Recent research has shown that reminders of particular memories can greatly
guide people’s decision making (Ludvig et al., 2015; Bornstein et al., 2017). Our
study showed that feedback on memories about past experiences can change reward-
based decision-making. All these studies suggest that how organisms remember their
experiences (at the time of making a decision) is a key mechanism underlying
decision making or general reward learning. More specifically, our results can be
readily explained by memory mechanisms such as spreading activation theories
(Anderson, 1983; Howe et al., 2009; Roediger et al., 2001). From a memory network
perspective, memory consists of mental representations of stimuli (i.e., nodes) that
can be associated with each other. In the true feedback condition that exhibited a
typical sensory preconditioning effect, an S1+ stimulus was encoded to associate with
a circle that was encoded to associate with a reward. Thus, associations were
established between an S1+ picture and a circle and also between the circle and
reward in a participant’s memory network. According to the spreading activation
principle, activation of a node can spread along its associations to nearby nodes
automatically (Anderson, 1983; Howe et al., 2009). Although the S1+ stimulus was
never rewarded, the activation of the reward can be automatically spread via the

rewarded circle to the S1+ stimulus during decision making.
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However, by providing false feedback to participants’ memories, their
memories were re-assessed and might be deconstructed, consistent with numerous
studies that have shown the flexibility and malleability of our memory system (e.g.,
Loftus, 2005; Schacter, 2012). Indeed, our results showed that participants’ memories
for the associations between S1+ stimuli and rewarded circles were significantly
undermined. Thus, when an S1+ picture was presented in the decision phase, the
value of reward might not be activated since the association between S1+ and the
rewarded circle was weakened, as demonstrated by the memory ratings data. As a
result, participants did not show any preference to S1+ stimuli.

Previous research has also considered the role of memory structure and
spreading activation in decision making (e.g., Morewedge & Kahneman, 2010; Weber
& Johnson, 2006). Our explanation shares a lot of similarity with Morewedge and
Kahneman’s (2010) proposition that principles of associative memory activation
should apply to judgment processes. They propose that strongly activated information
is likely to gain more weight than information that is not activated in associative
memory network during decision making, which can explain why reminders of a
specific memory (i.e., stronger activation) determine later decision making. In the
current experiment, we found that false feedback led to change in memory ratings and
later led to change in their decision preferences, which aligns with the principle of
spreading activation along memory associations. Of note, what we measured were
participants’ subjective ratings of their memory associations instead of objective
measurements. We did not ask participants to take a recognition test again following
the feedback because there might be a confirmatory effect that participants just
confirm the feedback. Although most human memory research so far has focused on

subjective or self-reported measurements, objective measurements of memory such as
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physiological measures might be helpful in uncovering the exact mechanisms
underlying memory and decision making in future research.

There are also some alternative mechanisms that may account for the current
results. One possibility is the episodic recall of the false feedback during the decision
phase. When participants encountered pictures that received false feedback from the
memory test, they might recall a memory of the false feedback and thus select the
alternative picture based on the feedback that is memorized. This mechanism suggests
that the originally learned memory associations were not changed (although they were
attenuated as demonstrated by memory ratings data) but co-existed with memories of
the feedback phase. Another potential mechanism is that the sensory preconditioning
effect may be driven by some metacognitive processes such as belief-based
judgement and discounting. The information or beliefs generated from false feedback
may have overridden the learned memory association by the time of making a
decision and thus false feedback became a dominant factor influencing decisions.
According to a metacognitive model of autobiographical memory and belief by
Mazzoni and Kirsch (2002), belief is a metacognitive judgment of the occurrence of
an event and it has been found to be a primary factor in shaping behavior. For
example, a mega-analysis of eight studies has found that belief in a food aversive
event (e.g., being sick after eating strawberry ice cream) but not recollection of the
event predicted eating behavior (Bernstein et al., 2015). In our study, we observed a
decreased belief in stimuli associations after false feedback was provided, which may
explain the disappearance of the sensory preconditioning effect later. Notably, it
remains difficult to ascertain the exact component of memory (recollection or belief)

that led to the results since both memory components were undermined by false
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feedback. Nevertheless, our study illustrated that memory in general impacted
decision making.

Taken together, the current study has implications for theories of
reinforcement decision-making in general. Research on reinforcement learning
usually focuses on algorithms such as the model-free and model-based approaches,
where organisms compute possible values for different choices and choose the option
leading to greatest expected value (O’Doherty, Cockburn, & Pauli, 2017). Gershman
and Daw (2017) pointed out that the computational perspective is limited in
mimicking situations relevant for real life (e.g., facing a situation that has never been
encountered), and they have proposed an episodic reinforcement learning model
where episodic memory serves as a nonparametric estimation of the value in the
algorithms. The PAM theory also suggests that decisions are made by retrieving
information from memory in order to determine the best option (Weber & Johnson,
2006). Although the current study examined the role of memory from a different
approach by manipulating memories, the results support the recent theoretical view
that episodic memory should be integrated within the reinforcement decision-making
system. That is, principles of memory (e.g., memory activation, false memory effect)
may account for decision making. For example, participants who were implanted with
a false memory that they used to get sick with peach yogurt showed lower preferences
for peach yogurt (Scoboria et al., 2008). Further research is needed to investigate the
role of memory in decision making.

Some might argue that the inclusion of a memory test would change the nature
of the sensory preconditioning task. However, results in the true feedback condition
still revealed a sensory preconditioning effect while the baseline condition revealed

no effect, which suggests that the inclusion of a memory test did not impact the
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sensory preconditioning effect. Some might wonder whether the experimental effect
was due to demand characteristics that participants purposively selected S1+ stimuli
in the true feedback condition and purposively showed no preference in the false
feedback and baseline conditions. There are several reasons why this is unlikely to be
the case. Demand effects refer to participants’ change of behavior by discovering the
experiment’s purpose. However, it would be difficult for participants to find out in the
decision phase which trials referred to the true feedback condition, which referred to
the false feedback condition, and which referred to filler pictures since there were 112
trials in total mixed aross experimental conditions and filler pictures. We have also
switched the S1+ and S1- stimuli in half of the participants, so during the decision-
making phase, both the experimenter and the participant did not know exactly which
stimuli were S1+ or S1- and which stimuli had received true or false feedback (one
can only know by checking the program). What’s more, Wimmer and Shohamy’s
(2012) study suggests that the transference of value from a rewarded circle to the S1+
picture is out of participants’ awareness. Participants in our study made a decision
relatively fast (in around 1.8 s) and RTs in the true feedback condition did not differ
from RTs in the false feedback condition. Nevertheless, it is unknown from the
current study whether participants had explicitly referred to their memories or if the
spreading of preference via associations was automatic. Further research is needed to
closely examine participants’ decision-making process in the preconditioning task.

To conclude, our research has presented evidence that false feedback provided
to participants regarding their memories led to participants no longer showing
decision preferences to gain reward. The results suggest that episodic memories may
play an important role in reinforcement decision-making. It is time now to investigate

how principles of memories may impact reinforcement decision-making.
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