Using Words to Shape Thoughts
PID: ______________________________________________
The Situation

Along with other students who signed up for this laboratory experiment, you are told that you’ll be seeing a series of films, each depicting a traffic accident.  In fact, the segments you’ll see were taking from driver-education films, and each will last five to thirty seconds.  Pay close attention, you are told, because later you’ll be asked specific questions about these events.

Over the next hour or so, you watch seven films.  After each one, you are asked to write down what happened in your own words and then fill out a questionnaire containing specific questions, including the following question about speed: “About how fast were the cars going when they hit each other?”  The experiment seems straightforward and to the point.  The scenes are not that hard to watch, and the questions are relatively easy.  What you don’t know is that other students watching the same films are being asked a slightly different form of the speed question.  For these other students, the verb hit has been replaced with the verbs contacted or smashed.

Make a Prediction

Judging the speed of a moving object – like judging time and distance – is not as easy as it seems, which is why witnesses to automobile accidents often vary in their estimates.  But consider this particular situation.  The participants in this study knew they would be watching accident films, were focused on the films in a quiet and calm laboratory, and knew they would be questioned afterward.  In the films that were shown, the collisions actually took place at 20, 30, and 40 mph.  How were these events judged?  When asked the basic hit question, the students estimated, on average, that the cars had been traveling at 34 mph.  Do you think that estimates were higher, lower, or similar in response to the other forms of the questions?  On the mph scale below, circle your prediction of the speed estimates in the other conditions.

HIT


28    29    30    31    32    33    34    35    36    37    38    39    40    41

CONTACTED
28    29    30    31    32    33    34    35    36    37    38    39    40    41
SMASHED

28    29    30    31    32    33    34    35    36    37    38    39    40    41

The Results
In this experiment, Elizabeth Loftus & John Palmer (1974) found that although everyone watched the same accident films, the wording of the speed question significantly affected how they saw these same events.  Compared to a mean of 34 mph in response to the hit question, the estimates were 32 mph in response to the contacted question and 41 mph in response to the smashed question.  In fact, just the wording of the question completely altered the way students interpreted these events.  When they were brought back one week later and asked if there was broken glass in the accident they had seen, one-third of those who initially were asked the smashed question said there was.  In fact, there was not.
What Does It All Mean?

More and more, psychologists who study the way people think and those interested in the way people communicate have come to realize that thought and language are seamlessly interconnected.  In this section, we’ll see that language is a tool we humans use for articulating concepts, solutions to problems, and other thoughts.  But there’s more to the story.  As we’ll see later in this chapter, the classic hit-smash study by Loftus and Palmer (1974) shows that the words we use to describe events can, to some extent, shape the way we think.
