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ABSTRACT. Conceptual andmethodologi cal ap proachesfrom cog ni-
tivesci encehaveincreasingly beenappliedtoresearchexaminingthere
lationbetweentrauma, dissoci ationandbasiccogni tivefunctioning. The
cur rent study repli catesand ex tendsre cent re search that ex amined per-
for manceinadi rected for get ting task using PT SD and traumahistory as
thegrouping vari ables(McNally, Metzger, Lasko, Clancy, & Pitman,
1998) to col lege stu dentswhowereclassi fied ashigh or low dissociators
based ontheir per for mance on the Dissociative Ex peri encesScale(DES:
Bernstein & Putnam, 1986). High and low DES participants' per for
mancewasex amined un der two attentional contexts: aselectiveat ten-
tion condition and two new divided attention conditions (based on
DePrince& Freyd, 1999). Dif fer encesbetweenthegroupswererevealed
when adi vided at tention ver sion of thetask wasem ployed. Con sistent
with DePrince and Freyd (1999), when di vided at ten tion was re quired,
high DES partici pantsrecalled fewer trauma and more neutral words
thandidlow DESpar tici pants, who showed theop po sitepat tern. [Article
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Increasing at tention hasbeen paidtotherelation betweentraumatic
stress and alterations in cognitive functioning. For example, recent
studieshaveex aminedal ter ationsinmemory andattentionfunctioning
forthoseindi vidualswhomeet cri teriafor posttraumatic stressdisor der
(PTSD) (e.g., McNally, Metzger, Lasko, Clancy & Pitman, 1998; Kaspi,
McNally & Amir, 1995; Cassiday, McNally & Zeitlin, 1992; Foa,
Feske, Murdock, Kozak & McCarthy, 1991), aswell asindi vidual swho
vary indissociative level (e.g., DePrince & Freyd, 1999). Theap pli ca
tionof cogni tivepsy chologi cal taskstoquestionsinthetraumatic stress
literature a low research ersto ex aminetherelation between specific
cog ni tivefunctions(e.g., at tention and mem ory) and traumasequel ae
(e.g.,PTSD anddissoci ation).

One recent study employed a directed forgetting task to compare
memory perfor mance, asmeasuredby free recall,across three groups,
thegroupsincludedindividual sdiagnosedwithPTSD,individualswith
atraumahistory with out PTSD and con trolswith no traumahistory re
ported (McNally et al., 1998). Par tic i pantswere shown words drawn
fromthreecat egories: neutral, traumaand posi tive. Af ter view ing each
word, par tici pantswerein structedto either remember or for get that
word. McNally et al. (1998) reported no differences across PTSD,
trauma, and con trol groupsin their re call for trauma-re lated words, re
gardless of the instruction to rememberor forget. The PTSD group
showed def i citsinrecall for posi tiveand neu tral wordsfor whichthey
werein structed to remem ber, com pared to the non-PT SD groups.

McNally et al. (1998) sug gested that their re sults call into question
thelong-standingclini cal observation that a proportionofindividuals
who ex peri encetraumacanfor get theevents, giventhat par tici pantsin
their sam ple showed no better or worse re call for trauma-re lated stim
uli. AnAmericanPsychologi cal Associ ation(APA) Monitorarti clere-
porting on McNally et al.’ s (1998) find ings quoted McNally as stat ing
“Thisfindingfliesintheface of acom mon hy poth e sisabout mem ory
functioningin peoplereportingpsy chiatricimpairment as a result of
hav ing beensex ually abused asachild” (APA, December 1998, p. 8).

WhileMcNally eta.’ s(1998) resultssug gest no dif fer encebetween
the PTSD and non-PTSD groupsinrecall for traumawords, theclini cal
liter atureindi catesthat memory for trauma-related material isof tenat
tered. Memory al ter ations have been re ported at two ex tremes: flash
backsandintrusive mem oriesontheonehand (for review seevan der
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Kolk, McFarlane & Weisaeth, 1996), and losses in mem ory for trauma-
related material on the other hand (for are view see Freyd, 1996). Al
though there have been somefalseal e gations of abuse based on faulty
mem ory, and a though thereisof ten un cer tainty about theveracity of
indi vidual a legedmemoriesof trauma(whether recov eredor continu-
ous), thereisevidencethat someindi vidua shaveimpairedmemory for
trauma (ascited above) and that traumasur vi vors have greater gen eral
memory impairment than con trol groups (Bremner, in press; Ed wards,
Fivush, Anda, Felitti & Nordenberg, in press).

Attentional context may play aroleintheseemingly contradictory
findingsbetween McNally et a.’ s(1998) study and other ev i dencethat
trauma survivorshaveimpaired memory for trauma-relatedinfor ma
tion. Mostlaboratory studiestodatehaveeval u ated thecog ni tiveper-
formance of traumatized individuals in tasks requiring selective (or
focused) at tention, a though thismay not beex plicitly statedinthere
searchreports. Thisistrueof McNally et al.’ s(1998) di rected for get ting
memory task, inwhich par tici pantsweregivenonly onethingtodo at a
givenmoment.

Recentwork suggeststhat dissoci ationmay relatetobasicattention
systemsinaway that en ablessome peo ple ableto per form better un der
di vided at ten tion con di tions (see DePrince & Freyd, 1999). DePrince
and Freyd (1999), in a study com par ing the per for mance of high and
low dissociators, found ev i dencefor aninter action betweendissoci a
tionandat tention. Par tici pantscom pleted the Stroop task un der two at
tention conditions. selective and divided. In the selective attention
condi tion, partici pantsreceivedthestandard Stroop instructions;they
were asked to name the color in which words were printed whileig nor-
ingtheword meaning. Inthedi vided at tentioncondi tion, par tici pants
were asked to name the color in which the words were printed while s-
mul taneously try ingto remem ber thewordsfor amem ory test. Per for-
mancewasas sessed by ex amining Stroop Inter fer ence. DePrinceand
Freyd (1999) reported that high dissociators performed more poorly
(showedmoreinter fer ence) onthe Strooptask under selectiveattention
condi tionsand better (showed|essinter fer ence) under di vided at tention
con di tionswhen com pared to low dissociators who showed the op pe
sitepat tern. Thisfinding sug geststhat attentional contextisanim por-
tantfactortoconsiderinexaminingtherelationbetween dterationsin
basiccognitivesystemsanddissoci ation.

Thisresearchal sosuggestsarelationbetweendissoci ationandmem-
ory. DePrinceand Freyd (1999) ex amined par tici pants’ freerecall re
sponses for neutrd (e.g., squirrel, baboon) and trauma (e.g., incest,
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assault)words. A signifi cantinter actionreveal edthat highdissociators
re called more neu tral and fewer trauma words when com pared to low
dissociators who re called more trauma and fewer neu tral words.

DIRECTED FORGETTING

Directedfor gettingisalaboratory task that wasdevel opedtoex am-
inemechanismsof intentional for getting (MacL eod, 1999). Duringthe
task, par tici pantsare pre sented with listsof words and given instruc-
tionstoei ther remember or for getthematerial. Par tici pantsaretol d that
their mem ory will be testedonly for words that they werein structed to
re mem ber. Sub se quent mem ory istested for both the“for get” and the
“remember” words. The standard directed forgetting effect leads to
higher ratesof recall for re mem ber com pared to for get words (for are
view, see MaclL eod, 1999).

Thedi rected for get ting task hasbeen em ployed intwo forms. Inthe
“item” method, words ap pear one at a time with an in struc tion to re
member or forget fol low ing each word. Inthe“list” method, partick
pants view a list of words and are told half way through the list to
remem ber or for get all previ ousitems. Researchershavesug gested that
thetwo formsof di rected for get ting taskslead par tici pantsto em ploy
different cogni tivemechanisms(e.g., MacL eod, 1999; Basden, Basden
& Gargano, 1993). Par tici pantsin theitem method likely uti lizeseleec
tivere hearsal of the re mem ber words, whereas par tici pantsin thelist
method likely em ploy in hi bi tion of thefor get words (M acL eod, 1999).
Thisview issup ported by ev i dencefromrec og ni tion tasks. Basden et
al. (1993) found that partici pantsshowthe directedforgettingef fect
(recognizingmoreremem ber thanfor get words) during a recognition
task when the item method is used, but that this dif fer ence disap pears
when thelist method is em ployed. We used the item method of pre sen
tationinourrepli cationof McNally et a.’s (1998) methodol ogy.

CURRENT STUDY

Although McNally et a. (1998) compared groups based on PTSD
and traumahistory status, we used dissociative ten dency asthe group
ingvari able. Dissoci ationhasbeenshowntobesignifi cantly relatedto
traumahistory (for areview, see Freyd, 1996). Bothresearchand clin
cal evidencesuggestthat dissoci ationisanimpor tant constructindisor
ders following trauma, such as posttraumatic stress disorder (e.g.,
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Bremner et a., 1992; Koopman, Classen & Spiegel, 1994) and the dis
sociativedisor ders(e.g., Putnam, 1997). Inthecur rent study, weex am
ine cognitive correlates of dissociative tendencies and consider the
resultsin the con text of theory-build inginthedisso ci ation and trau
maticstressliteratures.

Werecruited par tici pantswho scored 20 or aboveand 10 or below on
theDissociativeEx peri encesScale(DES), classi fyingthemashighand
low DESgroups, respectively. Giventhat wewere not di ag nosing par-
ticipantswith dissociativedisor ders, but rather wereex amining cor re
lates of dissociative pro cesses, wedid not usethe more strin gent cut-of f
of 30that hasbeenrecommendedfor di ag nosticpur poses(e.g., Carlson
& Putnam, 1993). Rather, we used a less conservative cut-off of 20,
which Carlson and Putnam (1993) suggestedisanap propri ately high
score to war rant fur ther exami nationinclini cal usesof theDES. The
low DES cut-off was selected based on previ ousre search sug gesting
that normal adults score in the range of O to 10 (e.g., Carlson and
Rosser-Ho gan, 1991). Inad di tion, these cut-offswereused in apre vi
ousstudy andyieldedinter estingfindings, suchasasignifi cantinter ac
tion between DES group (high or low) and recall for neu tral and trauma
words (DePrince & Freyd, 1999), that we sought to fur ther ex aminein
the cur rent study. In the cur rent study, high and low DES par tici pants
weretested in adi rected for get ting task that in cluded trauma, neu tral,
and posi tivewords, aswell asboth selectiveanddi vided at tention con

ditions. A repli cationof McNally etal.’s(1998) find ingsfor theselec
tiveattentioncondi tionwaspredicted; thatis, nodif fer encefor highand

low DESpartici pants recall of trauma-relatedwordsunder selectiveat

tentioncondi tionswasex pected. Consistent with DePrince and Freyd
(1999), under di vided at tention condi tions, wepredicted that highDES
par tici pantswould show worsere call for the traumawords and better
recall for neutral wordsthat they had beenin structed toremember rel a
tivetolow DESpar tici pants, who we pre dicted would show the op pe

site pat tern. Two typesof di vided at ten tion taskswerein cluded. One
task required that the par tici pantsmake oral re sponses, whilethe other
required key press responses.

METHOD

Participants

Under graduatestudentsenrolledinanintroductory Psy chol ogy class
at theUni ver sity of Or egonwere selected to par tici patethrough pre
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screening based ontheir per for mance on the Dissociative Ex peri ences
Scale (DES; Bernstein & Putnam, 1986). Two participants were re-
moved from the study be causethey werenon-native English speak ers.
Twenty-eight high DES par tici pants (mean DES=26.8; SD =4.7) and
28 low DES partici pants(mean DES=5.19; SD = 2.8) com pleted the
experiment.Inthehigh DESgroup, theav er ageagewas 19; 14 par tick
pantswerewomen. Inthelow DES group, the mean agewas 21; 17 par-
ticipants were women. Partici pantswerecom pensatedthroughpartial
ful fill mentof anlntroductory Psy chol ogy classresearch requirement.

Materials

Selectiveanddi videdattentionver sionsof adi rectedfor gettingtask
wereadministered by per sonal computer. Stimuli wererepli catedfrom
those used by McNally et a. (1998). Fifty-four words derived from
threeword groupswere used; word typesin cluded trauma(e.g., incest),
positive(e.g., carefree), andneutral (e.g., cupboard). Eachstimulusap-
peared in lower case at the cen ter of acom puter screen oneat atime. A
list of fifty-four distracter wordsthat weresimi lar in mean ing and part
of speechweregen er atedfor useinarecogni tiontask.

Asin McNally et al. (1998), each of the 54 words was ran domly as-
signed to one of three blocks. Each block was paired with an at ten tion
condi tionandcounter bal anced acrosspar tici pants(e.g., Block A paired
with the selectiveattentioncondition,Block B paired with the divided
attention color condition, Block C paired with the divided attention
number condi tion, etc.). Partici pantsviewed each bl ock threetimes, for
atotal of nineblocks, to match the num ber of timesstimuli wereviewed
in McNally et a. (1998). Within each block, word or der was ran dom
ized. Theblock or der wasran domized for each par tici pant. At the be
ginning of each block of stim uli, par tici pantsweregivenin structions
for that par tic ular block. Filler words (coun try names) ap peared at the
beginningand end of each block in or dertoprevent pri macy and re
cency ef fectsinfreerecall.

Partici pantsviewedwordsunder threedif ferentattentionconditions:
selective attention, di vided attentionwithkey press, and di vided at ten-
tionwithvoiceresponse. Duringtheselectiveat tentionblocks, partick
pants were told that they would see a word and then receive the
instructiontoei ther remember or for getthat word. Theinstructiontore
member ap peared as“RRRR” in the cen ter of the com puter screen; the
for getinstructionap pearedas“ FFFF.” Inthedi vided at tentionwithkey
press blocks, the color of the word and in struc tion (RRRR or FFFF)
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changed at randominter valsbetween red and blue. Inthedi vided at ten
tion with key press blocks, the par tic i pants were in structed to press a
key eachtimethecolor changed whileasofol low ingtheinstructionsto
read andremember words. Inthedi vided at tentionwithver bal response
blocks, par tic i pants were asked to count out loud by three’ swhilefol-
low inginstructionstoread and remem ber words. A research assistant
was presant during the task and re corded the ver bal re sponses made
duringthecountinginor dertotrack er rors. Twotypesof di vided at ten-
tion condi tionswereincludedtoinvesti gatehow dif fer enttypesof di vided
attentiontask manipulationsaf fect per for mance(e.g.,oneconditionre
quiredver bal response, another key pressresponses).

The participants were prescreened using the Dissociative Ex peri-
ences Scae (DES) (Bernstein & Putnam, 1986). The DESisa 28 item
self-report measurethat hasdemonstratedgoodreli abil ity andvalidity.
TheDESincludesitemsfor whichthepar tici pant rateshow frequently
he/she experiences each event. Sam pleitemsin clude, “Some peo ple
have the experience of drivingacar andsuddenlyreal izingthat they
don’t know what has hap pened dur ing al or part of thetrip” and“ Some
peo plehavetheex peri enceof feel ingasthoughthey are sandingnext
to them selves or watch ing them selves do something and they actu ally
seethem selvesasif they werelook ing at an other per son.”

Procedure

Thepar tici pantsweretested oneat atimewithan ex peri menter pres-
ent; theex per i menter was blind to the partici pant’ sassignmenttothe
high or low DES group. After giving informed consent, participants
were asked to read words that appearedat the center of a computer
screen. Each word ap peared one at atime and stayed onthemoni tor for
twoseconds. Fol lowingeachword, thepar tici pantssaw instructionsto
el ther remember or for get thewordthey had just read; the mem ory in
struc tion ap peared for three sec onds. The par tici pants were told that
their mem ory would betested at the end of theex per i mentonly for the
wordsthat had beenfol lowed by theremem ber (RRRR) instruction.

Af ter view ingthenineblocksof stimuli, thepar tici pantswereasked
to write down all of the words they could re mem ber from the ex per i-
ment (freere call task). They were in structed to write down words re
gardless of the remember or forget instructionspresentedduringthe
experiment. Fol lowingthefreerecall task, thepartici pantsweregivena
recogni tiontest. The words were pre sented one at a time on the com
puter screen. Half of the words were taken from the ex per i ment. The
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other half were new words, not previously viewed dur ingtheex per i
ment, that were matched for word cat egory (i.e., neutral, trauma, posk
tive) and part of speech. The participants were instructedtoindi cate
whether eachword had beenviewed previ ously or wasnew by makinga
key press. Upon com pletion of theex per i ment, par tici pantsweretold

therationalefor thestudy.

RESULTS

For each participant, we calculated the to tal num ber of wordsre-
called for each word cat e gory within each of the three at ten tion con dr
tions. The mean num ber of words cor rectly re called as afunc tion of
DES group, word category and dtention condi tionarepresentedin
Tablel. In addition, weassessedrecogni tionmemory by cal culating
theto tal num ber of words cor rectly iden ti fied as hav ing been viewed
dur ingthedi rected for get ting task (seemeansin Table2).

TABLE 1. Means (stan dard de vi a tion) words cor rectly re called in a free re call
task acrossthree conditions (selective attention, divided attention with voice
re sponse, divided at ten tion with key press). Range of pos si ble cor rect free re
call re sponses is 0-3.

Selectiveattention
Trauma-F  Trauma-R Neutral-F  Neutral-R  Positive-F  Positive-R
Low DES 93(.86) 1.82(94) .71(.76) 2.00(.77) .46(51) 1.11(.96)
High DES 86(.89) 1.89(1.03) .71(.85) 1.93(94) .71(.90) 1.04(.79)

Divided with voice re sponse
Trauma-F  Trauma-R Neutral-F  Neutral-R  Positive-F  Positive-R
Low DES .39 (.57) 57 (.79) .04 (.19) .25(.52) .07 (.26) .36 (.68)
High DES 39 (.74) .64 (.95) 11(42) .36(.68)  .21(.42) .32(.77)

Di vided with key press
Trauma-F  Trauma-R Neutral-F  Neutral-R  Positive-F  Positive-R
Low DES 50 (.51) .93 (.81) .18(.48)  .50(.75)  .18(.39)  .29(.46)
High DES .57 (.69) 54 (.74) .18 (.39) .75 (.93) 43 (.63) .29 (.53)
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TABLE 2. Means (stan dard de vi ation) words cor rectly identifiedin a recog ni

tion task as pre viously viewed across three con ditions (se lec tive at ten tion, di
vided atten tion with voice re sponse, divided atten tion with key press). Range of
possible correctrecognitionresponsesis 0-3.

Selectiveattention
Trauma-F  Trauma-R Neutral-F  Neutral-R  Positive-F Positive-R

LowDES  2.71(46) 3.00(.00) 257(57) 2.71(60) 2.11(.96) 2.32(.82)
HighDES  2.57(50) 2.75(65) 2.46(84) 2.96(19) 2.14(97) 2.50(.69)

Divided with voice re sponse
Trauma-F  Trauma-R Neutral-F  Neutral-R  Positive-F  Positive-R
Low DES 1.86(.89) 1.93(1.05) 1.39(1.13) 1.75(.84) 1.57(1.23) 1.68(1.12)
HighDES  1.68(.86) 1.64(1.03) 1.46(88) 1.86(.97) 1.14(.93) 1.68(1.06)

Di vided with key press
Trauma-F  Trauma-R Neutral-F  Neutral-R  Positive-F  Positive-R
Low DES 2.43(74) 264(68) 2.11(88) 2.39(69) 2.00(.94) 2.07(.94)
HighDES  2.32(72) 2.43(74) 1.93(1.09) 2.21(.88) 1.68(1.09) 1.96(1.04)

Experimental ManipulationCheck

A manipulationcheck withinthefreerecall datarevealedsignifi cant
main ef fectsfor re mem ber/for get in struc tions F(1,54) = 88.452, p <
.001,indi catingthat partici pantscor rectly recalledmoreremember than
for get words, as predicted by the stan dard di rected for getting task. A
significantmainef fectfor attentioncondition(F(2,108) = 88.853, p <
.001) suggestedthat par tici pants did fol lowinstructions and therefore
recalled fewer wordsfrom thedi vided at tention con di tions. High and
low DES groups did not ap pear tore spond to thetask in structionsdif-
ferently, as indicated by non-signifi cantinter actionsfor DESby re
member/forget instructionand DESby at tention condi tion. Consistent
withMcNally eta. (1998), nosignif i cant group dif fer enceswerefound
forfreerecall of trauma-relatedwordsintheselectiveattentioncondition.

FreeRecall Task

In order to test the main predictionthat highandlow DESpartici-
pantswould dif fer onrecall for traumaand neutral wordsthat they were
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instructedtoremember under di vided attentionconditions, a2 (DES,
high or low) 3 2 (word cat egory, trauma-remem ber or neutral-remem-
ber) ANOVA for the dividedattentionwith key press conditionwas
con ducted. A sig nif i cant inter ac tion (F(1,54) = 5.074, p=.028) re
vealed that high DES participantsrecaled fewer trauma words and
more neu tral words that they were instructed to remember than low
DES par tici pantswho re called more traumaand fewer neu tral words
(seeFigurel). The 2 ((DES, high or low) 3 2 (word cat egory, trauma-
forget or neutral-for get) ANOVA for the divided attentionwithkey
presscondi tionwasnotsignifi cant.

A 2 (DES, high or low) 32 (word cat egory, trauma-re mem ber or
neutral-remember) ANOV A examiningthedi videdattentionwithver
bal responsecondi tionwasnot signifi cant. The2 (DES, highorlow)3 2
(word cat egory, trauma-for get or neu tral-for get) ANOVA for the dr
videdattentionwithver bal responsecondi tionwasnotsignifi cant. Free
re call data for the for get items sug gested that the high and low DES
groupsdid not dif fer on their mem ory for words that werefol lowed by
theforgetinstruction.

FIGURE 1. Per cent cor rect free re call for trauma and neu tral words viewed
duringdividedattention-keypresscondition. Significantinteraction of DES by
wordcategory
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Toex aminewhether high andlow DESgroupsdi vided their at tention
withsimi lar ef fort, high and low DESgroupswere com pared onthenum
ber of key pressesmadedur ingthedi vided at tentionwith key presscon
di tions. The mean num ber of key presses made by low and high DES
partici pantswas169 (39 std. dev.) and 176 (35 std. dev.), respectively.
Anindepend ent sam plet-test re veal ed that the groupsdid not dif fer on
num ber of key presses, sug gest ing that high and low DES groups used
comparablelevelsof ef fortincompl etingthedi videdat tentioncol or task.

RecognitionMemory

Thepredictedinter actionof DESby word cat egory withinthedivided
at tention con di tionswastested for therec og ni tion memory data. A 2
(wordcategory; neutral-remember, trauma-remember) 3 2 (DES; high,
low) repeated measuresANOV A inthedi vided at tention with key press
condi tionwasnotsignif i cant, thoughthepredicted pat ternwaspresent.
Similarly,the2(wordcategory; neutral-remember, trauma-remember)3
2(DES; high, low) repeated measuresANOV A inthedi vided at tention
withvoiceresponsecondi tionwasnot signif i cant.

Thetota num ber of falsealarmsmadedur ing therec og ni tion task was
ca culated (see Table3). Falsealarmsweredefined aswordsthat thepar tie
i pantsincorrectlyidentified ashav ing beenviewed dur ingtheex per i ment
(i.e.,thepartici pantincor rectly recog nizedthewordfromtheprevi ouslists
whentheword had not been presented ear lier). A 2 (dissoci ation; highor
low) by 3 (word cat e gory; trauma, neutral, posi tive) ANOVA reveaed
that high and low DES par tici pantsdid not dif fer in theto tal num ber of
falseaarmsmadewhentry ingtoidentify wordsprevi oudy viewed

DISCUSSION

Inthecur rent study, adi videdat tentiontask requiredthat partici pants
makeakey pressinresponsetoasecondary task, inad di tionto at tend-

TABLE 3. Mean (stan dard de vi a tion) false alarms made dur ing rec og ni tion
task across three word cat e gories (trauma, neu tral, pos i tive). Range of pos st
ble false alarm re sponses is 0-6.

Trauma Neutral Positive
Low DES 4.50(3.19) 3.57(2.79) 4.32(3.22)
High DES 4.71(3.62) 2.42(2.06) 3.82(2.11)
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ingtowordsonacom puter screen. Under thisdi vided at tention con d
tion, thehigh DES par tici pantsre called moreneutral and fewer trauma
that they had previ ously beenin structed toremem ber, com paredtolow
DES partici pantswho showedtheop posite patern. Thisfinding, in
conjunctionwithprevious sudies (e.g., Freyd, Martorella, Alvarado,
Hayes, & Christman, 1998; DePrince & Freyd, 1999), suggeststhat
attentional contextisacriti cal factortobeconsideredwhenexamining
therelationbetweenmemory functionanddissoci ation. Thesefindings
suggestthat dissoci ationmay beadaptiveinkeepingthreateninginfor ma
tionfromawarenessunder certaincir cumstances. Inpar ticular, attentional
context may beacentral factor inunder standingwhendissociativeten
dencies are most likely to help people keep threatening information
fromawareness. Theseresultsareparticularly impor tant for futurere
search in light of the fact that most cognitive studiescur rently being
conducted regarding trauma, dissoci ation,andPTSD, require partici
pants to utilize selectiveattention. Many of thecogni tiveal ter ations
seenfol low ing sometrau matic eventsmay bebest revealedinadi vided
at tention context. Attentional contextisalsoim por tanttoconsiderin
terms of ecological vdidity. Tasks requiring divided attention may
moreclosely ap prox i matethereal world. Indaily life,indi vidualsfre
guently havetodeal withdi vided at tentiondemandsthanselective.

Thisstudy addstothegrowingevidencethat dissoci ationmay provide
someprotectionfromthreat eninginfor mationunder cer tainattentional
demands. Thecur rent findings, in conjunctionwith Freyd et al. (1998)
and DePrinceand Freyd (1999), sug gest that disso ci ation may beadap-
tiveunder di videdattentioncondi tions, but not necessar ily under selee
tive attention demands. In addition, this study provides prdiminary
evi dencethat whether theindi vidual isactively try ingtoremem ber or
canignoretheinfor mationisanotherimpor tantfactor. Theinter action
of DES by word cat egory for freerecall wasnot sig nif i cant for words
that partici pantswereinstructedtofor get, butwassignifi cantforwords
that the par tici pantswerein structed to remem ber inthedi vided at ten
tion key press condition. Dissociation gppearsto have helped block
traumainfor mationonly under condi tionsduringwhichthepartici pant
isinstructedto actively try toremem ber thethreat eninginfor mation,
not un der con di tionswheretask de mandsare such that the par tici pant
canignorethethreat eninginfor mation.

No significant interaction between DES and word category was
foundwhenthedi videdat tentiontask required par tici pantstomakeast
mul taneousver bal response. Task dif fi culty may ex plainthedif ference
inper for manceacrossthetwodi vided at tentioncondi tions. During de
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briefing, many partici pantscommentedthat thedi vided attentiontask
requiringaver bal re sponsewas much moredif fi cult than the other two
tasks. It may bethecasethat di vided at tentiondemandscanal low disso-

ci ationto keep threat eninginfor mation from aware nessgiven an op ti

mum dif fi culty level. Tasksthat are more dif fi cult than the op ti mum

may not alow for the protective functions of dissociation. Alterna

tively, theitem method of pre sentation may havelead par tici pantsto se

lectively rehearse remember words. Participants rehearsal strategy
may have been disrupted by the re quire ment that they make ver bal re

sponsesin count ing by threes.

Thehighandlow DESgroupsdidnot dif fer onthenum ber of intru-
sionsthat oc curred dur ing therec og ni tiontask. Thisfinding isper tk
nent to con sid er ations of mem ory er rorsthat have been discussedin
the literature on trauma (see Freyd & Gleaves, 1996). Dissociative
tendency did not ap pear toin creasethelikeli hood of mak ing er rorsof
commissiononarecog ni tiontask for wordssimi lar in meaning and
part of speechin the cur rent study. That isto say, when asked to in di-
cate whether or not they had viewed words pre vi ously, high DES par
tici pants wereno morelikely to makeer rorsthanlow DES par tici pants
inerroneously indi catingthat they had seenwordsprevi ously, whenin
fact they had not.

Sev eral limi tationsinthecur rent study shouldbetakenintoconsider-
ation. First, the study ex am inestherelation between dissociative ten
dency and information processing, including processing of trauma
words, but doesnot ex aminetraumahistory. Though researchstrongly
supports a link betweendissoci ationandtrauma, thesefindingsshould
be considered only intermsof disso ci ationand not traumahistory. Fu-
turestudiesmight examinetraumahistory andinfor mationprocessing
across attentional contexts. Second, while we have assumed that the
traumawordswould be per ceived by par tici pantsasthreat eninginfor-
mation, thiswasnot demonstratedthroughbehavioral or physiologi cal
measures. Third, wedi vided par tici pantsinto highandlow DESgroups.
Whilesuch adi vi sion ap pearsto bemeaning ful intermsof capturing
dif ferentlevelsof dissoci ation, thehighDESgroupdoesnot necessarily
represent pathologi cal lev elsof dissoci ation. Futurestudiesmightem
ploy the DES Taxon (Waller, Putnam, & Carlson, 1996) or use more
stringent DEScut-offstoex aminepathologi cal lev el sof dissoci ation.

Fu ture stud ies con ducted using the di rected for get ting task should
em ploy thelist pre sentation method. Giventhat re search ershave sug
gested the list method encour agespartici panttoadopt an inhibition
strategy (eg., Anderson & Neely, 1996; Basden et al., 1993), this
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method may bemoreinter est ing intermsof ex amining how high and
low dissociatorsinhibitinfor mation. Futurestudiesthat employ thelist
presentationmethod will facilitatecomparisonsto related studiesthat
have also used thelist method (e.g., Cloitre, Cancienne, Brodsky, Dulit,

& Perry,1996) and arelikely examininginhi bi tionrather thanencoding
processes. | nhibitionisanim por tantmechanismtoex plore, especially
giventheclini cal obser vationthat traumasur vi vorsof tenreport mem

oryimpairment. Anderson (in press) has beguntoapply activeinhi bk

tion modds to traumaticmemory.In addition,future research might
includemanipulationof memory strat egiesby instructing partici pants

tousecertainstrategies. Likely, partici pantsarestudy ingwordsby sim

ply repeat ing theitemsto them selves, which hasbeen showntobearet

atively inef fectivestrat egy. How might dif fer encesbetween high and
low DESgroupsbeal teredif moreef fectivemem ory strat egiesarein

voked?

In summary, aninter action of dissociativeten dency by word cat e-
gory forfreerecall wasfoundunder adi vided at tentioncondi tion. Ina
divided at tention task, high DES par tici pantsre called fewer trauma
words and more neu tral wordsthat they had been in structed to re mem
ber than did low DES partici pantswho showedtheop posed pattern.
Giventheestablishedrelationshipbetweentrauma and dissociationin
theliterature, thisfindingisimportant to consider ationsof traumaand
memory and suggeststhatdissoci ation may have adap tive value un der
cer tain attentional contextsto helptheindi vid ual keepthreat eningin
formation away from explicit awareness (DePrince & Freyd, 1999;
Freyd, 1996). Thesefindingssuggest that theabil ity tokeepthreatening
infor mationfromawarenessismostlikely tooc cur under di vided task
demands. Theroleof attentional context will beim por tant for research-
ers and clinicians to consider when studying traumatized and/or dis
sociativepopulationsinthelaboratory. If futureresearch sup portsthe
cur rent find ings, therole of attentional con text will aso beim por tant
for cli ni ciansto con sider, especialy whenitisobservedinaclini cal
contextthat highly dissociativeindi vidua sseemtoor ganizetheir lives
to maintain seemingly chaotic environments.Whatappears chaotic
may cor respondtoanenvi ronmentthatincludesdi videdat tention. The
maintenance of divided attention environments may enable highly
dissociative individuals keep threatening information from aware-
ness.
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