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Gold Medal Award for Life Achievement
In the Science of Psychology

The American Psychological Foundation (APF) Gold Medal
Awards recognize distinguished and enduring records of ac-
complishment in four areas of psychology: the application of
psychology, the practice of psychology, psychology in the
public interest, and the science of psychology. The 2013
recipient of the Gold Medal Award for Life Achievementinthe
Science of Psychology is Elizabeth F. Loftus.

Dorothy W. Cantor, president of the APF, will
present the APF Gold Medal Awards at the 121st Annual
Convention of the American Psychological Association
on August 3, 2013, at 4:00 p.m. Members of the 2013
APF Board of Trustees are Dorothy W. Cantor, presi-
dent; Charles L. Brewer, vice president/secretary; Ger-
ald Koocher, treasurer; Elisabeth R. Straus, executive
vice president/executive director; Norman Anderson;
David H. Barlow; Camilla Benbow; Sharon Stephens
Brehm; Connie Chan; Anthony Jackson; Ronald F. Le-
vant; Richard McCarty; Aurelio Prifitera; Sandra Shull-
man; Archie L. Turner; and Louise Douce, APA Board
of Directors liaison.

Elizabeth F. Loftus

Citation

“Elizabeth F. Loftus has made extraordinary contribu-
tions to our understanding of memory during the past 40
years that are remarkable for their creativity and impact.
She has been a pioneering scientist in the area of mem-
ory distortion and false memories. Her imaginative and
rigorous research has had a profound impact on the field
of psychology, on scholars outside the field, and on the
administration of justice around the world.”

Biography

Elizabeth F. Loftus is an experimental psychologist who
has been tampering with memories for four decades. She
has documented something scary about human memory:
Namely, many of the things we recall about our lives
may have happened in a very different way or may not
even have happened at all. Sometimes these “false mem-
ories” have sent innocent people to prison. Loftus has
spent more than a few sleepless nights worrying about
those innocent people.

The girl who would grow up to become Elizabeth
Loftus was born on October 16, 1944. Elizabeth Fishman
(called Beth as a child) was the oldest of three siblings
and grew up in Los Angeles, where her father was a
physician and her mother, a former librarian. Her mother

drowned when Beth was 14, and her younger brothers,
David and Robert, were 12 and 9, respectively. After the
tragedy, her father often came home from the office, ate
dinner with his kids, and typically spent the evening in
his room reading. But Beth found a way to connect: She
asked him for help with her math homework. Her father
had been a math whiz in his youth, and math became the
topic the two could talk about. With the benefit of this
“personal tutor,” Beth would win mathematics awards
and entered college at the University of California, Los
Angeles, as a math major. It was there that she took an
elective course in Introductory Psychology and got
hooked on the field. Nearly every elective course she
took thereafter was in psychology, and so she graduated
with a double major.

Beth began graduate school at Stanford University
in the fall of 1966, when she was just 21 years old. She
regularly attended the seminars in mathematical psy-
chology but never developed a passion for it. (In fact,
she could frequently be seen in the back row of the
seminar room surreptitiously hemming her skirts or writ-
ing letters to family and friends who lived far away. This
prompted her fellow graduate students to vote for her, in
an informal poll, as the least likely graduate student to
succeed as a psychologist). She managed to complete a
master’s thesis under the direction of Richard Atkinson
on learning spelling via computer-assisted instruction
and a doctoral thesis under the direction of Patrick
Suppes on computer-assisted mathematics instruction.
While she admired these mentors, she never developed a
real passion for these topics either. Toward the end of
her graduate school days, she began a collaboration with
Jonathan Freedman on semantic memory and continued
that work for a number of years after graduate school.
Also in graduate school she did develop one clear pas-
sion—for a fellow graduate student, Geoffrey Loftus,
and it was then and there that Beth Fishman became
Elizabeth Loftus.

Loftus spent nearly three decades teaching at the
University of Washington, Seattle. There she developed
a deep interest in the study of eyewitness testimony. She
began showing experimental witnesses films of acci-
dents or crimes and exploring how methods of question-
ing those witnesses affected their memories. She sum-
marized much of this research in a book called
Eyewitness Testimony, published by Harvard University
Press, which, to her delight, won a National Media
Award for a Distinguished Contribution from the Amer-
ican Psychological Foundation. Over the next few de-
cades she would conduct hundreds of experiments show-
ing how postevent information can become incorporated
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into a person’s memory, sometimes adding to the mem-
ory and sometimes distorting it. The impairment in
memory due to exposure to misleading information be-
came known as the “misinformation effect.”

When Loftus was not in her research lab or teaching
a class, she could often be found in a courtroom, apply-
ing her science to actual legal cases. In fact, it was a
famous legal case that sparked her interest in the notion
of repressed memory and engulfed her in the “memory
wars.” After studying a number of rather bizarre claims
of repressed memory that were being litigated, she con-
cluded that some of these litigants appeared to have
developed “rich false memories,” that is, memories of
entire events that didn’t happen. She developed a re-
search paradigm to study the development of such rich
false memories. A new program of research ensued,
starting with the planting of a childhood memory for
being lost in a shopping mall as a child. This was
accomplished by feeding experimental subjects life sto-
ries ostensibly obtained from their family members.
Later, other techniques such as guided imagination,
dream interpretation, and false feedback were used to
successfully plant rich false memories in the minds of
ordinary subjects.

Loftus’s investigation of a suspicious case history
was partially implicated in her decision to accept a
distinguished professorship from the University of Cal-
ifornia, Irvine, where she moved in 2002. There she
plunged into a new line of research with colleagues that
was designed to explore the repercussions of developing
false memories. In numerous experiments she showed
that false memories can affect people’s later thoughts,
intentions, and behaviors. In some studies, experimental
subjects were led to believe that as children they had
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gotten sick eating particular foods, and afterward they
were less interested in eating those foods. And false
memories could influence not just eating but also drink-
ing, as shown in some studies in which people were led
to believe they had earlier in life gotten sick on certain
alcoholic drinks. Moreover, planting a warm fuzzy
childhood memory involving a healthy food made peo-
ple want to eat it more. Along with this power to
contaminate memory and control behavior, she argued,
come profound ethical considerations: When should we
use this kind of mind technology, and should we ever
ban its use?

Loftus has been recognized for this research with
numerous awards and with six honorary doctorates
(from universities in the United States, Norway, the
Netherlands, Israel, and Britain). She was elected to the
Royal Society of Edinburgh, the American Philosophical
Society, and the National Academy of Sciences.

What Loftus’s 40-year research program on false
memory has shown us is this: Just because a memory of
an event is expressed with confidence, just because it
contains vivid detail, just because it is expressed with
emotion, doesn’t mean the event really happened.
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