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Abstract
Pretending to suffer from amnesia for a mock crime has been shown to lead to memory impairments. Specifically, when 
people are asked to give up their role of simulators, they typically recall fewer crime-relevant details than those who initially 
confess to a crime. In the current review, we amassed all experimental work on this subject and assessed the characteristics 
of the memory-undermining effect of simulated amnesia for a crime procedure (i.e., crime stimuli, simulating amnesia 
instructions, memory tests, and memory outcomes). We specifically focused on the effect that crime-related amnesia claims 
may have on offenders’ final memory reports. Our review showed that simulators who initially claimed amnesia might para-
doxically experience some sort of forgetting pertaining to crime-related information. This issue could likely lead to legal 
complications that need be taken into account in crime-related amnesia cases.
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“I woke up close to the corpses, both times, I do not remem-
ber that I killed them, but I do not exclude it. The nights 
before I was with them, I remember I slept but when I woke 
up, I was in a blood lake. We had oral intercourse. Then, 
I fell asleep. It seemed like hours had passed and when I 
woke up I was entirely covered in blood.” These words were 
reported by N.I., a 52-year-old man sentenced to life impris-
onment for having murdered two prostitutes in a small city 
nearby Naples, Italy.1 N.I., who did not have any previous 
criminal record, was caught after five years of police investi-
gation. In 2015, after his arrest, despite admitting having met 
the victims, N.I. claimed not to remember anything related to 
the crimes he was suspected of. He claimed to have a “black 
hole” in his memory, an amnesic gap for having abused, 
tortured, and murdered two women.

In legal contexts, crime-related amnesia claims are not 
rare (e.g., Cima et al., 2002; Jelicic, 2018). Sometimes 
defendants or convicted perpetrators claim to be unable to 
recall information about serious crimes (e.g., homicide and 
sexual assault) they were accused of. Although populations 

can vary and field studies on crime-related amnesia have 
limitations (see for a thorough analysis: Evans, 2006), 
approximately one third of violent offenders claim memory 
loss for their deeds (see Table 1).

Crime-related amnesia can become a challenging mat-
ter to forensic psychiatrists and psychologists. As a mat-
ter of fact, in the absence of organic-related dysfunctions 
(e.g., brain injury, alcohol and drug intoxication; Goodwin, 
1995; Parkin, 1999; Stout & Farooque, 2008; Van Oorsouw 
et al., 2004), many scholars doubt the authenticity of crime-
related amnesia claims (Centor, 1982; Jelicic, 2018; Jelicic 
& Merckelbach, 2007). Research has shown that people are 
overall quite good at recalling their own actions (Engelkamp 
et al., 1994; Symons & Johnson, 1997), arguably implying 
that memory for committing a crime is highly likely to be 
retained. Also, emotional or traumatic events are usually 
better remembered than neutral ones (Kensinger & Ford, 
2020; McGaugh, 2006; McNally, 2003, 2007). For instance, 
Rubin et al. (2004) did not find any support for the idea that 
war veterans’ trauma-related memories become less acces-
sible over time. Thus, these reasons offer strong grounds 
for the position that offenders who claim amnesia for their 
deeds are just pretending to suffer from memory loss (e.g., 
Jelicic, 2018).
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With “malingered (or simulated) crime-related amnesia,” 
forensic mental health experts refer to the deliberate simula-
tion of memory loss surrounding a criminal act. Hopwood 
and Snell (1933) suggested that approximately 20% of the 
offenders who declared memory loss were actually malin-
gerers. However, scholars have argued that such a rate could 
be much higher (e.g., Cima et al., 2002). Indeed, there are 
several reasons to believe that many offenders’ memory loss 
claims are malingered. First, offenders may fake memory loss 
to obstruct police investigations, slowing down their course, 
thereby possibly affecting the trial proceedings (Tysse, 2005). 
Second, offenders might also hope that malingering memory 
loss might be beneficial to the outcome of their trial in an 
attempt to evade or minimize criminal responsibility (Tysse & 
Hafemeister, 2006). Third, some offenders may pretend mem-
ory loss in an attempt to avoid possible painful conversations 
about their crime during psychiatric treatments (e.g., Cima 
et al., 2002). Relatedly, feelings of guilt and shame are not 
uncommon among violent perpetrators (e.g., murderers, sex 
offenders), which may likely decrease the motivation to come 
forward with actual, intimate details of the traumatic offense 
(e.g., Gudjonsson, 2003, 2006). Hence, malingering memory 
loss is an appealing strategy for many offenders.

Courts are oftentimes skeptical about crime-related amnesia 
claims. This is essentially due to two motives: First, rates of 
such claims are high, leading to the sentiment that the majority 
of the amnesic claims are unlikely. Consequently, and second, 
judges may suspect that a deliberate act of simulation could 
be hidden behind a memory loss claim in court. However, a 
critical factor that might be troublesome for the legal domain is 
related to the mnemonic consequences of the act of pretending 
to suffer from amnesia for a crime. That is, experimental studies 
have revealed that the intentional simulation of memory loss 
might impair memory for criminal experiences (Mangiulli et al., 
2018b; Van Oorsouw & Merckelbach, 2004). If so, statements 
might be become less reliable and detailed, thereby appearing 
less credible in court (e.g., Bell & Loftus, 1988).

The Memory‑Undermining Effect 
of Simulated Amnesia

Several experimental studies have examined the memory-
undermining effect of simulated amnesia for a crime (see 
Table 2). In a nutshell, the standard procedure to study the 
memory-undermining effect of simulated crime-related 

Table 1  Studies on offenders’ 
claims of amnesia (i.e., partial 
or complete) reported in the 
literature

The current table is adapted from Evans (2006). Percentages are shown rounded

Authors Population Sample size Amnesic

Hopwood and Snell (1933) Security hospital patients 100 78 (78%)
Leitch (1948) Murderers

(inmates)
51 16 (31%)

Guttmacher (1955) Unclear 36 12 (33%)
O’Connell (1960) Murderers 50 20 (40%)
Tanay (1969) Murderers 53 37 (70%)
Bradford and Smith (1979) Murderers 30 28 (93%)
Lynch and Bradford (1980) Various offenders

(including non-violent)
22 17 (77%)

Taylor and Kopelman (1984) Various offenders
(including non-violent)

203 19 (9%)

Parwatikar et al. (1985) Murderers 105 24 (23%)
Gudjonsson et al. (1989) Murderers

(or attempted murders)
16 9 (56%)

Gudjonsson et al. (1999) Violent offenders 37 18 (49%)
Spinelli (2001) Murderers 16 14 (87%)
Pyszora et al. (2003) Life-sentenced inmates

(1994 cohort)
207 59 (29%)

Cima et al. (2003) Violent offenders
(psychiatric patients inmates)

62 17 (27%)

Cima et al. (2004) Inpatients 308 72 (23%)
Evans et al. (2009) Violent young offenders 105 21 (20%)
Van Oorsouw and Cima (2007) Inmates 34 14 (42%)
Cima and Van Oorsouw (2013) Various offenders

(including non-violent)
31 12 (39%)

Total 1466 487 (33%)
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amnesia is as follows (see also Otgaar & Baker, 2018). First, 
participants are exposed to a crime stimulus (e.g., video of a 
criminal experience). After that, participants are instructed to 
either simulate memory loss or confess to the crime (i.e., simu-
lators vs. confessors). Sometimes, a third condition is involved 
in which participants do not receive any instruction, and who 
serve as a delayed test-only control condition (i.e., control 

group; Bylin & Christianson, 2002; Mangiulli et al., 2018b, 
2019a; Sun et al., 2009; Van Oorsouw & Merckelbach, 2004). 
After a distractor task, during a first memory phase, partici-
pants in the first two conditions (simulators vs. confessors) 
are asked to comply with their instructions through a memory 
test (e.g., free and cued recall). Typically, after a 1-week delay, 
all participants of the two (or three) experimental conditions 

Table 2  Studies on the memory-undermining effect of simulated amnesia reported in the literature

n.r. stands for “not reported”. Despite reporting here the overall sample sizes used in the experimental studies, it should be noticed that some-
times those included a second control condition (delayed testing-only control group) which was not taken into account in this table. Indeed, the 
simulated amnesia effect concerns the mnemonic performance between simulating amnesia and truth-telling participants. Specifically, Sn and Cn 
refer to the number of participants belonging to the simulating amnesia and truth-telling (i.e., confessors) groups, respectively. Studies marked 
by (a) employed a different memory test than a cued recall (e.g., recognition, “yes/no”). Studies marked by (b) used two different simulating 
amnesia groups. Specifically, in Bylin (2002), the second simulating amnesia group (i.e.,  Sn2) was instructed to repeat the simulation throughout 
two memory sessions; in Bylin and Christianson (2002), the second simulating amnesia group (i.e.,  Sn2) was instructed to do pretend memory 
loss by distorting information; in Mangiulli et al. (2019a), Mangiulli et al. (2019b)), the second simulating amnesia group (i.e.,  Sn2) malingered 
amnesia by practicing and retrieving some information about the mock crime video. Finally, note that in Mangiulli et al. (2019a), the simulat-
ing amnesia effect corresponds only to the comparison between simulators and confessors not subjected to the rehearsal manipulation (i.e., no 
reminder)

Authors Sample size Crime stimulus Instruction given Simulating amnesia effect

Free recall Cued recall/
other tasks

p d p d

Christianson and Bylin (1999) 54
(Sn = 25; Cn = 29)

Narrative story Evading responsibility  < 0.05 n.r  < 0.05 n.r

Bylin (2002)a, b 55
(Sn1 = 19; Cn = 18)

Narrative story Appearing not guilty  < 0.001 1.27  < 0.05 n.r

55
(Sn2 = 18; Cn = 18)

Narrative story Appearing not guilty  < 0.001 1.28  > 0.05 n.r

Bylin and Christianson (2002)b 76
(Sn1 = 19; Cn = 19)

Narrative story Avoiding punishment  < 0.05 1.11  < 0.001 0.73

76
(Sn2 = 19; Cn = 19)

Narrative story Avoiding punishment  > 0.05 0.30  < 0.001 1.05

Van Oorsouw and Merckelbach (2004) 61
(Sn = 21; Cn = 20)

Mock crime Minimizing responsibility  < 0.05 0.77  < 0.05 0.66

Van Oorsouw and Merckelbach (2006) 60
(Sn = 30; Cn = 30)

Mock crime Evading responsibility  < 0.05 0.72 - -

Sun et al. (2009) (Exp. 1) 60
(Sn = 20; Cn = 20)

Narrative story Evading responsibility  < 0.0001 n.r  < 0.0001 n.r

Sun et al. (2009) (Exp. 2) 46
(Sn = 14; Cn = 16)

Narrative story Evading responsibility  < 0.001 n.r  < 0.05 n.r

Mangiulli et al. (2018b) 111
(Sn = 37; Cn = 37)

Mock crime video Evading punishment 0.014 0.61 0.12 0.44

Romeo et al. (2018)a 93
(Sn = 31; Cn = 31)

Mock crime Evading punishment - - 0.08 0.44

Mangiulli et al. (2019a) (Exp. 1) 90
(Sn = 30; Cn = 30)

Mock crime video Evading punishment 0.65 0.16 0.61 0.10

Mangiulli et al. (2019a) (Exp. 2) 150
(Sn = 50; Cn = 50)

Mock crime video Evading punishment 0.008 1.16 1.00 0.10

Mangiulli et al. (2019b)b 120
(Sn1 = 40; Cn = 40)

Mock crime video Evading responsibility  < 0.0001 0.92 - -

120
(Sn2 = 40; Cn = 40)

Mock crime video Evading responsibility 0.46 0.35 - -

Mangiulli et al. (2020) 85
(Sn = 44; Cn = 41)

Mock crime video Evading responsibility  < 0.001 0.96 - -
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are asked to honestly retrieve what they witnessed during the 
crime event. In this phase, simulators are asked to give up 
their role as a simulator and provide an honest account. The 
standard finding is that, in this latter phase, simulators retrieve 
fewer crime-related details than confessors (e.g., Christianson 
& Bylin, 1999; Van Oorsouw & Merckelbach, 2004, 2006).

The Cognitive Mechanisms Underling 
the Simulating Amnesia Effect

Three major cognitive-related accounts have been put 
forward to explain people’s detrimental memory effects 
caused by simulating amnesia. Among these, simulators’ 
lack of rehearsal of the crime during the first memory 
phase (i.e., when participants are instructed to simulate 
amnesia) appears to be the most parsimonious one (e.g.,  
Christianson & Bylin, 1999; Van Oorsouw & Merckelbach,  
2004). The reasoning behind this explanation is that  
in contrast to truth-tellers (i.e., confessors), during the first 
memory phase, simulators do not elaborately engage in 
rehearsing the crime. Because rehearsal generally enhances 
memory for details and events (e.g., Marsh et al., 2005), 
by complying with the instruction that simulators receive, 
they have less opportunity to consolidate correct crime-
related information than participants who have to tell the 
truth. Hence, when coming forward with a truthful memory 
statement at the final test, simulators correctly recall less 
information than those who did not simulate memory loss 
to begin with. This mechanism is supported by findings 
showing that when a delayed testing-only control group 
in the experimental design was included, both simulat-
ing participants and controls reported a similar amount 
of information, but still lower than confessors (e.g., Bylin 
& Christianson, 2002; Sun, et al., 2009; Van Oorsouw & 
Merckelbach, 2004). Thus, according to this account, simu-
lating memory loss would be equivalent as not providing a 
memory report for the criminal act at all.

However, recent studies are inconsistent with the idea 
that lack of rehearsal underpins the memory-undermining 
effect of simulated amnesia (e.g., Mangiulli et al., 2018b, 
2019a; McWilliams et al., 2014; Newton & Hobbs, 2015). 
In Mangiulli et al. study (Experiment 2, 2019a) when sim-
ulators were provided with reminders of the mock crime 
video, their memory performance was boosted as much 
as that of confessors, and far better than that exhibited by 
controls. Furthermore, in the same study, even when not 
prompted with reminders of the crime, simulating par-
ticipants reported more correct crime-related details than 
delayed-testing only controls (see also Mangiulli et al., 
2018b; McWilliams et al., 2014; Newton & Hobbs, 2015). 
These findings hint to the possibility that simulating amne-
sia in the first place might paradoxally preserve some traces 

of the criminal event, at least as compared with not being 
initially interviewed (Mangiulli et al., 2018b; McWilliams 
et al., 2014).

A second cognitive mechanism that might underlie the 
memory-undermining effect of simulated amnesia is related 
to source monitoring errors (Johnson et al., 1993; Mitchell & 
Johnson, 2009), wherein memories for imagined experiences 
that share several contextual (e.g., spatial and temporal), 
perceptual (e.g., sound and color), and affective (e.g., emo-
tions) features with real memories might be confused with 
the original event. Thus, drawing on this idea, Christianson 
and Bylin (1999) proposed that simulators might incorpo-
rate some incorrect details (self-generated during the attempt 
to simulate memory loss) in their final memory reports, 
thereby undermining the entire memory for original event. 
However, other studies (e.g., Van Oorsouw & Merckelbach, 
2004, 2006) did not find support for such a mechanism. Van 
Oorsouw and Merckelbach (2004) argued that if source 
monitoring confusion was likely to be an explanation for 
the simulating amnesia effect, some sort of repeated memory 
errors between the initial and the final memory phases would 
have been revealed. Indeed, most studies did not find a link 
between the number of errors of simulators at the initial 
memory phase and errors provided during the second one 
(e.g., Mangiulli et al., 2018a; Van Oorsouw & Merckelbach, 
2004, 2006). Furthermore, Mangiulli et al. (2018a) recently 
showed that simulators are able of recognizing their own 
self-generated simulated version of the crime and distin-
guishing it from the original experience.

Finally, some scholars stipulated that simulators’ memory 
impairments might be caused by retrieval-induced forget-
ting (RIF; Christianson & Bylin, 1999; Mangiulli et al., 
2019b). RIF refers to forgetting as a consequence of selec-
tively retrieving some information related to the target items 
(Anderson et  al., 1994). Building on this phenomenon, 
simulators might omit crucial crime-related information 
(e.g., how the crime occurred) while retrieving only certain 
elements during the process of simulating amnesia (e.g., 
peripheral information), thereby exhibiting an overall low 
memory performance over time. Mangiulli et al. (2019b) 
examined whether RIF is a driving mechanism for the simu-
lating amnesia effect. That is, by merging both procedures 
(simulating amnesia for a crime and RIF paradigms), these 
authors had one group of simulating participants (i.e., simu-
lators retrieval practice) to selectively learn, practice, and 
retrieve only peripheral information about the crime event, 
thus omitting crucial crime-related details. Results showed 
that, even though the practiced phase led these participants 
to boost their overall memory recall, the percentage of 
crucial crime-related information was significantly lower 
than that exhibited by both simulating control participants 
(i.e., simulators no-retrieval practice) and confessors. Thus, 
these authors concluded that RIF might partially explain 
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simulators’ memory detriments if the core of the simulating 
amnesia effect is represented by memory impairments on 
crucial crime-related information (Mangiulli et al., 2019b).

The Current Review

Considering the occurrence of (malingered) crime-
related amnesia claims in court (e.g., Cima et al., 2002; 
Merckelbach & Christianson, 2007), it is imperative to 
provide legal professionals with information about how 
defendants might remember criminal experiences after 
having pretended memory loss. Therefore, in the current 
review, we assembled empirical work on the simulating 
amnesia effect on memory. Specifically, we focused on 
experimental studies on the memory-undermining effect 
of simulated crime-related amnesia. The reason why we 
focused on this work is because these studies manipulated 
the simulation of amnesia, thereby being better suited 
to examine how such a simulation might affect memory 
as compared with, for instance, field work on offenders 
claiming to have pretended memory loss. Also, because of 
some relevant variations in the same studies (e.g., stimuli 
adopted, procedure, and instructions received), we did not 
conduct a meta-analysis on the simulating amnesia effect. 
However, given that memory statements are vital in legal 
proceedings, we cannot overlook research suggesting that 
memory failures might take place after the act of simu-
lating amnesia (e.g., Mangiulli et al., 2018b, 2019b; Van 
Oorsouw & Merckelbach, 2004) and thus how offenders’ 
final reports might be impacted by this act.

Method

Sampling Procedure

A literature search was carried out between June and July 
2021 in order to find experimental studies on the memory-
undermining effect of simulated amnesia. We included arti-
cles from 1998 onwards. The reason for this was because 
the first study on simulated amnesia for a crime paradigm 
was published in 1999 (i.e., Christianson & Bylin, 1999). 
Using PsycINFO and Google Scholar, we used the follow-
ing keywords: Feigning amnesia, OR simulating amnesia, 
OR malingering amnesia AND memory (see PRISMA dia-
gram; Fig. 1). Additionally, we manually retrieved articles 
from reference lists within the selected papers. Finally, we 
looked for unpublished studies on the simulating amnesia 
effect by directly contacting the corresponding authors of 
the published articles on the simulating amnesia effect. Yet 
by the time of the submission of the current review, we did 
not retrieve any additional data or articles.

Three inclusion criteria were adopted to select stud-
ies for the current review: The articles had to be peer 
reviewed, had to be written in English, and had to encom-
pass at least one experimental study on the simulating 
amnesia effect. Furthermore, variations to the stand-
ard procedure (i.e., Christianson & Bylin, 1999) were 
included as long as the experimental studies encom-
passed the following characteristics: (1) participants 
identified themselves with the offender of a (mock) 
crime, (2) were instructed to pretend to suffer from mem-
ory impairments (i.e., amnesia), (3) were instructed to 
avoid punishment or responsibility for the same criminal 
event, (4) and eventually told to come forward with the 
truth.

A total of 32 articles were found. Of those, only 11 were 
selected according to the aforementioned characteristics 
(see Table 2). In the current review, we first focused on 
three elements that characterized studies on the simulat-
ing amnesia effect, namely, (i) crime stimuli (i.e., nar-
rative story, crime video, mock crime), (ii) simulating 
amnesia instructions (e.g., evade responsibility or avoid 
punishment), and (iii) memory measures employed (i.e., 
free recall, cued recall, and other memory tasks). Next, we 
concentrated on the simulating amnesia effect in terms of 
(iv) memory outcomes (e.g., low recollection of the event). 
In this latter respect, the memory-undermining effect of 
simulated amnesia is solely defined by the comparison 
between simulating amnesia participants (simulators) and 
truth-telling participants (confessors). Hence, because 
we aimed to stress the implications of the offenders’ final 
memory statements after the act of simulated memory loss 
(see below), our examination regarding the memory out-
comes refer only to the difference between simulators and 
confessors. Finally, we reported on (v) other memory errors 
sometimes exhibited by simulating participants (i.e., com-
missions and/or distortions).

Results

Descriptive Information

Of the 11 articles selected, 81% included only one experi-
mental study (n articles = 9; n experiments = 9), while the remain-
ing two articles contained two experimental studies each 
(i.e., Mangiulli et al., 2019a; Sun et al., 2009) (see Table 2). 
A total of 1061 participants [(under)graduate university stu-
dents] were involved in the selected studies. The mean age 
of these participants was 22.94 (SD = 3.86; 64% women). 
The majority of the experimental studies was conducted in 
Europe (81%, n articles = 10, n experiments = 11; Italy, Sweden, 
the Netherlands), while the remaining were run in the USA 
(i.e., Connecticut).
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Crime Stimuli

Since Christianson and Bylin’s first article in 1999, 36% 
of the work on the simulating amnesia effect has adopted 
a narrative story as a mock crime stimulus (n articles = 4, 
n experiments = 5; Bylin, 2002; Bylin & Christianson, 2002; 
Christianson & Bylin, 1999; Sun et al., 2009) (see Table 2). 
For instance, Christianson and Bylin (1999) and Bylin 
(2002) used written stimulus material based on real crimes, 
describing events surrounding the stabbing of a middle-aged 
man committed by a young man. Alternatively, Bylin and 
Christianson (2002) used a written narrative consisting of a 
fictitious story about a traffic crime, in which the perpetra-
tor, intoxicated by alcohol, hit and killed a young woman. 
Finally, in Sun et al. (2009), participants read a typed story 
while simultaneously listening to the same spoken narra-
tive. These authors, in an attempt to expose participants to 
a realistic story, provided them either with a narrative of 

a perpetrator who, intoxicated by alcohol during a college 
party, mistakenly killed a puppy by feeding him a chicken 
bone (Experiment 1), or a perpetrator who, still intoxicated 
by alcohol, mistakenly gave food containing peanuts to a 
friend who died from peanut allergy (Experiment 2).

Moreover, the first to use a mock crime video in the  
simulating amnesia for a crime paradigm were Mangiulli  
and co-workers (36%, n articles = 4, n experiments = 5; Mangiulli 
et al., 2018a, b, 2019a, b, 2020). In order to avoid the mundane  
feeling of reading a crime-related story, these authors pro-
vided participants with a mock crime video concerning a 
homicide. That is, in Mangiulli et al. studies (2018b, 2019a; 
see also Mangiulli et al., 2018a) participants were shown a 
video (i.e., approximately 2.30 min) containing a violent 
scene portraying a conflict between two armed men. The 
scene ended with one of the men being strangled by the 
other. Mangiulli et al. (2019b, 2020) recently changed the 
mock crime video by adopting a point of view perspective. 

Fig. 1  PRISMA 2020 flow 
diagram reflecting the sampling 
procedure adopted in the current 
review
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Because the majority of the people involved in experimental 
research on the simulating amnesia effect are women, these 
authors provided participants with a video in which it was 
not possible to detect the offenders’ gender. Accordingly, 
this could reduce the potential confounding effect caused by 
the offenders’ gender. In this scene (i.e., 3 min), a perpetrator 
after having had dinner at his/her flat goes to the inner city 
for some drinks. In the restroom of the last club, the offender 
has a violent fight with another person. The scene ends with 
the strangling of the victim.

Finally, in the remaining articles (27%, n articles = 3, n 
experiments = 3; Romeo et al., 2018; Van Oorsouw & Merckelbach, 
2004, 2006), participants were asked to perform a mock crime 
and successively simulate memory loss for it. In their two stud-
ies, Van Oorsouw and Merckelbach (2004, 2006) instructed their 
participants to enter a fully equipped bar and hit and knock down 
a dummy with a pool cue. After doing so, participants were pro-
vided with surrounding motives about the crime they just com-
mitted. Similarly, Romeo et al. (2018) asked their participants to 
steal and share the answers to an exam beforehand. Those answers 
were located into the statistics professor’s email account so they 
were encouraged to steal its password.

Simulating Amnesia Instruction

Eighty-one percent of the articles on the simulating amnesia 
effect (n articles = 9, n experiments = 11) offered to participants 
the same motive to pretend to suffer from memory loss. That 
is, during the first memory test phase, people were told to 
evade responsibility or avoid punishment for the (mock) 
crime (see Table 2). Only first Bylin (2002), and later Van 
Oorsouw and Merckelbach (2004), slightly changed this 
instruction in “appearing not guilty” and “minimizing the 
responsibility” for the event, respectively.

Furthermore, some scholars have also applied some 
variations to the standard paradigm (i.e., how and when to 
pretend to suffer from memory loss). For instance, Bylin 
(2002) tested the effect of repeated simulation on genuine 
memory for a crime by including a second simulating group 
(i.e., repeat simulation). These participants were instructed 
to repeat simulating memory loss, throughout an additional 
memory session (i.e., the second). Thus, Bylin (2002) used 
three, rather than the usual two, memory test phases. Bylin 
and Christianson (2002) investigated possible strategies 
underpinning the act of simulating amnesia for a crime. In 
doing so, they asked an additional group of simulating par-
ticipants to simulate memory loss by distorting important 
details of the crime so to appear not guilty (i.e., simulation 
commission). Moreover, in an attempt to investigate possible 
mnemonic mechanisms underlying the simulating amnesia 
effect, Mangiulli et al. (2019b) pitted a second simulating 
amnesia group against the standard one. That is, while one 

group of simulators was told to simply malinger amnesia, a 
second group was asked to simulate memory loss by selec-
tively retrieving, and omitting, specific actual information 
about the crime in an attempt to be consistent with their 
amnesic claims.

Memory Measures

In general, participants were usually tested individually in a 
quiet test room (but see Bylin, 2002, in which 5–10 people 
were tested simultaneously). It is important to stress that, in 
the studies, memory measures were kept consistent through-
out the experiments, meaning that the same tests were used 
across the different sessions. The majority of the articles 
on the simulating amnesia effect used at least two memory 
measures (63%, n articles = 7, n experiments = 9) (see Table 2). 
The most common memory measure used was the free recall 
(91%, n articles = 10, n experiments = 12), wherein participants 
were invited to write down their memory statements, irre-
spective of the instruction received (simulating vs. confess-
ing). Usually, participants were instructed to report the course 
of the event in a “I/me” style, because they were supposed to 
identify themselves with the perpetrator of the crime. While 
only in three articles participants were invited to write their 
reports within 20 min (Bylin, 2002; Christianson & Bylin, 
1999; Van Oorsouw & Merckelbach, 2004), in the remaining 
studies they were given as much time as needed to do so. The 
average time delay between the initial and final free recall test 
was 6.6 days (SD = 3.3).

Furthermore, the second most frequent memory measure 
employed in the articles was cued recall (54%, n articles = 6, 
n experiments = 8), namely, answering to a pre-set of questions 
either in oral or written form (e.g., “Where did the murder  
take place?”; Mangiulli et al., 2018b). On average, participants 
were asked 21.3 (range: 11–37; SD = 9.4) open-ended ques-
tions about the crime event. The average time delay between 
the initial and final cued recall test was 7 days (SD = 0.1).

On a small note, in Bylin (2002) a recognition task was 
employed, rather than a cued recall, that comprised 41 
multiple-choice questions. On such a test, truth-telling par-
ticipants (confessors) recognized more correct information 
than simulating participants (p < 0.05; but no statistically 
significant difference was observed between the former and 
those simulators who repeated simulation). Also, in Bylin 
and Christianson (2002), an additional recognition task was 
used alongside the typical free and cued recall, wherein par-
ticipants provided responses to 26 multiple-choice questions 
concerning details from the narrative story. However, no sta-
tistically significant differences were found between groups 
(simulators vs. confessors).

Finally, in a recent study by Romeo et al. (2018) neither 
of the aforementioned measures was used. Instead, those 
authors applied a “yes/no” source monitoring test. That 
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is, the source monitoring test concerned questions about 
true (i.e., actual details encoded during the mock crime) 
and false information (i.e., details not presented during the 
mock crime). The source monitoring test was administered 
both for the interview (i.e., first memory session), and for 
the mock crime event. Results showed that simulating par-
ticipants’ memory reports were undermined only for true 
and false details concerning questions asked during the 
first memory session (p = 0.04, and p < 0.01, respectively). 
However, the authors did not find the memory-undermining 
effect of simulated amnesia for the mock criminal event (see 
Table 2).

The Simulating Amnesia Effect

As stated above, the memory-undermining effect of simu-
lated amnesia is expressed by the comparison between simu-
lating amnesia participants and truth-tellers (confessors) on 
the number of reported correct details of the crime event at 
the final memory test. That is, simulators typically report 
fewer correct details than confessors. Here, we focused on 
the most used memory tests, namely, free and cued recalls, 
because there were very few studies on other memory meas-
ures (e.g., recognition task) that would allow us to provide 
any aggregated data. Of course, these data should be inter-
preted with caution considering the different variations 
among studies (e.g., different instructions, different stimuli).

Participants’ memory performance on the free recall is 
usually reported in absolute numbers (e.g., Bylin, 2002) 
or proportions (range: 0–1; Mangiulli et al., 2018b; Van 
Oorsouw & Merckelbach, 2004). The simulating amnesia 
effect has been found in all of the selected articles that 
included a free recall (n articles = 10) and in 92% of the 
experiments conducted (n experiments = 11), with a Cohen’s d 
effect size ranging from medium to large (range: 0.6–1.3). 
Usually free recall was scored by giving one point for 
each correct piece of information reported into partici-
pants’ statements. Across all the experiments, during the 
free recall, on average participants could recall a maxi-
mum of 64.5 details2 (SD = 38.2) pertaining to the crime 
event. When asked to come forward with the truth dur-
ing the second memory test, simulators reported 33.7% 
of the total information (M = 21.7, SD = 14.3), while, by 
contrast, confessors recalled 44.1% of the same information 
(M = 28.4, SD = 19). In other words, on average simulat-
ing participants reported 10.4% less correct information 
than confessors when truthfully recalling the event, which 
in turn corresponds to 6.7 (SD = 4.7) details related to 

the crime event. Welch’s independent-sample t-test (one-
tailed) was calculated3 on that difference, t(21.73) = -1.72, 
p = 0.05 with a d = 0.70, implying that about two thirds of 
the confessor group will be above the mean of the simula-
tion group (Magnusson, 2021).

Similarly, also cued recall scores were reported either in 
absolute numbers (e.g., Bylin, 2002) or proportion (range: 
0–1; Mangiulli et al., 2018b; Van Oorsouw & Merckelbach, 
2004). The simulating amnesia effect has been found in 66% 
of the selected articles that used a cued recall (n articles = 4) 
and in 62% of the experiments conducted (n experiments = 5), 
with a Cohen’s d effect size ranging from medium to  large2 
(range: 0.7–1.5). As for the free recall, also the cued recall 
was typically scored by assigning one point for each correct 
piece of information reported by participants. Among the 
selected experiments, during the cued recall, participants 
could report a maximum of 38.8 details (SD = 38.2) pertain-
ing to the crime stimulus. During the second memory test 
(i.e., genuine recollection), simulators displayed 64.7% of 
the total information (M = 25.1, SD = 3.1), while confessors 
reported 72.6% (M = 28.2, SD = 3.8) of the same informa-
tion. Hence, when honestly accounting for the crime event 
during a cued recall, simulators recall 7.9% less informa-
tion than confessors, which corresponds to 2.9 details 
(SD = 0.7). A Welch’s independent-sample t-test (one-tailed) 
was  computed2 on that difference revealing t(9.99) =  − 1.28, 
p = 0.114, d = 0.74.

Other Memory Errors

In addition to correct recall rates, other dependent vari-
ables were often taken in consideration in the articles on 
the simulating amnesia effect, namely, the number of omis-
sion (i.e., withholding information) and commissions (i.e., 
newly fabricating information) and/or distortions (i.e., alter-
ing existing details) reported during the final memory test. 
Only 50% of the selected articles, which included at least a 
free recall as a memory measure, inspected omission errors 
(n articles = 5, n experiments = 5). Yet it should be noticed that this 
memory measure is not informative because this outcome 
virtually mirrors simulating participants’ weak performance 
with respect to the correctness rate. That is, simulators made 
more omission errors because they recalled less correct 
information about the crime event as compared with truth-
telling participants (confessors) (e.g., Christianson & Bylin, 
1999; Van Oorsouw & Merckelbach, 2004).

Much more interesting is the mixed pattern of results 
on commissions and/or distortions exhibited by simulating 

2 The overall maximum number of details that participants could 
recall during the free recall test was based on the average of the pre-
defined number of details for each study.

3 Welch’s independent-sample t-tests (both for free and cued recall) 
were calculated, for each study, based on simulators’ and confessors’ 
means divided by the maximum amount of information.
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participants on the free recall memory task during the final 
memory test. These errors were usually displayed in abso-
lute numbers (but see Sun et al., 2009). Sometimes, both 
distorted and self-generated details were collapsed under 
the label commission errors (e.g., Mangiulli et al., 2018b; 
Van Oorsouw & Merckelbach, 2004, 2006), incorrect recall 
(e.g., Sun et al., 2009), or simply errors (e.g., Mangiulli 
et  al., 2019a, b). Commissions and/or distortions were 
examined in all the selected articles that employed the free 
recall as a memory measure (articles = 10, n experiments = 12). 
However, despite overall numerically reporting more com-
missions and/or distortions (e.g., Christianson & Bylin, 
1999; Sun et al., 2009), simulators statistically significantly 
differed4 from confessors during the final test only in 20% 
of these articles (Mangiulli et al., 2019b; Van Oorsouw & 
Merckelbach, 2006), with a medium Cohen’s d effect size 
(range: 0.5–0.7).

By contrast, almost all the studies investigated partici-
pants’ commission and/or distortion rates reported during 
the cued recall (83%, n articles = 5, n experiments = 6). However, 
except for Christianson and Bylin (1999), no studies have 
found that simulators statistically significantly endorsed 
more errors than confessors on a cued recall task at the final 
memory session.

Discussion

In the current manuscript, we reviewed experimental stud-
ies on the memory undermining effect of simulated amne-
sia. Taken together, research on this effect showed that 
pretending to suffer from memory loss for a mock crime 
leads to memory impairments. These memory impair-
ments are expressed mostly in terms of omission errors 
(i.e., overall less correct information recalled) and, in a 
very few occasions, commissions and/or distortions over 
time (i.e., reporting details not presented during the crime 
stimuli) (see also Battista et al., 2020, 2021; Otgaar & 
Baker, 2018; Van Oorsouw & Giesbrecht, 2008). Such a 
detrimental memory effect has been demonstrated in a non-
trivial number of experimental studies and shown by using 
different stimuli (e.g., narrative stories, mock crimes, and 
videos) and various memory measures (e.g., free and cued 
recall) (Christianson & Bylin, 1999; Mangiulli et al., 2018b, 
2019a, b; Van Oorsouw & Merckelbach, 2004). Yet in this 
latter respect, the memory-undermining effect of simulated 
amnesia largely emerges more during free than cued recall.

Despite of being a robust memory phenomenon, it is 
important to mention some limitations of the current review 
and, needless to say, of the experimental studies pertain-
ing to simulating crime-related amnesia. To begin with, our 
review collected only published experiments on the simulat-
ing amnesia effect. It could likely be that our set of articles 
may have been biased by selection effects. For instance,  
some scholars might have not replicated the memory- 
undermining effect of simulated amnesia, but their studies were  
not published and we failed to retrieve them. Moreover, by 
looking at the evidence provided by the experimental stud-
ies on the simulating amnesia effect, one might wonder to 
what extent it is possible to generalize these results to the 
real-life world. This issue arises from at least three limita-
tions of the studies examining the simulating amnesia effect. 
First, recollections of a mock crime in laboratory studies 
are typically administered after 1-week delay. In real-life 
situations, however, the delay between the criminal act and 
the police interrogations may be much longer. Hence, the 
passage of time may have an additional impact on suspects’ 
memory statements (Murre & Dros, 2015). Second, the 
findings reported in the current review are based on stud-
ies that involve mostly female university students, which 
differ in various means from people who commit severe 
crimes. Also, often offenders’ education, socio-economic 
environment, previous experience with criminality, expecta-
tions, and/or experience with memory loss were not taken 
into account in laboratory studies. Hence, researchers may 
have disregarded the different ways in which these features 
may affect actual offenders’ recollection of the crime event. 
Third, actual crimes are likely more emotionally arousing, 
traumatic, and salient than the mock crime stimuli adopted 
in this line of research. We cannot neglect that especially 
this aspect, irrespective of malingering amnesia for a crime 
or not, plays an essential role in how people remember (or 
forget) criminal experiences (Evans, 2006).

So, why is experimental work on the effect of crime-
related amnesia important? To the degree that some of the 
mnemonic mechanisms can overlap regardless of the type of 
populations (e.g., university students vs. real offender), this 
line of research points towards a growing line of evidence 
showing that malingering memory loss may lead to memory 
impairments pertaining to an offense. This finding cannot 
be discounted given that it is well-known that a substantial 
percentage of offenders malinger amnesia in an attempt to 
interfere with the legal system (Bourget & Whitehurst, 2007; 
Cima et al., 2002; Porter et al., 2001). Thus, a relevant ques-
tion here is what is meant to be relevant as a “forgotten” 
crime-related information, and subsequently, whether the 
overall weak simulators’ memory statements could be of 
importance for the legal system. Indeed, one could argue 
that not all the information has the same relevance for police 
investigations and/or the trial proceedings. For instance, 

4 We did not compute any statistical analyses on the commissions 
and/or distortion (i.e., Welch’s independent-sample t-test) because—
in contrast to correct rates—participants’ commission and/or distor-
tion rates depend on the number of errors that each person reports 
individually on the memory tests (e.g., free and cued recall).
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from a legal point of view, there is a substantial difference 
between forgetting how and why the crime has occurred and 
the color of the vehicle with which the offender reached the 
crime scene. In our review, we found that, during the free 
recall, on average simulating participants recalled approxi-
mately 10% less correct information than people who imme-
diately confess to the crime, which corresponds to almost 7 
crime details. Still, Christianson and Bylin (1999) already 
showed that that simulators’ lower recall mostly referred to 
crime-relevant information (e.g., physical act). Van Oorsouw 
and Merckelbach (2004), moreover, controlled for the pos-
sibility that less crucial details (e.g., played pool) could have 
had similar recall score as more crucial ones (e.g., victim’s 
clothing). These authors found that non-relevant details did 
not have a considerable weight on the final memory tests, 
meaning that simulators’ memory impairments mostly con-
cerned crucial crime-related information. More precisely, 
Mangiulli et al. (2019b) showed that when simulators were 
instructed to selectively retrieve non-relevant crime-related 
details while omitting crucial ones, these participants’ final 
memory reports lacked relevant details pertaining to the 
crime as compared with controls.

Undoubtedly, the issue pertaining to whether forgetting 
crime-related information in laboratory setting has a mean-
ingful practical relevance is a timely matter. The basic rea-
soning here is that experimental studies, supported by solid 
theoretical background, should produce effects of relevance 
for the (legal) field. Throughout our review, we emphasized 
that the act of pretending memory loss for a crime can det-
rimentally influence offenders’ memory reports and this is 
informative to legal professionals. In other words, to some 
extent, remembering or forgetting even one crucial-crime-
related detail might lead to some severe consequences for 
the legal realm.

Legal Implications Following Simulated 
Crime‑Related Amnesia Claims

If defendants initially claim memory loss for their deeds 
and later on come forward with the truth, they might 
encounter problems in correctly retrieving parts of the 
crime event. This issue might occur, for instance, in cir-
cumstances in which defendants are determined to cooper-
ate with the justice departments, such as in plea bargaining 
cases. In this scenario, a partially correct memory state-
ment for the crime might be of a problem both during the 
police investigations and the trial proceedings. To begin 
with, there could be a potential risk of undisclosed infor-
mation in high-stake cases, for instance, when perpetra-
tors and victims are the sole witnesses to a crime. If the 
perpetrator’s memory statement was impaired by the act 
of pretending memory loss, some vital details regarding a 
crime would remain undisclosed.

Second, defendants’ memory accounts are also essential 
for the judges to determine the right sentence. In some cir-
cumstances, the defendant’s confession is helpful for judges 
to determine whether the crime has been premeditated or 
not. A premeditated felony has much more severe conse-
quences than, for instance, voluntary manslaughter, espe-
cially in specific jurisdictions (e.g., the USA). Roesch and 
Golding (1986) exemplified the potential of this issue in a 
crime-related amnesia case. An offender who reported mem-
ory loss for sexual assault and capital murder was given the 
capital sentence. However, some (forgotten) details concern-
ing sexual assault came to light, leading the judge to drop 
that charge. Indeed, sexual assault did not occur. Eventually, 
the man pled guilty to second degree murder and avoided the 
death penalty. Even though quite unique, this case empha-
sizes the possible legal-related issues concerning memory 
impairments due to malingering amnesia for a crime.

Relatedly, and third, research has shown that people tend 
to believe that a testimony is more credible when it is more 
detailed (Pennington & Hastie, 1988; Rogers & Bender, 
2018). Thus, if defendants truthfully come forward with an 
incomplete, less detailed, version of the crime, their memory 
statements might be disregarded as credible. Hence, offend-
ers should be aware that pretending to suffer from memory 
loss may lead to forgetting some details of the crime event. 
This paradoxical issue, as just depicted in the case above, 
would not be in the best interest of suspects/defendants.

Fourth, if defendants have memory impairments due to 
the act of pretending memory loss for a crime, this might 
jeopardize the ability of that person to consult with his/her 
attorney and hence the accused’s right to a fair trial. Note 
that these two arguments, which raise both doctrinal and 
practical issues (Tysse, 2005; Tysse & Hafemeister, 2006), 
have been already put forward even in situations in which 
defendants do not come forward with a confession and main-
tain their amnestic profile (see Bourget & Whitehurst, 2007; 
Porter et al., 2001). Although crime-related amnesia in itself 
does not represent a bar for people’s ability to stand trial in 
the majority of the jurisdictions, in some countries such as 
the USA, some argue that temporary or permanent memory 
loss may put the preparation of the defendant’s defense at 
risk (see Wilson v. U.S., 1968), advocating that the accused 
should be found incompetent to stand (Koson & Robey, 
1973). Consequently, some have additionally reasoned 
whether that could represent a violation to the defendants’ 
due process (Hermann, 1986). Simply put, if defendants can-
not (1) notify their attorney about the circumstances of the 
alleged criminal event because they do not remember (part 
of) their crimes, (2) nor recognize misleading and/or false 
accusations surrounding their own cases, their right to a fair 
trial might be violated and, needless to say, denied.

An ultimate further point that deserves comment is the 
heated dichotomy between dissociative and malingered 
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amnesia claims in the criminal context. Inserted in a crimi-
nal context, dissociative amnesia is the result of a blocking 
of unwanted memories (i.e., for criminal offenses) from the 
offenders’ consciousness, thereby protecting them as a form 
of coping or defense mechanism (Parkin, 1999; Parwatikar 
et al., 1985). Yet evaluating such a claim is a difficult mat-
ter for both clinicians and forensic experts (Jelicic, 2018; 
Kopelman, 1995; Merckelbach & Christianson, 2007). As 
Porter et al. (2001) noticed, the consequences of misjudging 
the veracity of crime-related amnesia claims can be severe. 
Judges might consider mitigating the sentence, and perhaps 
send defendants to forensic psychiatric hospitals, rather than 
prisons, if they take malingered amnesic claims as evidence 
for dissociative memory loss. Yet the contrary might also be 
true. If a genuine claim of dissociative amnesia is errone-
ously viewed as malingered, people can be held accountable 
for a criminal action. However, dissociative amnesia per se 
represents a very controversial issue (Mangiulli et al., 2021a; 
McNally, 2003, 2007), and its construct is often questioned 
especially when exerted in court. Recent data show that 
contentious concepts such as dissociative amnesia are pre-
sent and used in a substantial number of legal proceedings, 
encouraging non scientifically based evidence in support 
of crime-related (dissociative) amnesia claims (see Otgaar 
et al., 2019). Moreover, some authors promoting dissociative 
amnesia case studies seem to not take into account the pos-
sibility that, in these circumstances, malingering could be 
a valid alternative explanation for dissociative amnesia (see 
for a critical review on dissociative amnesia case studies: 
Mangiulli et al., 2021a). For instance, Brand et al. (2009) 
reported on a patient (“H.H.”, already charged for two sex-
ual offenses) who claimed memory loss for sexual duress. 
According to these authors, the notification of the newest 
accusation was the critical incident prior to the patient’s 
amnesic onset. Interestingly, however, Brand et al. (2009) 
did not examine whether their patient was malingering 
memory loss nor conduct any proper forensic examination 
to examine this possibility.

Having said this, we wonder how many of the offend-
ers’ claims of memory loss perhaps might be due to the 
act of having previously simulated amnesia. That is, if we 
consider that malingered crime-related amnesia claims are 
nontrivial in the courtroom, and some offenders eventu-
ally do come forward with a confession, it would not be 
so farfetched to venture that, at least in part, such memory  
impairments might be explained by the act of having initially 
malingered amnesia. In this respect, thus, the cognitive- 
related mechanisms underlying the detrimental conse-
quences of simulating amnesia (e.g., lack of rehearsal,  
source monitoring, retrieval-induced forgetting) might 
perhaps represent valid alternatives to an interpretation in 
favor of crime-related dissociative amnesia. Of course, we 
do not fully know how many real offenders actually suffer 

from memory impairments following a malingered crime-
related amnesia claim. However, the historic case of Rudolf 
Hess (Picknett et al., 2001) illustrates how such a situation 
is far from being science-fiction. Hess claimed amnesia for 
his entire Third Reich period during the beginning of the 
Nuremberg trial in 1945. Some prominent psychiatrists that 
evaluated Hess concluded that his memory loss was genuine. 
However, when Hess found out that because of his amnesia 
claim he could not respond to the allegations made against 
him, he eventually stated during one of the trial sessions that 
he malingered his memory loss. Furthermore, there is some 
evidence coming from (self-report) surveys suggesting that 
this phenomenon could indeed take place also in real life 
situations. For instance, Riesthuis et al. (2021) noticed that 
64.1% (n = 98/153) of people, who admitted to have malin-
gered memory loss at least once in their everyday life, even-
tually struggled in retrieving the original event. Similarly, 
Mangiulli et al. (2021b) found that among people who had 
claimed to pretend to suffer from memory loss, more than 
half (54.1%, n = 93/172) eventually reported to have had dif-
ficulties in recalling the memory for which they malingered 
amnesia.

Future Directions in Research and Practice

Having established the robustness of the memory-undermin-
ing effect of simulated amnesia and its legal consequences, 
future investigations should concentrate to bridge the gap 
between research and practice. First of all, in real-life situ-
ations, memories for crimes often have a strong emotional 
component. On the one hand, some scholars argue that 
memories for a crime are unlikely to be forgotten because 
of their emotional valence (Christianson & Engelberg, 2006; 
McGaugh, 2006). On the other hand, other researchers sug-
gest that people may voluntarily be motivated to forget 
unwanted and unpleasant memories of these same experi-
ences and thus manifesting some sort of memory impair-
ments (Anderson & Green, 2001; Anderson & Hanslmayr, 
2014). Conceivably, taking into account all the ethical pre-
cautions, experimental studies on the memory-undermining 
effect of simulated amnesia might certainly benefit in terms 
of ecological validity if they tried to resemble as much as 
possible a criminal situation. Because the majority of the 
studies in this field used similar stimuli (written narrative 
or video, e.g., Bylin, 2002; Mangiulli et al., 2018b, 2019a; 
Sun et al., 2009), it would be interesting for future experi-
mental studies to compare different crime materials. Indeed, 
researchers in this field may begin to use more often eco-
logically valid set-ups (e.g., (e.g., using traumatic virtual 
reality experiences; see Romeo et al., 2019). Additionally, 
in order to further consolidate results coming from labora-
tory studies, it would be wise to employ real offenders into 
the simulating crime-related amnesia paradigm. Exposing 
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this specific population to the standard procedure as illus-
trated in this review could perhaps bear results similar to that 
observed among university students.

Moreover, the number of defendants who exhibit mem-
ory impairments after having malingered memory loss for 
a crime is still unknown. Despite crime-related amnesia 
being common (e.g., Cima et al., 2002; Jelicic, 2018), to 
our knowledge no research has examined whether violent 
perpetrators keep showing memory deficits related to their 
offenses even if they eventually admitted to have malingered 
their memory loss. It is necessary, thus, to conduct archive 
and/or new field studies to establish the prevalence of this 
phenomenon in legal settings.

Finally, we observed that the simulated amnesia effect is 
larger when simulators are asked to freely recall the event 
than when they are prompted with cued questions or remind-
ers of the event (e.g., Mangiulli et al., 2018b, 2019b). This 
finding could be of importance for practical situations. Spe-
cifically, research provides some well-established cognitive-
based interview tools (e.g., Cognitive Interview; Fisher &  
Geiselman, 1992; Fisher & Perez, 2007) which might 
facilitate retrieval of criminal actions during information- 
gathering investigations (Meissner et al., 2012; Memon et al.,  
2010). More specifically, if we assumed that memories for 
a crime are solidly stored as a result of its emotional com-
ponent (Christianson & Engelberg, 2006; McGaugh, 2006), 
offenders’ memory impairments would be due to a retrieval 
rather than an encoding deficit. Hence, finding a way to 
retrieve unreported crucial crime-related information from 
offenders who initially malingered amnesia might represent 
a new appealing research avenue.

Concluding Remarks

In the current review, we highlighted the empirical features 
of the experimental work on the memory-undermining 
effect of simulated crime-related amnesia. We stressed that 
pretending to suffer from memory loss for a crime might 
paradoxically even lead to real memory problems when 
simulators come forward with a confession. Of course, in 
the light of the obvious difference between experimental 
work and real-life situations, caution should be exerted when 
generalizing these effects to actual crime-related amnesia 
cases. In this respect, new laboratory and field investiga-
tions are needed to ascertain to what extent offenders’ mem-
ory deficits might actually be due to the act of simulating 
memory loss. Still, even though it might be unlikely that 
actual offenders completely erase the entire criminal event 
from memory in the absence of any organic dysfunctions, 
we showed that some form of forgetting related to crucial 
crime-related details might take place. We conclude, there-
fore, that the issue concerning these memory impairments 

represents an important factor that legal professionals should 
consider while examining defendants’ memory statements 
in crime-related amnesia cases.
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