III. STUDII, CERCETARI, SINTEZE






Psihologia Sociald, nr. 47 (1)/2021, pp. 23-33

Unethical Amnesia in Children and the Role Played
by Time : An Exploratory Study

Alexandra Maftei'?, Andrei-Corneliu Holman', Iulia Gabriela Isachi'

Abstract: Previous research suggested that unethical amnesia occurs when adults repress their
memories about unethical behavior in order to reduce the associated psychological distress. We
explored this mechanism on a sample of 354 children aged 8 to 11, interested in finding out whether
children would remember with higher accuracy positive and moral behaviors compared to negative
and immoral ones. The experimental procedure involved a 2 (time : recent and distant) X 5 (valence :
positive, negative, moral, immoral, neutral) between subjects and design. Results suggested that
a) in the recent condition, children remembered more details about positive or moral behaviors than
immoral and negative behaviors; b) in the distant condition, children remembered more accurate
details about generally moral behaviors. Results are discussed within the developmental framework
and further related implications.
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Introduction

Children’s moral development, judgment, and behaviors have been the subject of various
researches. Numerous valuable findings were presented within the last decades related to
the ways children develop their moral identity, the way they understand and represent
morality, or behave in ethical or unethical ways (e.g., Hardy, Bean, Olsen, 2015 ; Hum-
phries, Parker, Jagers, 2000 ; Kingsford, Hawes, de Rosnay, 2018 ; Krettenauer, Johnston,
2011 ; Krettenauer, Victor, 2017 ; Nucci, 2006 ; Walker, Taylor, 1991). Also, in the last
years, a growing body of research explored unethical amnesia but, to our knowledge, no
results involving children have been published yet concerning this research area.

People often engage in actions that violate ethical standards, experiencing negative
feelings such as shame and guilt. To reduce the potential psychological discomfort generated
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by one’s unethical conduct, they are directly motivated to forget the behavioral details that
are inconsistent with their moral values. Thus, individuals’ memories about their immoral
actions become less and less apparent in the memory, following a gradual degradation.
This may explain why people continue to engage in unethical actions despite the negative
emotions they experience (Kouchaki, Gino, 2016). The phenomenon of intentional forget-
ting is known in the literature as unethical amnesia or moral amnesia, and there is a
growing number of studies exploring people’s motivated forgetting of their immoral acts
(e.g., Kouchaki, Gino, 2016 ; Shu, Gino, 2012 ; Shu ef al., 2011).

Generally, individuals have an optimistic view of their morality. They believe that they
usually behave much more honest than they actually do and judge harshly other people’s
mistakes compared to their own wrongdoings (Kouchaki, Gino, 2016). Moreover, when
they engage in unethical behaviors that they have previously observed and judged to be
morally unacceptable, they modify their cognitions so that the situation may become
favorable for them, by increasing the importance of contextual factors that might justify
their immoral conduct. Although the phenomenon of intentional forgetting has been studied
extensively in adults (e.g., Nowicka er al., 2011 ; Wylie et al., 2008), there are very few
studies exploring these mechanisms in children.

According to Anderson and Hanslmayr (2014), the reasons why individuals feel moti-
vated to forget the details of immoral actions are related to the need of regulating negative
affects, justifying inappropriate behavior, maintaining one’s self-image, beliefs and atti-
tudes, deceiving others and oneself, or maintaining attachment and interpersonal relation-
ships. Memories that cause psychological stress and generally negative emotions (e.g., fear,
anger, sadness, guilt, anxiety) are subject to people’s efforts in keeping them at a distance
from one’s consciousness, using inhibitory control mechanisms mediated by the lateral
prefrontal cortex. Suppression of unpleasant memories can occur both in the coding and
recalling phases (Anderson, Hanslmayr, 2014). Negative emotions activate significant
cognitive resources in order to intentionally forget uncomfortable memories, as people
generally have a predisposition to remember more negative experiences compared to
neutral ones (Buchanan, Lovallo, 2001 ; Kobayashi, Tanno, 2012 ; Lee, 2012 ; Nowicka
et al., 2011 ; Rimmele ef al., 2011 ; Sharot et al., 2004 ; Yang et al., 2012).

The interplay among morality, memory, and emotions

The development of morality assesses the way internal attitudes and processes change
depending on the socio-cultural context and the developmental stage of the individual or
group. This development type is closely related to understanding the other’s concepts of
good and fairness (Nucci, Gingo, 2008 ; Nucci, Turiel, 2009). Morality is built within
such social interactions, both with peers and with parental figures, following an evolutio-
nary trajectory throughout the child’s development (e.g., Daniel ez al., 2014 ; Malti et al.,
2009). In unethical amnesia, the interplay between children’s moral reasoning and auto-
biographical memory (i.e., “the aspect of memory that is concerned with the recollection
of personally experienced past events” ; Williams et al., 2007, p. 122) is a complex
process due to the connections between morality, memory, and emotions. For example,
previous research suggested that children generally forget faster than adults, and younger
children forget information faster than older children (e.g., Bauer, Larkina, 2015). How-
ever, Chang and his collaborators (2018) suggested that current negative emotions distort
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the memory of past emotions, especially in individuals who habitually use expressive
suppression to regulate emotions.

Other researchers showed that negative emotions might generate a drop in memory
performance (Price, Cannolly, 2008), due to anxiety and psychological distress, in both
children and adults (e.g., Bahrick ef al., 1998 ; Byrne et al., 2001 ; Dutton, Carroll,
2001). Additionally, research generally suggested that people remember more negative
experiences (e.g., Kobayashi, Tanno, 2012 ; Lee, 2012 ; Nowicka et al., 2011 ; Yang et
al., 2012) compared to positive ones. The meta-analysis of Deffenbacher and his col-
laborators (2004) concluded that high levels of emotional arousal impair the overall recall
of events, though this effect was observed in adults, and not in children. Additionally,
children’s memory was generally more accurate for emotionally arousing events (Peterson,
Whalen, 2001 ; Pezdek, Taylor, 2002). However, children’s processing of past events was
also found to be influenced by the nature of the event and the context within which it was
recalled (Klemfuss et al., 2013).

Finally, according to the Construal level theory developed by Trope and Liberman
(2010), individuals use inferior, concrete constructs to represent close events, and abstract,
high-level constructs to represent distant events (Trope ez al., 2007). Lower-level constructs
are unstructured and contextualized representations that include subordinate and inciden-
tal features of events. High-level constructions are schematic, decontextualized represen-
tations that extract the essential content from available information. According to Trope
(2010), as the psychological distance increases, constructs become more abstract. Conse-
quently, as the level of abstraction increases, so does the psychological distance.

The present study

In the current study we were interested in exploring unethical amnesia in children, as no
research was conducted in this area, to our knowledge, on a sample of children. We
partially replicated one of the studies conducted by Kouchaki and Gino (2016), aiming to
identify potential similarities between children and adults’ moral amnesia mechanisms.
Based on the results related to the moral amnesia presented by Kouchaki and Gino (2016),
as well as on the main ideas within Trope and Lieberman’s CLT theory (2003, 2010) and
theories related to the link between emotional valence and memory (Bahrick ef al., 1998 ;
Byrne et al., 2001 ; Dutton, Carroll, 2001 ; Price, Cannolly, 2008), we assumed that :
a) children would remember with higher accuracy and clarity the thoughts and emotions
associated with positive and moral behaviors compared to negative and immoral ones ;
b) the time and the valence of the recalled behavior would significantly impact children’s
memory — more specifically, children would better recall recent moral and positive beha-
viors compared to distant negative or immoral deeds.

Given the children’s lower level of abstraction compared to that of adults (Billingsley
et al., 2002 ; Boswell, Greene, 1982 ; DeMaster, Ghetti, 2013 ; Ghetti et al., 2010 ; Kato,
Kamii, Ozaki, Nagahiro, 2002 ; Miller, 1973 ; Ofen et al., 2007), in addition to the link
between emotions, moral behaviors, and memory, we also assumed that children’s moral
amnesia mechanisms might have a different expression compared to adults, generally due
to the difference in abstraction abilities when they remember close versus distant events.
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General research procedure

This study’s protocol was designed in concordance with ethical requirements specific to the
faculty where the authors are affiliated, before beginning the study. All children voluntar-
ily participated in the study and gave their informed consent following the Declaration of
Helsinki and the national laws of Romania regarding ethical conduct in scientific research,
technological development, and innovation. The research procedure was approved by the
school managers where the study was conducted. A number of 674 parents and their
children were invited to participate in our research, out of which almost 60% of them
agreed. All parents were presented with an informed consent form describing the general
purpose of the research (i.e., assessing children’s memory abilities), the general experi-
mental procedure, and the study’s estimated duration (an overall 40 minute session for
each group of children). Both parents and children were informed that participation was
voluntary, that there were no right or wrong answers, and that children could withdraw
from the study at any time.

The study was conducted in the first school semester of 2019, and all examinations
took place on regular school days, in the children’s usual classrooms. The children were
tested in groups at similar time intervals (i.e., following the Iunch break). First, a general
discussion related to morality was initiated. The children were asked about their under-
standing and representation of morality and immorality, what they consider moral or
immoral, and the differences between a moral and positive action, in addition to the per-
ceived differences between an immoral and negative behavior. This was a highly necessary
step in our research procedure due to several reasons : a) to ensure that children understand
all the concepts explored within the current research ; b) to clarify the differences between
a moral and positive behavior and an immoral and negative one, due to the highly sensi-
tive line between them.

The ideas of moral and positive behaviors may seem identical for most children and
adults. However, we explained the differences following the original framework provided
by Kouchaki and Gino (2016). Specifically, we explained that moral behaviors refer to
actions that involve being good, implying a subsequent specific state of well-being, the
feeling of pride towards the moral act performed, and a sense of purity. A positive beha-
vior was presented as that good deed or event that can generate a feeling of exaltation or
satisfaction differently. We explained moral behaviors as more assumed, personal, and
internal acts, focused on moral values such as truth, respect, or justice (e.g., concepts
that children learn about at school in their primary years, within specially designed courses,
such as the Personal development or Civic education classes). We used the same approach
when we explained the differences between immoral and negative behaviors.

After this introductory 10-minute discussion, the children were randomly distributed
into one of the ten experimental groups. They each received a worksheet and some ques-
tions. Depending on the experimental condition, they were asked to recall a behavior
(moral, immoral, neutral, positive, or negative) that occurred a few days ago, a maximum
of one week (recent condition), or a few months ago, maximum of a year (distant condi-
tion). Then they answered five questions assessing the children’s memory of the recalled
events. Each child received a colorful balloon at the end of the research procedure as a
reward for their participation and played a funny imitation game with the experimenter.
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Participants

To maximize statistical power, we aimed to recruit as many participants as possible within
one semester, aiming for a minimum of 30 participants per experimental group. A number
of 47 children in the initial sample were dropped out of the study due to missing informa-
tion on the memory task items. Our final sample of participants included 354 children,
aged 8 to 11 (M = 9.94, SD = .69). They were all elementary pupils at three different
schools in a large Romanian city. Most of them were female (58.2%). The pretesting
sample included 23 children (M = 9.26, SD = .51). The children’s socio-economic
background varied, but most of them came from middle-class families. A sensitivity power
analysis based on a significance level a = 0.05 and power b = 0.8 showed that the
sample size we achieved was sufficient to detect a small effect size of f = 0.18.

Research materials

Depending on their experimental condition, children had to recall a recent (a few days
ago, maximum one week) or a distant (a few months ago, maximum a year) positive,
negative, moral, immoral, or neutral behavior. We followed Kouchaki and Gino’s (2016)
research procedure for constructing the scenarios we used. For example, in the immoral
condition, the instructions were : “Please recall and think about something that happened
a few days ago, but no more than a week (recent condition)/a long time ago, but no more
than a year (for example, during the summer vacation - distant condition), when you did
something immoral, something less honorable, that made you feel guilty, ashamed, or it
made you regret what you did subsequently. For example, maybe you were greedy or
selfish when you could have shared ; maybe you were mean to someone without a specific
reason. This could have happened at home or at school, or anywhere else. However, it’s
important that this story happened a few days ago, but no more than a week (recent
condition)/a long time ago, but no more than a year (distant condition). Now think about
it and describe it in a few words in the space below”.

In the other experimental conditions, children were asked to recall a distant or a recent
moral thing they had done that made them feel happy, proud, or pure (moral condition)/a
negative event that happened to them that made them feel disappointed, sad, anxious, or
embarrassed (negative experience condition)/a positive event that happened to them that
made them feel happy, excited, or satisfied (positive condition) (2016). In the control
condition, the instructions were : “Please describe a regular evening, a usual end of the
day. You can pick any day you want. It has to be a regular evening, when nothing unusual
happened, that you experienced in the last couple of days, a maximum of a week (recent
condition)/a long time ago, but no more than a year (distant condition). Now think about
it and describe it in a few words in the space below”.

After reading the instructions and briefly describing the event, according to the require-
ments for each experimental condition, children answered five items from the Memory
Characteristics Questionnaire (MCQ), identical to the ones used by Kouchaki and Gino
(2016 - Study 1la), but with a shorter Likert scale (from 1 to 5 instead of 1 to 7, given
the children’s ages, compared to the adults in Kouchaki and Gino’s research). We also
used three items instead of four on the clarity subscale. We focused on clarity, thoughts,
and feelings using the following questions :
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a) Clarity :
1) Overall, I remember this event [hardly (1) to very well (5)];
2) My memory of this event task is [dim (1) to sharp/clear (5)];
3) My memory of the event is [sketchy (1) to highly detailed (5)].
We computed an overall score for clarity, a high score accounting for the recalled
events’ high clarity.
b) Feelings:
4) T remember how I felt at the time I just recalled [not at all (1) to clearly (5)].
¢) Thoughts :
5) I remember what I thought at the time of the event I just recalled [not at all (1) to
clearly (5)].

We computed an overall score for the children’s memory by adding up the scores of
all subscales. The higher the score, the more accurate the children’s memory of the
recalled events.

Results

Our cross-sectional study implied a 2 (time: recent and distant) X 5 (valence of the
recalled behavior : positive, negative, moral, immoral, neutral) between groups and design
(see Table 1). We explored the impact of time and valence of the recalled behavior on
children’s overall memory, using ANOVA variance analyses while controlling for gender
and age.

Table 1. Participants’ demographic data and means (SDs)
of responses by experimental condition

Experimental groups N M age Male |Female (%)| Overall memory
(valence X time) (%) M (SD)

moral recent 35 9.80 54.3 45.7 21.02 (2.66)
moral distant 35 9.31 48.6 51.4 20.22 (2.38)
immoral recent 34 9.52 32.4 67.6 15.79 (3.44)
immoral distant 35 9.94 28.6 71.4 18.8 (3.35)

control recent 37 10.40 29.7 70.3 19.54 (3.82)
control distant 37 9.97 48.6 51.4 18.86 (3.20)
positive recent 34 10.05 44.1 55.9 20.50 (2.51)
positive distant 34 10.11 26.5 73.5 14.47 (2.32)
negative recent 36 10.13 50.0 50.0 17.55 (4.23)
negative distant 37 10.13 54.1 45.9 18.72 (1.71)

The results suggested a significant main effect of the valence of the recalled behavior
(F (4, 353) = 13.37, p < 001, npz = .135), children in the moral group (M = 20.62,
SE = .38) reporting the clearest memories of the recalled behaviors. In contrast, children
in the immoral condition (M = 17.22, SE = .374) reported the lowest clarity. We also found
a significant partially main effect of fime on children’s overall memory (F (1, 353) =
3.59, p = .059, npz = .010) : children in the recent group (M = 18.88, SE = .23) had
clearer overall memories compared to children in the distant group (M = 18.27, SE = .23).
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The interaction effect between the two variables was also significant (F (4, 353) =
7.86, p <. 001, n? = .084). In the recent condition, there were significant differences
(F (4, 175) = 14.01, p < .001) between the five groups, namely between the moral and
the immoral groups (Mdif = 5.23, p < .001), between the moral and the negative groups
(Mdif = 3.47, p < .001), the immoral and the positive groups (Mdif = -4.70, p < .001),
the immoral and the control groups (Mdif = -3.74, p < .001), and, finally, between the positive
and the negative groups (Mdif = 2.94, p = .004). In the recent condition, the clearest
overall memories were in the moral group, and the least clear were in the immoral one.

In the distant condition, we found significant differences (F (4, 177) = 20.49, p < .001)
between the five groups, namely between the moral and positive groups (Mdif = 5.46,
p < .001), the immoral and the positive groups (Mdif = 4.03, p < .001), the positive
and negative groups (Mdif = -3.96, p < .001), and, finally, between the positive group
and the control one (Mdif = -4.10, p < .001). In the distant condition, the clearest
overall memories were in the moral group, and the least clear were in the positive group.

We then split the database, depending on the valence of the recalled behavior, and
explored the differences between the accuracy of the children’s memories when they
recalled recent or distant behaviors. Results suggested no significant differences in the
moral (1(68) = 1.32, p = .190), negative (t(71) = -.156, p = .123), or control condi-
tions (t(72) = .823, p = .413). However, in the immoral condition, partipants’ memories
in the recent group were significantly less clear than in the distant group (t(67) = -3.67,
p < .001). In the positive condition, the partipants’ memories in the recent group were
significantly more clear than in the distant group (t(66) = 9.77, p < .001).

General discussion

Moral amnesia is generally determined by the desire to maintain a positive moral identity
following immoral conduct and to reduce the negative emotional load following immoral
behavior. Researchers in this field have found that people are prone to repeat their
unethical deeds because they intentionally repress memories of unethical behavior (i.e.,
unethical amnesia). A similar mechanism may be explained through the moral cleansing
or licensing effects : while planning a subsequent good deed, people are prone to present
immoral behavior (see Cascio, Plant, 2015).

Overall, the children who participated in our study remembered more details in the
recent condition, and the highest memory accuracy was found in the morally-valenced
recalled behavior. In contrast, the lowest accuracy was found in the immoral condition.
Basically, in the recent condition, children remembered the most details about moral or
positive events and the least for immoral or negative events. A similar pattern was found
in the distant condition, when children remembered most details in the moral group, and
the least in the positive condition. While the highest accuracy was clearly obtained in the
moral condition, we did not expect the interaction effect’s findings in the distant condition
for both recent and distant events. One explanation we considered for the children’s low
accuracy in the distant-positive condition was how children understood its valence. We
presented positive events as those that elicited feelings of exaltation or satisfaction. At the
same time, we explained moral behaviors as events that would generate happiness, pride,
or a sense of purity. Therefore, positive events may have been recalled as happenings with
a less emotional impact due to the emotions described as resulting from those specific
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experiences. More specifically, happiness and pride might be stronger emotions than
exaltation or satisfaction. Therefore, details related to the positive recalled events (com-
pared to moral events) may have been subject to unintentional forgetting. Moreover, the
interaction with the distant condition may have emphasized the process of unintentional
forgetting due to the higher temporal distance, i.e., abstraction level. Another potential
explanation for the results suggested by the recent condition might be related to the way
children process time and the way they self-report to psychological distances. Our results
suggested a marginally significant main effect of time, and so the accuracy found in the
recent condition might have been determined by a clearer and more consistent time pro-
cessing.

The fact that, according to our results, children in the moral group reported the clear-
est memories of the recalled behaviors, and those in the immoral condition reported the
lowest clarity has many important implications. For example, these results are in line with
the previous data suggested by Kouchaki and Gino (2016), suggesting similar recalling
patterns among adults and children. Basically, despite the different abstraction abilities
related to time processing (Billingsley et al., 2002 ; DeMaster, Ghetti, 2013 ; Ghetti ef
al., 2010), both children and adults are subject to the impact of the valence of the recalled
behavior. In other words, our memory - regardless of our age — seems to be subject to
the emotional impact related to the recalled deeds, with positive valences being more
clearly recalled, as previous research on intentional forgetting and moral amnesia suggested
(Nowicka et al., 2011 ; Wylie et al., 2008). These specific results also suggested that,
similar to adults, the children in our study tended to forget the details of their previous
negatively-valenced actions due to the need of regulating negative affects, in line with the
ideas suggested by Anderson and Hanslmayr (2014). These patterns of recalling previous
events might serve as an important contribution to future research related to children’s
coping mechanisms (e.g., for adverse childhood experiences), or for the future avenues
of forensic psychology related research concerning the accuracy of children’s reports on
negative early experiences.

To our knowledge, the present exploratory study was the first to investigate these
mechanisms in a sample of children. While our results presented novel findings in chil-
dren’s moral psychology, further investigations are needed to address a series of limita-
tions. First of all, the small sample of children in our study limits the present findings’
external validity. Future investigations may want to use larger and more diversified sam-
ples in order to increase the generalizability of the results. Second, although we presented
in detail the potential differences between moral and positive conditions and the immoral
and negative conditions, some questions remain regarding children’s understanding of the
differences between the two sets of conditions. Further studies may want to extend the
pretesting procedures, as well as the explanations offered, in order to reduce any related
biases. Whether children actually distinguished between positive, moral, negative, and
immorally-valenced behaviors and further properly used this distinction in their responses
remains a sensitive aspect of this study. Additionally, future studies might benefit from
using randomized blocks by gender. The purely random assignment would lead to uneven
gender distributions in the conditions, as in the present research, where some conditions
were evenly balanced by gender, while in others, there were around 75% female partici-
pants. Our study was built as a partial replication of the findings presented by Kouchaki
and Gino (2016), with an explicit exploratory purpose that might further serve as a start-
ing point for future, more comprehensive studies in this area.
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Another important limitation of the current research is related to children’s choices
of the recalled behaviors and their related significance. More specifically, in the recent
condition, children were asked to recall something that happened a few days ago, but no
more than a week, while in the distant condition they were asked to recall things that
happened through a significantly more extended period (but no more than a year). This
specific manipulation might have been problematic due to the constraints imposed in the
recent condition : it could have been less likely for children to have displayed a moral/
immoral, positive/negative behavior within one week. However, this was not the case
when they recalled their past behaviors up to one year ago. Therefore, future studies
should consider this limitation and build future experiments using different time manipu-
lations that would not raise such issues.

Conclusion

The current exploratory study highlights the importance of time variability and valence
of recalled behaviors to children’s memory processes, i.e., moral amnesia. We consider
the knowledge related to children’s unethical amnesia highly important for future studies
related to prosocial behavior determinants and predictors. Despite the limitations that call
for further investigations, our findings might serve as significant starting points for future
research avenues in children’s moral psychology.

Rezumat : Cercetdrile anterioare au sugerat cd amnezia morald (sau amnezia non-eticd) apare atunci
cand adultii isi reprimd amintirile despre comportamentul non-etic pentru a reduce distresul
psihologic asociat. Am explorat acest mecanism intr-un esantion de 354 de copii cu varste cuprinse
intre 8 si 11 ani, fiind interesati sd aflim dacd copiii isi vor aminti cu o precizie mai mare
comportamentele pozitive si morale comparativ cu cele negative si imorale. Procedura experimentala
a implicat un design de tip 2 (timp: recent si indepartat) X 5 (valenta evenimentului reamintit :
pozitiv, negativ, moral, imoral, neutru). Rezultatele au sugerat cd: a) in conditia recentd, copiii
si-au amintit mai multe detalii despre comportamentele pozitive sau morale decat despre compor-
tamentele imorale si negative ; b) in conditia distantd, copiii si-au amintit detalii mai exacte despre
comportamentele morale. Rezultatele sunt discutate in contextul psihologiei dezvoltdrii si al altor
implicatii conexe.

Cuvinte-cheie : amnezie morald, copii, precizia memoriei, uitare intentionata

Résumé : Des recherches antérieures ont suggéré que I’amnésie contraire a 1’éthique se produit
lorsque les adultes répriment leurs souvenirs de comportements contraires a 1’éthique pour réduire
la souffrance psychologique associée. Nous avons exploré ce mécanisme dans un échantillon de
354 enfants agés de 8 a 11 ans, intéressés a savoir si les enfants se souviendront plus précisément
des comportements positifs et moraux par rapport aux comportements négatifs et immoraux. La
procédure expérimentale impliquait un design 2 (temps: récent et distant) X 5 (valence: positif,
négatif, moral, immoral, neutre) entre les sujets. Les résultats suggerent que : a) dans 1’état récent,
les enfants se souviennent de plus de détails sur les comportements positifs ou moraux que sur les
comportements immoraux et négatifs ; b) dans des conditions éloignées, les enfants se souvenaient
de détails plus précis sur les comportements généralement moraux. Les résultats sont discutés dans
le développement et d’autres implications connexes.

Mots-clés : amnésie contraire a 1’éthique, enfants, précision de la mémoire, oubli intentionnel
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