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When elaboration leads to appropriation: Unconscious

plagiarism in a creative task

Louisa-Jayne Stark, Timothy J. Perfect, and Stephen E. Newstead
University of Plymouth, UK

Brown and Murphy’s (1989) three-stage paradigm (generation, recall-own, generate-new) was used to
assess the effects of participant elaboration on rates of unconscious plagiarism in two experiments using a
creative task. Following the generation phase, participants imagined and rated a quarter of the ideas
(imagery elaboration), generated improvements to another quarter (generative elaboration), and listened
to a quarter of the ideas again without elaboration, with the remaining ideas acting as control. A week
later, participants attempted to recall their own ideas, and generate new solutions to the same cues. In
Experiment 1 both forms of elaboration equally increased correct recall, and decreased plagiarism in the
generate-new task. However, generative elaboration led to significantly greater plagiarism in the recall-
own task, but imagery elaboration did not. Participants in Experiment 2 were encouraged not to plagiarise
by means of a financial incentive. However, they showed the same pattern as seen in Experiment 1.
Therefore, contrary to a simple strength account, the probability of a person plagiarising another’s ideas is
linked to the particular nature of the elaboration carried out on that idea, rather than its familiarity.
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The need to correctly attribute a memory, a
thought, or an idea to its origin is important for
normal human interaction and is inherent in most
facets of everyday life (Johnson, Hashtroudi, &
Lindsay, 1993). Inevitably, mistakes in this attri-
bution process may occur in life where two
information sources become confused. This occurs
in unconscious plagiarism, where an individual
may unknowingly plagiarise another by claiming a
previously experienced idea as their own novel
idea. There have been many documented cases of
unconscious plagiarism over the years including
high-profile cases where public claims have been
made about the originality of the work, for
example, Freud’s theory of bisexuality (1960),
George Harrison’s song My Sweet Lord (Dannay,
1980), and the makers of the 1997 film The Full
Monty (as cited by Macrae, Bodenhausen, &
Calvini, 1999).

Recent research investigating unconscious
plagiarism has been based on Brown and Mur-
phy’s (1989) experimental paradigm. Their

experimental paradigm involved three distinct
stages. In an initial generation phase, groups of
four participants took turns to generate category
exemplars (see also Brown & Halliday, 1991;
Macrae et al., 1999). Following this encoding ses-
sion, participants were instructed to recall their
initial responses (recall-own task) and to generate
an equal number of new responses (generate-new
task). Plagiarism was scored slightly differently in
the two tasks. In the recall-own task, plagiarism
was counted whenever a participant recalled an
idea that had originally been generated by some-
one else. In the generate-new task, plagiarism was
counted whenever a previously generated idea
was re-generated, whether originally by someone
else, or by the participant. Thus, in the generate-
new task participants can plagiarise themselves.
More recently, this paradigm has been extended
to more creative tasks such as puzzle tasks (Marsh
& Bower, 1993), brainstorming sessions (Marsh,
Landau, & Hicks, 1997), and drawing novel space
creatures (Marsh, Landau, & Hicks, 1996). Here
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we use the Alternate Uses Test (Christensen,
Guilford, Merryfield, & Wilson, 1960).

Brown and Murphy (1989) found that uncon-
scious plagiarism occurred in each of the three
phases. The frequency of plagiarism was higher
when participants were generating new exemplars
(9%) than when they were directly recalling their
own exemplars (7%). These repetitions were sig-
nificantly more frequent than would be expected
by chance. Further, plagiarising from others
occurred more frequently than inadvertent self-
duplication, thus suggesting that people monitor
self-generated and other-generated information in
different ways (Slamecka & Graf, 1978; Vos,
Vesonder, Post, & Ney, 1987).

Using variations in the Brown and Murphy
(1989) paradigm, research has shown that delays
between initial idea generation and later genera-
tion of novel responses significantly increase rates
of unconscious plagiarism (Brown & Halliday,
1991; Macrae et al., 1999; Marsh et al., 1996).
Additionally, studies have demonstrated that
participants are more likely to plagiarise a person
of the same sex (Macrae et al., 1999), the person
who spoke directly before them (Brown & Mur-
phy, 1989; Linna & Giilgoz, 1994) and ideas from a
more credible source (Bink, Marsh, Hicks, &
Howard, 1999). Cumulatively, however, in pre-
vious studies, unconscious plagiarism tends to be
higher when participants generate new ideas than
when they recall their own ideas.

One issue of central interest in this work is the
difference in the rates of unconscious plagiarism
across the recall-own and the generate-new tasks.
This is believed to be due to different decision
processes being utilised in the two phases (Marsh
& Bower, 1993). In the recall-own phase, when
participants recall their initial ideas, source-mon-
itoring judgements are required. Participants need
to first determine whether an idea is an old idea
and second to establish who initially generated it.
However, when generating new ideas, less differ-
entiated information is required as participants
can rely on judgements of item familiarity (Dod-
son & Johnson, 1996; Johnson et al., 1993).
Therefore, due to the extended use of source
monitoring during the recall-own phase, levels of
unconscious plagiarism are sensitive to factors
related to the attributes of the memory repre-
sentations. Landau and Marsh (1997) demon-
strated this by manipulating the representations of
self-generated and computer-generated informa-
tion. Initially, memory representations were made
highly confusable by requiring participants to

guess the computer’s responses in addition to
generating their own ideas. Similar search pro-
cesses and cognitive operations were utilised to
derive each of the ideas and so information from
both the sources was more difficult to differ-
entiate. Consequently, rates of unconscious pla-
giarism in the recall-own phase increased.
However, rates of plagiarism in the generate-new
phase remained unchanged. This was because the
ideas were familiar and could easily be rejected as
new ideas. Conversely, when perceptual differ-
entiation was manipulated and the two sources
were made easy to distinguish, unconscious
plagiarism in the recall-own phase was reduced.
This finding has subsequently been replicated
by Macrae et al. (1999) who found that source
confusion manipulations at encoding and
retrieval increased unconscious plagiarism in the
recall-own phase but did not increase generative
errors.

A neglected area of research that is likely to
impact on source judgement is the effect of par-
ticipant elaboration following exposure to an idea.
Elaboration might involve thinking about, evalu-
ating, or developing the idea after the initial
generation phase, but before test. Real-life plagi-
arists inevitably think about appropriated ideas
and accordingly invest considerable time and
effort into these ideas. The aim of the present
work is to explore the possibility that it is this
process that is responsible for a plagiarist main-
taining their belief in the originality of their work.
A number of findings suggest that elaboration
should have an impact on rates of unconscious
plagiarism. For example, imagination inflation
research (e.g., Garry, Manning, Loftus, & Sher-
man, 1996) demonstrates that a false belief that a
fictional event has occurred is created by repeated
imagination experiences concerning event infor-
mation and detail. During this process, and over
time, participants come to believe that the ima-
gined event actually occurred. There have been
similar results documented within the domain of
eyewitness memory. Repeatedly interviewing a
witness increases their confidence in their testi-
mony, even for erroneous details (Shaw, 1996).

Elaboration processes are anticipated to be an
important component of unconscious plagiarism
and provide the focus for this paper. Two specific
forms of elaboration were examined. The first was
elaboration based on the idea itself. In this con-
dition, participants were required to rate how
easily the idea could be visualised and how
effective an idea it was. In depth of processing



terms (Craik & Lockhart, 1972), this would be
regarded as deep processing since it requires both
the formation of an image and the consideration
of the meaning of the idea. However, crucially, it
does not involve the participant developing the
idea in any way. The second form of elaboration
did just that. In this condition, participants were
required to think of three ways of improving the
idea. Because this second form of elaboration
involves a degree of generation, it will be referred
to as generative elaboration, to contrast with the
previously described imagery-elaboration condi-
tion. Given that these forms of elaboration also
involve being repeatedly exposed to the ideas that
were previously generated, two control conditions
were used. In addition to the standard baseline
condition of single exposure to the generated
ideas, there was a condition in which ideas were
re-presented, without any accompanying instruc-
tions to elaborate. This enabled us to rule out
simple repetition as the basis of any effects
observed in these conditions. Also, this permitted
a comparison to be made between ideas heard
once and twice.

The goal was to determine whether these dif-
ferent types of elaboration had differential
impacts on plagiarism rates. Both forms of ela-
boration require deeper processing of the original
ideas and so would be expected to increase the
idea’s strength in memory. Activation strength is
currently the dominant model used to explain
unconscious plagiarism (Bink, Marsh, & Hicks,
1999; Marsh & Landau, 1995). In this view, higher
rates of plagiarism are anticipated in the recall-
own task, as items with greater strength are more
likely to be plagiarised (Marsh & Landau, 1995).
Marsh and Bower (1993) suggested that as the
activation strength of externally generated ideas is
increased, their activation level becomes closer to
that of self-generated ideas and so intrusions of
plagiarised ideas occur. This view also predicts
that both forms of elaboration should reduce
plagiarism, relative to baseline, in the generate-
new tasks. This follows because any increase in
strength would lead to greater discrimination
between new and old items, and thus reduce
intrusions from previously elaborated ideas. Thus
the simple strength account of unconscious plagi-
arism predicts that elaboration should show a
dissociation across the two measures of plagiar-
ism, but makes no predictions regarding the two
forms of elaboration beyond that predicted by
strength. That is, if one form of elaboration leads
to stronger memory traces, as indexed by higher
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recall, one might consequentially expect to see
higher rates of plagiarism in the recall-own task,
and lower rates of plagiarism in the generate-new
task in that condition.

An alternative viewpoint leads to a different set
of expectations, however. In line with the source-
monitoring framework (Johnson et al., 1993), one
might expect participants to make an attribution
about an idea that is currently in mind on the basis
of the qualitative aspects of that idea. That is, a
person might conclude that a particular idea is new
because of the cognitive operations that led to it, or
they may conclude the idea is a memory because of
its perceptual qualities, or because they also can
access other ideas associated with the event at
encoding. In this view, the different forms of ela-
boration might have differential effects on
unconscious plagiarism because they lead to dif-
ferent kinds of traces being laid down, and so
different attributions. This difference is likely to
emerge in the recall-own task. This follows
because both forms of elaboration would lead to
greater discrimination from new ideas than control
items, and so show less unconscious plagiarism in
the generate-new task. However, in the recall-own
task, there is likely to be greater overlap between
the processes of originally generating an idea and
thinking of ways of improving that idea, than there
is between originally generating that idea and
imagining it and rating its quality. This follows
because generating an idea and thinking of ways of
improving an idea both involve generative pro-
cesses, and participants may erroneously attribute
the generation of the ways of improving the idea to
the generation of the original idea.

There may also be scope in such a view for an
effect due to personal style or personal semantics
to emerge. That is, participants may think of ways
of improving an idea that makes it “‘their kind of
idea”. For example, Person A might generate the
idea of using a brick as a doorstop. However,
Person B might think of improving this by dec-
orating the brick using floral-design wallpaper.
Later, Person B might recall the elaborated idea
and, focusing on the floral attribute, believe that
the idea must have been their own, since they
particularly like flowers. This would be a use of
personal style. An example of personal semantics
would be if a participant had thought of decorat-
ing the brick so as to match their wallpaper at
home. Recalling the brick as being decorated in
the style of one’s own home-décor might later be
taken, erroneously, as evidence that the idea must
have been one’s own.
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Thus, this view anticipates that elaborative
encoding instructions that allow participants to
generate ways of improving an idea will lead to
substantially more plagiarism in the recall-own
task than instructions that merely require partici-
pants to imagine an idea and judge it. Even though
both may lead to memories of the same strength,
as indexed by correct recall, it is the qualitative
nature of the traces that will lead to these differ-
ential levels of unconscious plagiarism in the
recall-own task.

The present work utilised the original Brown
and Murphy (1989) paradigm of group generation
followed by a later test session involving recall of
old ideas and generation of new ideas. In addition
to the standard methodology there was also an
elaboration phase where participants were
required to think about a subset of the ideas that
had previously been generated. However, rather
than using category generation as the original
group task, the Alternate Uses Test (Christensen
et al., 1960) was used. This task was selected as it
has parallels with the category generation task
but also requires a degree of participant creativ-
ity, within constraints that enable scoring proce-
dures to be employed. This task also has the
benefit of creating ideas that can be improved
upon, unlike simple category membership. The
testing session followed 1 week after the initial
generation and elaboration stages. The expecta-
tion was that any form of elaboration would lead
to a reduction of unconscious plagiarism in the
generate-new task. However, the issue of parti-
cular interest was the rate of plagiarism in the
recall-own task. Here, the strength account would
predict that both forms of elaboration would lead
to increases in unconscious plagiarism, while the
source-monitoring account would predict that
unconscious plagiarism would be particularly
inflated by elaboration that involves thinking of
idea improvements.

EXPERIMENT 1
Method

Participants

A total of 40 undergraduate students partici-
pated in the generation phase. However, 2 parti-
cipants failed to attend the second testing session
and so only 38 participants completed the
experiment. Participants were undergraduates
from the University of Plymouth and received

partial fulfilment of a course requirement for their
participation in this study.

Procedure

Four participants were randomly assigned to a
group and given a seat around a central table. The
participants were informed that they would hear a
list of category names (e.g., a newspaper) and they
would have to think of novel, non-conventional
uses for the items (e.g., to make a paper hat). After
the experimenter read aloud the first category
(either brick, shoe, paper-clip, or button) partici-
pants were instructed one at a time to share their
idea with the group. The order that participants
were asked their ideas was denoted by a Latin
square design. This decreased the likelihood that
the participant would plagiarise the person who
spoke directly before them, as they could not
anticipate when they were going to speak (Marsh &
Bower, 1993). Moreover, explicit instructions sta-
ted that they must listen to all the others’ exemplars
to prevent themselves from generating the same
ideas as another person. The experimenter recor-
ded all the generated ideas. For each of the four
categories, each participant generated four novel
uses. Accordingly, for each category there were 16
generated exemplars. Examples, of generated ideas
included “‘to use buttons to play tiddly winks”, ““to
use a shoe as a flower pot”, and “‘to use a paperclip
to decorate a picture frame”.

The elaboration phase immediately followed
the generation phase. Of the previously generated
ideas, a quarter (one idea from each participant,
from each category) was then subject to the fol-
lowing condition treatments. For the imagery-
elaboration ideas participants rated the ideas on 5-
point rating scales for how easy they were to
imagine (I = difficult to imagine, 5 = easy to ima-
gine) and how effective they thought the ideas
would be (I = not effective, 5 = very effective). For
the generative-elaboration 1ideas participants
wrote down three ways to improve the given idea.
For the re-presented items participants heard the
ideas a second time but were not instructed to
elaborate them in any way. Control ideas were not
re-presented at this stage.

The order in which participants performed
these tasks was counterbalanced across the
groups. The experimenter read these ideas aloud
in a predetermined random order, instructing the
participants to rate, elaborate, or listen to the idea,
as appropriate. This task completed the first ses-
sion, which lasted approximately 40 minutes.



One week later, participants returned to com-
plete the recall-own and generate-new phases
individually on computer. In the recall-own phase,
participants were shown the four category head-
ings (e.g., brick) that they had previously gener-
ated to in the first session, with four blank spaces
under each. The categories were displayed one by
one in a random order for each participant. Par-
ticipants were instructed to type in all of their own
ideas from the first session (16 ideas). Recall was
not timed or forced. If participants could not
remember all of their ideas, then they were per-
mitted to leave blank spaces. Once this had been
completed, the same category headings were
repeated in a random order. However, partici-
pants were asked to generate four completely new
uses for each category that had not been pre-
viously generated (in any of the categories). If
participants failed to enter four ideas, a message
was displayed alerting them that they had not
provided four ideas and could not proceed until all
the ideas had been typed in. This session lasted
approximately 20 minutes.

Results

Unconscious plagiarism was scored if an idea was
identical or very similar to an idea previously
generated by another participant (e.g., use brick as
a doorstop or use a brick to wedge a door open).
Furthermore, if a recalled/generated idea was
identical or very similar to a previous idea from a
different category, the idea was scored as an
instance of unconscious plagiarism. Inclusion of
these ideas did not alter the pattern or significance
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of the results. Responses were categorised inde-
pendently by two raters. In the recall-own phase
the raters indicated whether the ideas were cor-
rectly recalled, plagiarised, or new ideas (that
were not generated in the initial phase). In the
generate-new phase, raters determined whether
the ideas were new, plagiarised, or duplicated
ideas (i.e., ideas that appeared in the generate new
phase more then once). The inter-rater agreement
across all the ideas was 98.7%. Discrepancies
occurred when ideas from the generation phase
were similar to ideas produced as new ideas, for
example “‘to use button as eyes on a teddy bear”
and ‘“‘to use buttons as eyes on a snowman’’. In
instances such as these, the idea was not classified
as being plagiarised. However, there were very
few examples like these and all were resolved by
discussion.

All of the participants exhibited an uncon-
sciously plagiarised error in at least one of the
phases (recall-own or generate-new). The overall
numbers of ideas correctly recalled and uncon-
sciously plagiarised in each of the tasks are sum-
marised in Table 1.

Correct recall

In total, 460 ideas were reported. Of these ideas
331 ideas (72%) were correctly recalled, where
each participant on average correctly recalled
(i.e., did not plagiarise) 8.7 (SD = 2.5) of their
initial ideas. The top row of Table 1 shows the
effects of elaboration on correct recall. A within-
subjects ANOVA revealed a main effect of ela-
boration status on participants’ performance, F(3,
111) = 10.26, p < .01. Multiple pairwise compar-

TABLE 1
Experiment 1

Elaboration status

Control Re-presented Imagery elaboration Generative elaboration
Task Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Recall 1.42° 1.13 2.24° 1.24 2.63° 0.97 2.42° 0.98
UP (RO) 0.53* 0.73 0.63* 1.05 0.55° 0.76 1.7° 1.8
UP (GN) 0.95% 1.01 1.03* 0.88 0.39° 0.72 0.61° 0.89

Experiment 1: Mean rates of correct recall and plagiarism within the recall-own (RO) & generate-new (GN) phases for control
ideas, ideas that were repeated and ideas the were subject to imagery elaboration and generative elaboration.
Means within a row that share the same superscript letter do not significantly differ from one another (p < .05 after Sidak

adjustment).
Recall = Correctly recalled ideas in the recall-own task.
UP (RO) = Unconscious plagiarism in the recall-own task.

UP (GN) = Unconscious plagiarism in the generate-new task.
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isons between means were conducted, with a
Sidak-adjusted alpha level of .05. These revealed
that the baseline condition was significantly lower
than all the remaining conditions, which did not
differ. This lack of difference suggests that ima-
gery elaboration and generative elaboration pro-
duced memories of equivalent strength.

Unconscious plagiarism

Recall-own task. In this task, participants
were required to remember as many of their own
initial ideas as possible. Unconscious plagiarism
occurred when participants recalled someone
else’s idea as their own. A plagiarised idea was
only counted once. Of the 460 ideas that were
reported, 129 ideas (28%) were unconsciously
plagiarised. In the recall-own phase, 79% of par-
ticipants (30 of 38) unconsciously plagiarised at
least one idea that another group member had
originally generated in the encoding session.
Additionally, 57.9% (22 of 38) of participants
made two or more intrusions.

A within-subject ANOVA revealed that the
elaboration manipulation reliably affected rates of
unconscious plagiarism, F(3,111) = 11.01, p <.001.
The means are displayed in the second row of
Table 1, and were compared by Sidak-adjusted
multiple comparisons as before. These revealed
that generative-elaborated ideas were plagiarised
more often than any of the other ideas. Therefore,
conducting generative elaboration during idea
encoding significantly increased the later plagiar-
ism of those ideas. The remaining means did not
differ significantly.

Generate-new task. Participants were
required to generate four new ideas per category
cue, but often participants unconsciously plagi-
arised another persons’ ideas or inadvertently
duplicated one of their own previous ideas (self
plagiarism). In total, 602 ideas were generated and
of these, 474 (78.7%) were new ideas, 113 (18.8%)
had previously been generated by someone else,
and 15 (2.5%) were participants’ own ideas that
they had inadvertently re-presented as new. The
small remainder were duplicated ideas at test that
were excluded from the analysis.

Self-plagiarism. There was a very small number
of these types of intrusions and there was no sig-
nificant main effect of elaboration status on self-
plagiarism rates, F < 1.

Unconscious plagiarism. In the generate-new
phase, 97.4% of participants (37 of 38) plagiarised

by reproducing an old idea that had been pre-
viously generated by another group member.
Moreover, 68.4% (26 of 38) made two or more of
these intrusions. The effects of elaboration on
rates of these errors can be seen in Table 1. A
within-subjects ANOVA revealed a significant
main effect of elaboration status on the rate of
unconscious plagiarism for others’ ideas, F(3, 111)
=4.51; p < .05. Follow-up tests were conducted as
before, and revealed that the mean for the ima-
gery-elaborated ideas was significantly lower than
both control and re-presented ideas, but that no
other comparison was significant.

Discussion

There were three measures of interest in this
study. On two of them, recall and plagiarism in the
generate-new task, there were equivalent levels of
performance in the two elaboration conditions
relative to the two control conditions. The only
difference observed between the two forms of
elaboration occurred in the rate of unconscious
plagiarism seen in the recall-own task. In this task,
generative elaboration led to considerably higher
rates of plagiarism than imagery elaboration,
which did not differ from the two control condi-
tions.

This pattern is interesting for a number of
reasons. First, the results strongly refute a simple
strength account. There are two measures of
memory strength available. The most direct is
correct recall and on this measure neither form of
elaboration exceeds the re-presented control.
More pertinently, the two forms of elaboration did
not differ, with in fact numerically higher recall for
imagery elaboration. Thus, this measure refutes
the idea that generative elaboration produces the
strongest memories. Exactly the same conclusion
can be drawn from the indirect measure of
strength, the ability to avoid generate-new plagi-
arisms. Here again the two forms of elaboration
are not statistically different, although they do
reduce plagiarism on the generate-new task rela-
tive to either control or re-presented ideas. Fur-
ther, it is the imagery condition that is numerically
the lowest, suggesting stronger memories than
generative elaboration. Thus both measures are
consistent with imagery elaboration producing
memories that are strong, if not stronger than the
generative elaboration. Additionally, the gen-
erate-new plagiarism data, although not the recall
data, suggest that both forms of elaboration pro-



duce stronger memories than re-presentation.
Finally, both recall and generate-new plagiarism
data indicate that re-presentation creates stronger
memories than single presentation.

Using these measures of strength to predict
plagiarism in the recall-own data produces a series
of predictions that are not met. Strength would
predict more recall-own plagiarism of re-presented
ideas than control data; this was not found. Nor was
there the expected increase in plagiarism following
imagery compared to either re-presented or con-
trol. Conversely, in recall-own plagiarism, whilst
strength would predict no difference in recall-own
plagiarism (or perhaps a difference favouring
imagery elaboration), a large difference favouring
generative elaboration was found. Thus, a strength
account is wrong on almost all accounts.

Whereas a memory strength account cannot
explain the elevated levels of unconscious plagi-
arism seen in the generative-elaboration condi-
tion, a source-monitoring account readily explains
this pattern. These data are in line with the idea
that participants make attributions about the
qualitative aspects of ideas that come to mind in
the recall task. Ideas that were originally gener-
ated by someone else, but have been added to by
the participant, were more than three times as
likely to be plagiarised than control ideas or
imagined ideas, and more than twice as likely to
be plagiarised as repeatedly presented ideas. In
fact, the magnitude of the effect was particularly
surprising. On average, in the generative-ela-
boration condition, participants recalled an aver-
age of 2.4 items, and plagiarised a further 1.7
items. Thus, plagiarised items constitute 41% of
all responses in that condition. Previous studies
have shown much lower rates of plagiarism, more
in line with the levels seen in the control condition
here. The highest rates of plagiarism reported
previously were those in the recall-own phase in
Macrae et al. (1999). They reported plagiarism
levels of between 14% and 24 %, which are still
well below the rate in this study.

There are a number of potential factors that may
contribute to the high levels of plagiarism seen in
the present study. This study is the first to use the
Alternate Uses Task in this manner. Although it is
not an overly demanding task, there may be certain
task-specific factors operating that make it difficult
for participants to complete. For example, the
ideas may be less discriminable from each other
than on some of the previously used tasks. Simi-
larly, the use of an extended delay is not typical of
the literature, but is consistent with previous work
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showing that delays increase rates of plagiarism
(Brédart, Lampinen, & Deleldre, 2003; Brown &
Halliday, 1991; Macrae et al., 1999; Marsh et al.,
1996). In addition, the fact that in three out of four
conditions participants encountered the ideas
twice may also contribute to the higher rates of
plagiarism. Nevertheless, while these factors might
account for a general increase in plagiarism errors,
they cannot account for the particular increase
seen only in the generative-elaboration condition.
However, because the general levels of plagiarism
observed in this study were high, there was a
concern that the levels were elevated as a result of
participants not using a strict enough decision
criterion to monitor their responses given in the
recall-own and generate-new phases. Therefore, it
was decided to conduct a replication of the study
with an additional manipulation that encouraged
participants to think more carefully about their
answers before making a response.

EXPERIMENT 2

This study replicated Experiment 1 except for one
detail. Participants were offered a financial
incentive for not plagiarising any previously gen-
erated ideas, in order to encourage them to
monitor their decision processes more carefully.
Participants were told that a prize of £50 would be
shared between all participants who avoided pla-
giarised errors. They were told that in the previous
study this would have resulted in two or three
participants sharing the money. The expectation
was that this manipulation would encourage par-
ticipants to monitor the source of their ideas
carefully, and so reduce the overall plagiarism
rates from Experiment 1. There was no strong
expectation that this would affect the pattern of
effects seen previously, although it did allow the
testing of the possibility that the particularly high
rates for the generative-elaboration items were
due to this factor. As a manipulation check, par-
ticipants were also asked to rate how hard they
tried to not plagiarise any of the previously given
ideas at the end of the study.

Method

Participants

A total of 40 undergraduate students partici-
pated in the idea-generation stage of the study.
However, 4 participants did not attend the second
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test session and so only 36 participants completed
the experiment. Participants were undergraduates
from the University of Plymouth and received
partial fulfilment of a course requirement for their
participation in this study. None had taken part in
Experiment 1.

Procedure

The procedure was identical to the Experiment
1, except for the incentive not to plagiarise. Before
they began, participants were instructed that there
was a reward available for all the participants who
did not plagiarise any of the previously generated
ideas. They were informed that a £50 cash prize
would be equally split between the participants
who did not re-produce any ideas from the initial
session (previously given by themselves or any of
the other participants). It was made clear that in
previous studies only 5-10% of participants have
been able to successfully do this. Consequently,
their share in the money should be sizeable. At the
end of the study, participants were asked to indi-
cate how hard they tried to not plagiarise any of
the previously given ideas using a 5-point rating
scale from 1 = not hard at all to 5 = very hard.

Results and discussion

Unconscious plagiarism was scored in the same
way as in Experiment 1. The same two raters were

used and the inter-rater agreement was 99.3%,
again with discrepancies resolved through discus-
sion. When participants were asked how hard they
tried to not plagiarise any of the previous ideas,
86.7% of participants responded with a 4 or
higher. The mean rating on the 5-point rating scale
was 4.4 (SD = 0.9).! Excluding those who had
given a lower rating than 4 did not alter the results
and so all the data were retained. The number of
correctly recalled ideas and the number of plagi-
arised ideas in the generate-new and recall-own
tasks are given in Table 2.

Correct recall

In total, 417 ideas were reported, 347 (83.2%)
of which were correctly recalled (i.e., not plagi-
arised). Each participant on average correctly
remembered 9.6 (SD = 2.9) ideas. A within-sub-
jects ANOVA revealed that there was a sig-
nificant main effect of elaboration status on rates
of recall, F(3, 105) = 7.31, p < .05. Differences
between the means were examined by Sidak
multiple comparisons with an adjusted alpha
level of .05. These revealed that the ideas that
had received generative elaboration or imagery
elaboration or had been re-presented were recal-
led more often than control ideas. As in Experi-
ment 1 there were no other significant
differences, thus providing no evidence for dif-
ferential memory strength as a result of elabora-
tion type.

TABLE 2
Experiment 2

Elaboration status

Control Re-presented Imagery elaboration Generative elaboration
Task Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Recall 1.75% 1.25 2.8 1.16 2.47° 1.18 2.58" 1.0
UP (RO) 25% .50 317 .82 A7% 81 92° 1.0
UP (GN) 587 .60 477 77 28% 57 .58 .69

Experiment 2: Mean rates of correct recall and plagiarism within the recall-own (RO) & generate-new (GN) phases for control
ideas, ideas that were repeated and ideas the were subject to imagery elaboration and generative elaboration.
Means within a row that share the same superscript letter do not significantly differ from one another (p < .05 after Sidak

adjustment).
Recall = Correctly recalled ideas in the recall-own task.
UP (RO) = Unconscious plagiarism in the recall-own task.
UP (GN) = Unconscious plagiarism in the generate-new task.

' Due to an administration error, seven participants did not receive this rating scale to complete.



Unconscious plagiarism

Recall-own task. Unconscious plagiarism was
scored in the same way as in Experiment 1. In the
recall-own phase, of the 417 ideas that were pro-
duced, 70 (16.8%) were unconsciously plagiarised.
During this task, 75% of participants (27 of 35)
unconsciously plagiarised at least one idea that
another group member had originally generated.
Additionally, 44.7% of participants (17 of 35)
made two or more intrusions. As shown in Table
2, the elaboration manipulation reliably affected
rates of unconscious plagiarism, F(3, 105) = 6.32,
p < .05. Follow-up tests revealed that the gen-
erative-elaboration ideas were plagiarised at a
higher rate than baseline ideas, re-presented
ideas, and the imagery-elaborated ideas. The
remaining comparisons between cell means were
not significant. Therefore, as in Experiment 1,
generative elaboration alone increased the later
plagiarism of ideas.

Generate-new task. In total, 563 ideas were
generated and of these, 481 (85.4%) were new
ideas, 69 (12.3%) were unconsciously plagiarised
ideas, and 13 (2.3%) were participants’ own ideas
that they had inadvertently re-presented as new.

Self-plagiarism. There were a very small num-
ber of these types of intrusions, only 27.8% (10 of
36) of participants plagiarised one of their earlier
ideas. Only two participants made more than one
intrusion. Moreover, there was no significant main
effect of elaboration status on self-plagiarism
rates, F < 1.

Unconscious plagiarism. In the generate-new
phase, 91.7% of participants (33 of 36) plagiarised
by reproducing an old idea that had been pre-
viously generated by another group member.
Moreover, 55.6% (20 of 36) made two or more of
these types of intrusions. A within-subjects
ANOVA revealed that there was no significant
main effect of elaboration status on the rate of
unconscious plagiarism, F(3, 105) = 1.65, p = .182.
As in Experiment 1, the lowest level of uncon-
sciously plagiarised ideas was in the imagery
condition.

Experiment 2 therefore largely achieved its
aims. Rates of plagiarism were reduced from the
previous study, although the magnitude of the
reduction was larger in the recall-own task.
Overall, in the recall-own task, mean number of
plagiarised ideas per person dropped from 3.4
(Experiment 1) to 1.9 (Experiment 2). The
equivalent figures for the generate-new task were
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3.0 and 1.9. Thus, it appears that our incentive did
result in participants making fewer intrusions on
average. However, interestingly, this effect did not
translate to the number of participants making
any kind of plagiarised response. In Experiment 1,
79% of participants made a plagiarised response
on the recall-own task, and 97.4% of participants
did so on the generate-new task. In Experiment 2,
75% of participants made a plagiarised response
in the recall-own task, compared to 91.7% in the
generate-new task. In fact, in Experiment 2, there
was no one who met the criterion of totally
avoiding plagiarised responses.

Against the background of reduced rates of
plagiarism, the basic pattern of findings seen in
Experiment 1 was replicated. In the recall-own
task, there was a significant effect of elaboration
type, which was entirely due to the generative-
elaboration condition. Although the mean num-
ber of plagiarised ideas per person dropped from
1.7 in Experiment 1, to 0.9 in Experiment 2, this
remained at around double the rate seen in the
other conditions. In contrast, the mean number of
plagiarised responses in the imagery elaboration
condition was only 0.4, which was in line with the
rates seen for re-presented items (0.3) and control
items (0.3).

The effects seen in the generate-new task were
less clear-cut, although still in line with the pre-
vious results. In Experiment 1 the ideas that were
subjected to both the baseline measures (control
and repeated ideas) were plagiarised significantly
more than the imagery-elaborated ideas and
numerically more than the generative-elaborated
ideas. However, in the second experiment, there
was a significant reduction in the plagiarism in the
control and re-presented condition compared to
Experiment 1, and consequently there was little
difference between the plagiarism levels across
the manipulation of elaboration. However, once
again the lowest rate of plagiarism was seen in the
imagery-elaboration condition, again suggesting
that imagery produces strong memories.

As before, a strength account cannot account
for these data. The recall data suggest that control
items are weaker that the other three kinds of
item, which do not differ. Numerically, the highest
recall is seen for re-presented items. The plagiar-
ism data in the generate-new phase suggest no
differences in strength but numerically it is ima-
gery elaboration that minimises plagiarism to the
greatest degree. Thus, neither measure suggests
that generative-elaboration produces ‘‘strong”
memories, but it is this condition that shows
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double the rate of plagiarism in the recall-own
task, compared to the other conditions.

One pattern that is hard to explain is why the
incentive manipulation only reduces plagiarism in
the control and re-presented conditions. Clearly a
simple threshold shift that might be utilised in a
strength model such as a signal detection theory
cannot explain this finding. However, since our
main focus was on comparison of the two forms of
elaboration, this pattern was not central to the
current argument. What is pertinent is the repli-
cation of the pattern of reduced generate-new
plagiarism for imagery compared to generative
elaboration in Experiment 2. Although neither
study showed a significant difference, overall
generate-new plagiarism following imagery was
about half that seen for generative elaboration. As
we argued above, if the ability to reject ideas as
being old rests on a measure of strength then this
pattern would be consistent with imagery ela-
boration producing stronger memories. This pat-
tern therefore serves only to strengthen the claim
that the increased plagiarism for recall-own fol-
lowing generative elaboration could not be due to
strength. Of course it is also possible that plagi-
arism in the generate-new task does not stem from
strength alone. There may also be a metacognitive
component such that participants apply a “mem-
ory criterion” (Mazzoni & Kirsch, 2002) to gen-
erated ideas. Thus, when an idea comes to mind,
any associated imagery that is produced might
lead to the conclusion that the idea is old and
should be rejected. On the assumption that the
imagery-elaboration condition creates more visual
traces, this might explain why fewer generate new
ideas are plagiarised following imagery.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Overall the financial incentive used in Experiment
2 resulted in few systematic changes between the
experiments. Both experiments produced sub-
stantial rates of unconscious plagiarism. Although
the extent to which participants plagiarised was
reduced in Experiment 2, relative to Experiment
1, the results from each experiment followed lar-
gely the same pattern. In both, elaboration status
influenced correct recall, with poorest perfor-
mance in the control condition. For plagiarism in
the recall-own task, both experiments showed that
only generative elaboration caused elevated levels
of plagiarism. For plagiarism in the generate-new
task, the pattern was less consistent. In Experi-

ment 1 only imagery elaboration decreased pla-
giarism relative to the baselines, while in
Experiment 2 plagiarism of the baseline ideas was
reduced and there were no significant differences
between conditions. Taken together, these results
are inconsistent with a strength-based account of
unconscious plagiarism, and are more supportive
of a source-monitoring account of unconscious
plagiarism errors.

Marsh and Bower (1993 see also Brown &
Murphy, 1989; Marsh & Landau, 1995) originally
suggested that in the recall-own task participants
plagiarise ideas that have a high activation
strength. They maintained that increasing the
activation level of externally generated ideas
makes these ideas more comparable to self-gen-
erated ideas. Therefore, the “overlap” between
the ideas increases, and accordingly so does the
rate of unconscious plagiarism in the recall-own
phase. Conversely, increasing activation strength
allows ideas to be rejected as old in a generate-
new task, and so would be expected to lower
plagiarism when new responses are required.

Our strategy in interpretation of our data to
test these ideas has been to take the recall per-
formance as an indicator of memory strength, and
use this to make predictions about plagiarism
rates in the two tasks. Clearly, given that there
were no significant differences between the forms
of elaboration in the two studies, a simple strength
model fails to account for our data because recall
did not differ between either of the elaboration
methods but plagiarism in the recall-own tasks
did. The same arguments apply to comparisons
involving the re-presented ideas. A strength
hypothesis would also have predicted that re-
presentation, which improved recall, would also
have increased plagiarism in the recall-own task
relative to baseline, but it did not.

If one adopts a similar strategy, and takes pla-
giarism in the generate-new condition as a proxy
measure of strength, one runs into similar diffi-
culties. Assuming that stronger memories are
easier to reject as old in the generate-new task, but
harder to distinguish from old in the recall-own,
leads to the prediction that the two forms of pla-
giarism should be negatively correlated across
conditions. This is clearly not the case. For
instance, in Experiment 2, generative elaboration
leads to numerically the highest rates of plagiar-
ism in both tasks. Thus, however we oper-
ationalise memory strength, our data do not seem
to conform to the predictions from the strength
hypothesis.



One surprising aspect of the data in these stu-
dies was performance in the re-presented ideas
condition. Merely re-presenting ideas, without
instructions to elaborate in any way, had a sub-
stantial impact on rates of correct recall. In fact, in
both experiments recall rates for this condition did
not differ from the elaboration conditions, and
were significantly higher than control ideas.
However, given the increased recall seen in this
condition, it is important to note that this was not
reflected in higher rates of unconscious plagiarism
in the recall-own task. Clearly our re-presentation
control condition involves presenting participants
with ideas to hear again, in the context of other
ideas that they are being asked to imagine/elabo-
rate. It would be naive to assume that participants
do not carry over some of the processing from the
elaboration conditions to the re-presented ideas.
What impact is this likely to have had? Foremost it
can only serve to reduce differences in processing
between the re-presented and the other condi-
tions. If we were able to demonstrate robust
effects, this would suggest that perhaps the effects
we obtained are underestimates of the true effects.

We were able to explore this issue by compar-
ing those ideas that were re-heard before any
elaboration instructions were given, with those
that followed either the imagery or generative
elaboration. For correct recall and generate-new
plagiarism there were no significant effects of
presentation order in either experiment. How-
ever, for unconscious plagiarism in the recall-own
phase, order was significant, F(2, 35) = 4.73, p <
.02, with re-heard ideas presented first producing
0.36 plagiarisms, ideas following imagery rating
0.27, and those following generative elaboration
1.33. Thus, these data mimic exactly the pattern
seen in the full data set, suggesting that those who
carry out generative elaboration first carry this
over to listening, and hence produce more plagi-
arisms. Those who begin with imagery elaboration
show no such effect. The same broad pattern was
observed in Experiment 2 (listen first 0.07, image
first 0.25, generative elaboration first 0.70), but
this did not reach statistical significance, F(1, 35) =
1.83, p < .18. Thus together the data suggest that
listening a second time does not increase plagiar-
ism, compared to baseline, except when preceded
by the generative-elaboration instruction.

There are a number of potential reasons why
generative elaboration increased plagiarism in the
recall-own task. One, in line with the source-
monitoring framework, is that the different forms
of elaboration resulted in qualitatively different
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kinds of traces being laid down at encoding. When
participants generated their ways of improving an
original idea, they will have stored a record of the
associated cognitive operations (Johnson & Raye,
1981; Johnson et al., 1993) that went into gen-
erating those improvements. It is this additional
information (including the quality and detail) at
recall that assists the participant in distinguishing
between internally and externally generated ideas
and inferring their origin (Johnson & Raye, 1981).
During generative elaboration, participants may
have carried out processes similar to those
involved in generation of ideas in the first
instance. Consequently, the memory representa-
tions would resemble the representations of their
own ideas. Thus, at recall when source-monitoring
judgements are made, if the perceptual detail for
an externally generated idea is lacking but there is
an abundance of associated cognitive operations,
then the sources of the two types of ideas may be
confused (Landau & Marsh, 1997, Marsh &
Bower, 1993). Such a process would result in the
original sources of the idea being misplaced and
others’ ideas incorrectly claimed to have been self-
generated. Conversely, processes used in con-
structing images and rating the quality of ideas do
not resemble those utilised in generation, and so
the representations will not be confused at test.
This idea is consistent with past research (Landau
& Marsh, 1997; Macrae et al., 1999; Marsh &
Landau, 1995).

These additional cognitive operations seen in
the generative-elaboration condition may also
involve some element of personal style or perso-
nal semantics that serve as a semantic cue. In
reality monitoring literature, it is well documented
that internal and external events differ (see
Johnson & Raye, 1981) and internal memories
provide additional cues that allow the origins of
the ideas to be distinguished. Johnson and Raye
(2000) maintain that the source of information is
not stored with a memory but is inferred through
an automatic heuristic process that is based on an
evaluation of various information features.
Therefore this additional personal information
may incorrectly influence participants’ source
monitoring judgements.

While participants were performing generative
elaboration by devising novel uses for ideas, they
may have associated personally relevant infor-
mation to the idea. Other participants’ ideas may
have cued memories of times when they have seen
or used the item in that way (e.g., to use a shoe to
hide money in). As a result of thinking about and
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improving the idea, the source may be confused
and the idea may feel more personally relevant.
What is personally relevant might consist of per-
sonal semantics (e.g., remembering using their
shoe to hide money) or personal style (e.g., that
they are the kind of person who hides money).
This familiar style of the idea may be achieved
through participants re-working the idea
throughout the elaboration period. The effort
exerted may serve to change the expression of that
idea to fit the person’s own style. Consequently,
when the participant later recalls the idea, they
may remember the personally relevant informa-
tion, or recall the idea in a way that is familiar,
natural, and in their own style. This idiosyncratic
information may then serve as a misleading dis-
criminative cue, and hence participants may
erroneously decide that the idea was something
that they had originally generated. Such effects
would not occur with ideas that were merely rated
or imagined because they are not so closely tied to
self, or self-style. Therefore it is not the strength or
effort per se that is responsible for the increase in
recalled intrusions but rather the nature and kind
of elaboration.

This research was motivated by trying to
understand real-world plagiarism. Across two
studies, the results indicated that generative ela-
boration has a powerful effect on plagiarism rates
when people later try to recall their own ideas.
These data suggest that real-world conditions that
require people to take ideas and work on them are
likely to result in those people coming to believe
that the original idea was their own. This may
therefore constitute a possible mechanism by
which creative artists, who may have worked on
and invested considerable time and effort into a
basic idea, may come to believe someone else’s
idea is their own. Moreover, the results from
Experiment 2 suggest that this process may occur
even when people are warned about plagiarism
and are consciously trying to avoid it.
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