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Abstract

In two studies, we examined whether fantasy prone people are superior storytellers. In study 1, partici-
pants high or low on fantasy proneness (N = 25) were instructed to fabricate a memory about an aversive
childhood event. Independent judges rated stories of high fantasy prones as more emotional, more plausible,
and richer in Criteria Based Content Analysis (CBCA) elements than those of low fantasy prone people. In
study 2, high and low fantasy prone participants (N = 38) wrote down a true and a fabricated story about a
negative event. Although the stories of the two groups did not differ in terms of emotionality or plausibility
ratings, both true and fabricated stories of high fantasy prones were rated as being richer in CBCA elements
than those of low fantasy prone controls. Taken together, the two studies show that fantasy proneness affects
CBCA ratings. Forensic experts employing this tool would be well advised to take into account the potential
confounding influence that fantasy proneness might have on CBCA evaluations.
© 2004 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

Many researchers (e.g., Pezdek & Taylor, 2000; Undeutsch, 1982) assume that fabricated and
truthful stories have quite different characteristics. In fact, this assumption is not without
empirical credence (e.g., Porter, Yuille, & Lehman, 1999; Sporer, 1997) and, in any event, it has
served as the starting point for the development of various forensic tools. A case in point is the
Criteria Based Content Analysis (CBCA; Steller & Koehnken, 1989), which aims at evaluating the
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truthfulness of a story by matching its content against a set of 19 credibility criteria. These criteria
focus on qualitative aspects like coherence of the story and amount of superfluous and unusual
details (see, for an extensive listing of the CBCA criteria, Ruby & Brigham, 1997). Although the
CBCA was originally developed for assessing children’s accounts of sexual abuse, more recent
research has examined whether this tool might contribute to a more accurate discrimination
between adults’ truthful and false statements. Over the past few years, evidence has accumulated
supporting the effectiveness of CBCA criteria in distinguishing between true and false stories. In
their scholarly review, Ruby and Brigham (1997, p. 729) summarize this evidence, but also
conclude that “a number of empirical and theoretical issues must be addressed before the CBCA
or similar techniques can legitimately be proposed as reliable and valid and to provide powerful
evidence that is of probative value in evaluating the fate of a defendant in a sexual abuse case.”
One of the problems that Ruby and Brigham (1997) identify is that we do not know how well the
CBCA fares with people who are talented storytellers.

That stories play an important role in the legal domain has long been recognized. For example,
Bennett and Feldman (1981, p. 1) argued that the “criminal trial is organized around storytell-
ing”. This is supported by the pioneering work of Penington and Hastie (1988) who showed that
participants are more likely to find a defendant guilty of murder when prosecution evidence is
ordered in story form and defence evidence is not. Quite the opposite happens when there is a
good story about the defendant, while prosecution evidence lacks the coherence of a story. Under
such conditions, participants are less likely to find a defendant guilty.

Thus, stories do matter and this is not only true for the legal arena, but also for the medical
domain. A good example in this context is provided by the phenomenon of malingering. Purisch
and Sbordone’s (1997, p. 350) noted that ““malingerers do not present with la belle indifference.
Their intent is to convey their symptoms to justify their disability along with their concern and
distress about being so afflicted. As a consequence, they are likely to describe their injury in a
highly detailed manner, which is usually offered as proof of their claims of disability. The forensic
neuropsychologist should not be tempted to interpret litigants’ highly detailed histories as proof of
credibility of their symptoms and disability”.

People differ in their storytelling abilities. One individual difference dimension that might play a
crucial role in this context is fantasy proneness (Wilson & Barber, 1983). Individuals who are high
on fantasy proneness typically spend a large part of their time fantasizing and daydreaming.
Because of their vivid and detailed fantasies, they are talented in role playing and pretending to be
someone else. Wilson and Barber (1983) describe the example of a fantasy prone individual who
introduced herself as an Eskimo to the person sitting next to her in the bus and then went on to
tell this stranger a detailed, but entirely fabricated story about her life in Alaska. A related feature
of fantasy prone individuals is that they are able to experience physical symptoms when they
fantasize about illnesses (Candel & Merckelbach, 2003; Wilson & Barber, 1983). Given these
qualities, one would predict that individuals high on fantasy proneness are better at fabricating a
plausible story than individuals low on fantasy proneness. To the present author’s knowledge, this
prediction has not yet been subjected to empirical testing. This is surprising given the fact that
fantasy proneness is a trait that strongly overlaps with dissociative symptoms (e.g., Merckelbach
& Muris, 2001; Merckelbach, Muris, Horselenberg, & Stougie, 2000; Merckelbach, Rassin, &
Muris, 2000). Clinical literature offers many anecdotal reports of patients who feign such
symptoms (e.g., Brick & Chu, 1991; Dinwiddie, North, & Yutzy, 1993). Some researchers have
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also noted that adults with recovered memories about childhood abuse tend to score high on both
dissociation and fantasy proneness (e.g., McNally, Clancy, Pitman, & Schacter, 2000). Discus-
sions surrounding the phenomenon of recovered memories touch upon legal issues of credibility
as well as the possibility of symptom malingering. With these considerations in mind, the current
studies examined whether people scoring high on fantasy proneness are better at fabricating a
memory of a negative event than are control participants.

2. Study 1

In this study, undergraduates high or low on fantasy proneness were instructed to fabricate a
recovered memory about physical abuse by a teacher. In addition, they were asked to complete a
list of items derived from post-traumatic stress and schizophrenia self-report scales and to feign
symptoms on these items in a convincing way. Two independent judges who were blind as to
participants’ fantasy proneness scores, evaluated emotionality and plausibility of the fabricated
stories. Two other independent and blind judges rated the stories in terms of relevant CBCA
criteria. We expected that stories of fantasy prone participants would be rated as more emotional
and plausible and would meet more CBCA criteria of credibility than those of control partici-
pants. As to the symptom items, we predicted that compared to control participants, fantasy
prone individuals would tend to endorse both post-traumatic stress items and schizophrenia
items. Thus, we anticipated that fantasy prone persons would exhibit an exaggerated and “over-
the-top” endorsement of items (e.g., Porter et al., 1999). This expectation was based on previous
research showing that fantasy proneness is related to a positive response bias on questionnaires
sampling highly diverse autobiographical experiences (Merckelbach, Muris, et al., 2000) or scales
listing bizarre and atypical symptoms (Merckelbach & Smith, 2003).

3. Method
3.1. Participants

During a mass testing session, 203 undergraduates were administered the Creative Experiences
Questionnaire (CEQ; Cronbach’s alpha =0.89; Merckelbach, Horselenberg, & Muris, 2001) and
the Dissociative Experiences Questionnaire (DES; Cronbach’s alpha = 0.93; Bernstein & Putnam,
1986). The CEQ is a 25-item dichotomous self-report measure of fantasy proneness. Findings
summarized by Merckelbach et al. (2001) indicate that CEQ scores demonstrate adequate test—
retest stability and internal consistency and are strongly associated with concurrent measures of
fantasy proneness and related constructs (e.g., absorption), with correlations ranging from 0.70
(with the 34-item Tellegen Absorption Scale; Tellegen & Atkinson, 1974) to 0.77 (with the 44-item
Inventory of Childhood Memories and Imaginings version described by Myers, 1983). Eleven
months after the mass testing session, attempts were made to contact 20 participants scoring in the
upper and lower deciles of the CEQ distribution. When participants were successfully contacted,
they were invited to participate in an experiment on story telling. Participants were not informed
about their CEQ status. This procedure resulted in a high (n = 11; two men) and a low fantasy
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proneness (n = 14; three men) subgroup. Mean age of the participants was 19.9 years (SD =3.1).
Mean CEQ scores of high and low fantasy proneness participants were 14.00 (SD =1.55) and 2.71
(SD =1.20), respectively: ¢ (23)=20.52, P < 0.01. High fantasy proneness participants also re-
ported more dissociative symptoms on the DES than did low fantasy proneness individuals,
means being 28.22 (SD =14.01) and 13.01 (SD =7.50), respectively, # (23) =3.48, P < 0.01.

3.2. Procedure

Participants were provided with written instructions that asked them to imagine the following
story. ““You have difficulties with understanding other people’s speech. So, you go to see a doctor
and he examines your ears. The doctor concludes that your left inner ear has been damaged. You
ask the doctor about the causes of this damage. He tells you that there are several possibilities.
The doctor then gives a detailed description of one of his adult patients who developed serious
hearing difficulties because during his primary school, an angry teacher had beaten him up. When
you come home, you start to have memories about a similar incident during your primary
school.” Participants were asked to write down a plausible one-page story about these memories.
After having written down their story, participants completed a list of 29 items. Seventeen were
PTSD Symptom Scale-Self-Report items (PSS-SR; Foa, Riggs, Dancu, & Rothbaum, 1993).
These items relate to typical Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) symptoms such as “have you
had upsetting thoughts or images about the assault that came into your head when you didn’t
want them to?” Items were scored on a 4-point scale anchored 0 (not at all) and 3 (very much).
PSS-SR items were randomly mixed with the 12 items of the Launay-Slade Hallucination Scale
(LSHS; Launay & Slade, 1981) The LSHS is a widely used instrument for measuring the dis-
position to hallucinate. It consists of 12 statements that refer to hallucinatory experiences. Sample
items are “Sometimes my thoughts seem as real as actual events in my life”” and “I have been
troubled by hearing voices in my head”. For the present purpose, participants scored each item on
a 4-point scale (0 =not at all; 3 =very much). Following the procedure of Lees-Haley (1989),
participants were instructed to imagine that they had filed a lawsuit for emotional and physical
damages associated with the teacher’s misbehavior and that they had been sent to a psychologist
for an independent examination. Their goal was to complete the items so as to feign symptoms in
a manner that would convince the psychologist that they suffered from psychopathology as a
result of the aversive childhood experience. Participants were not informed about the charac-
teristics of PTSD.

3.3. Ratings

The stories were presented in a random order to two independent judges (one forensic psy-
chologist and one teacher) who rated them in terms of emotionality and global plausibility, using
10-point scales (1 = not at all emotionallplausible; 10 = extremely emotionallplausible). Raters were
explicitly instructed that all stories were fabricated and that they should give their ratings on a
purely intuitive basis. Two other independent raters (research psychologists familiar with the
CBCA literature) evaluated the randomly presented stories in terms of nine relevant CBCA cri-
teria, using 4-point scales (e.g., Porter & Yuille, 1996; 0= criterion not present; 3 = criterion
strongly present). The criteria were: logical structure, quantity of details, contextual embedding,
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interactions, reproduction of speech, unusual details, superfluous details, subjective experiences,
and attribution of perpetrator’s mental state (see for a complete listing, Ruby & Brigham, 1997).
Raters were provided with a definition of each criterion taken from Ruby and Brigham (1997) and
they knew that each story was fabricated.

4. Results and discussion

Stories of fantasy prone individuals contained somewhat more words than those of low fantasy
prone individuals, means being 171 (SD =78.9) and 140 (SD =51.6), respectively. However, this
difference in verbosity did not attain significance: ¢ (23)=1.18, P = 0.25. Emotionality and
plausibility ratings of the two independent raters were moderately correlated with each other
(emotionality: r = 0.45, P < 0.05; plausibility: » = 0.46, P < 0.05). For the final analysis, emo-
tionality and plausibility ratings were averaged across raters. CBCA ratings had moderate (rater
1: Cronbach’s alpha =0.66) to good (rater 2: Cronbach’s alpha =0.82) internal reliabilities. The
correlation between summed CBCA scores of raters 1 and 2 was 0.52, P < 0.01. For the final
analysis, summed CBCA ratings were averaged across the two raters. Participants’ scores on the
self-report items were summed for PSS-SR and LSHS items separately and expressed as per-
centages of the maximum possible scores (51 and 36, respectively). Table 1 shows mean emo-
tionality, plausibility, and CBCA ratings for high and low fantasy prone participants’ stories.
Participants’ mean percentage scores on PSS-SR and LSHS items are also shown.

As can be seen, stories written by high fantasy prone individuals received higher emotionality
and plausibility ratings than those written by low fantasy prone individuals, 7 (23) =3.66, P < 0.01
and ¢ (23)=2.10, P < 0.05, respectively. As well, CBCA ratings were higher for stories of high
fantasy prone individuals than for those of low fantasy prone individuals, 7 (23)=2.19, P < 0.05.
A 2 (high vs low fantasy prone individuals)x2 (PSS-SR vs LSHS items) Analysis of Variance
(ANOVA) with repeated measures on the last factor showed that high and low fantasy prone
participants did not differ with regard to their scores on post-traumatic stress (PSS-SR) or hal-
lucination (LSHS) items, F(1,23) < 1.0. Moreover, both groups had higher scores on PSS-SR
items than on LSHS items, F(1,23) = 111.40, P < 0.01. The interaction of group and type of item
(PSS-SR vs LSHS) failed to reach significance, F(1,23) < 1.0.

Table 1

Mean emotionality, plausibility, and CBCA ratings for fabricated stories of high (n = 11) and low (n = 14) fantasy
prone participants. Mean percentage scores (maximum score =100) on the Post-Traumatic Stress Symptoms-Self-
Report (PSS-SR) and the Launay-Slade Hallucination Scale (LSHS) are also shown. Standard deviations are given
between parentheses

High Fantasy Prone Low Fantasy Prone
Emotionality* 6.64 (0.67) 5.57 (0.76)
Plausibility* 6.14 (1.27) 5.21 (0.94)
CBCA* 14.00 (4.27) 10.50 (3.73)
PSS-SR 62.75 (14.65) 59.94 (15.05)
LSHS 28.54 (14.65) 30.56 (16.63)

*P < 0.05, two-tailed.
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The current findings demonstrate that high fantasy prone individuals are better at telling a
good story than are low fantasy prone individuals. That is, stories fabricated by high fantasy
prones are rated as more emotional and plausible than are the stories of low fantasy prone
persons. Most importantly, stories of high fantasy prone participants were richer in CBCA ele-
ments than those of low fantasy prone participants. Thus, it seems that fantasy prone people have
better storytelling abilities and this enhances the credibility of their stories, at least when the
CBCA is used to evaluate credibility. Meanwhile it was not the case that fantasy prone people
displayed an overendorsement of symptoms when they were instructed to feign traumatic psy-
chopathology. This indicates that fantasy prone people are not only good at fabricating stories,
but are also good at faking a pattern of symptoms that is plausible and lacks an “over-the-top”
quality.

Note that differences in emotionality, plausibility, and presence of CBCA elements between
stories of fantasy prone and those of control individuals were significant, but by no means dra-
matic. On the other hand, participants had no time to prepare their fabricated stories and the
theme and format of the stories was fixed. Also, our raters were well aware of the fact that all
stories were invented. This might have produced the opposite of the well-documented truth bias
(DePaulo, Charlton, Cooper, Lindsay, & Muhlenbruck, 1997), i.c., the tendency to believe that
others are telling the truth. Literature on the CBCA clearly shows that this set of criteria
encourages a truth bias in raters such that CBCA evaluations more often lead to falsely classifying
fictitious statements as truthful than to falsely classifying true statements as fabricated (see, for a
review, Ruby & Brigham, 1997). However, the relatively low (i.e., close to mid-point) ratings for
emotionality, plausibility, and CBCA elements obtained in the current study suggest that, if
anything, raters displayed a suspicion rather than a truth bias. Thus, it might well be the case that
differences between fantasy prone and control individuals in storytelling abilities would have been
more substantial had we allowed participants to prepare stories of both true and fictitious events
and without imposing any restrictions as to the story themes. Study 2 was conducted along these
lines.

5. Study 2

In this study, undergraduates high or low on fantasy proneness were invited to think for a while
about a real and a fictitious event in which they had been the victims of other people’s actions.
Next, they were instructed to write down the events. As in study 1, independent and blind judges
evaluated stories in terms of emotionality, plausibility, and CBCA elements. Given the fact that
participants had the opportunity to select and prepare their own stories, we expected that dif-
ferences between stories of high and low fantasy prone participants would be more substantial
than in study 1. Apart from the fact that each participant was instructed to describe a true and a
false story, study 2 differed from study 1 in the following ways. To begin with, for psychometric
reasons, participants were asked to complete the DES-C (Wright & Loftus, 1999) rather than the
DES. Secondly, a subsample of participants completed the CEQ twice: once during a mass testing
session and 6-8 months later, just prior to the experiment proper. With these test-retest data we
were able to explore whether participants’ assignment to the high or low fantasy prone group was
valid. Thirdly, unlike study 1, we did not include PSS-SR and LSHS ratings because it would be
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unclear whether such ratings would pertain to true or false stories. Fourthly, given that partici-
pants were free to select their true and false story themes, a critical factor in study 2 might be the
content of the stories. That is, fantasy prones’ stories might be more compelling than those of
controls because the former tend to come up with more dramatic content. Therefore, study 2 also
examined whether fantasy prone and control participants differ with regard to the types of themes
they select when describing true and false events.

6. Method
6.1. Participants

During two consecutive mass testing sessions with fresh samples, 342 psychology undergrad-
uate students completed the CEQ (Cronbach’s alpha=0.74) and the DES-C (Cronbach’s
alpha = 0.94), which in non-clinical populations has a less skewed distribution than the conven-
tional DES (Wright & Loftus, 1999). After 6-8 months, respondents scoring in the highest or
lowest deciles of the CEQ distribution were contacted and invited to participate in a follow-up
study. As female students were in the majority during our mass testing sessions (80%) and because
we wanted to keep our final samples as homogeneous as possible, we decided to include only
women. Twenty high fantasy prone participants and 18 low fantasy prone participants were
willing to come to the lab. Their mean age was 19.5 years (SD = 1.3 years). Mean CEQ scores of
high and low fantasy prone participants were 13.85 (SD =1.22) and 2.27 (SD = 0.83), respectively:
t(36)=33.72, P < 0.01. High fantasy prones had significantly higher dissociative levels than low
fantasy prone persons, mean DES-C scores being 45.41 (SD=15.46) and 31.44 (SD=13.94),
respectively: #(36) =2.91, P < 0.01. As part of study 2, a subsample of 12 high and 12 low fantasy
prone participants completed the CEQ a second time. The test-retest correlation for their CEQ
scores was 0.82 (P < 0.01) indicating that high and low CEQ scores had remained fairly stable
across time.

6.2. Procedure

Participants were given written instructions that asked them to think about an incident that
really happened to them and in which they suffered financial, emotional, and/or physical harm as
a result of another person’s actions. Participants were then asked to write down what happened,
the type of damage that occurred, and who they held accountable for the damage. Next, par-
ticipants were asked to think about a fictitious event in which they sustained damage. The
instructions stressed that the event should be plausible, but in no way related to anything they had
ever experienced. Again, they were asked to provide written specifications about the nature of the
incident, the resulting damage, and the person who was responsible. Within each group, half of
the participants started with the true event and then wrote about the fictitious event, while the
other half had the reversed order. For both true and false events, instructions stressed that stories
should be written in such a manner that they would be convincing to triers of fact in a tort damage
procedure.
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Stories were presented in a random order to two independent raters (a teacher and a psy-
chologist) who were blind as to the CEQ status of participants and the truth status (i.e., true or
false) of the stories. Raters read each story and rated its theme on a 5-point scale (anchors: 0 = the
event involves a minor social incident; 4 = the event involves severe physical harm). They also rated
the emotionality and plausibility of each story, using the 10-point scales that were also employed
in study 1 (anchors: 1 =not at all emotionallplausible; 10 = extremely emotionallplausible).

Two other independent and blind judges (a forensic neuropsychologist and a law sociologist)
rated each story in terms of the nine CBCA criteria that were also used in study 1. Both judges
were familiar with the literature on the CBCA. As well, they were provided with a written defi-
nition of each CBCA criterion.

6.3. Results and discussion

Unlike study 1, there were clear differences in verbosity between high and low fantasy prone
participants. A 2 (groups: high vs low fantasy prone participants) x 2 (truth status: true vs false)
ANOVA with the last factor being a repeated measure yielded a main effect of groups
[F(1,36) = 4.40, P < 0.05], indicating that high fantasy prones used more words to describe their
stories (M = 174; SD =12.4) than did low fantasy prone individuals (M = 136; SD=13.1). All
other effects of this ANOVA remained non-significant [all F’s <2.0, all P’s>0.16].

Raters’ evaluations of thematic content, emotionality, and plausibility of true stories correlated
significantly with each other, with »’s varying between 0.29 (emotionality) and 0.83 (thematic
content). Much the same was true for raters’ content, emotionality, and plausibility ratings of
false stories. Here, r’s ranged from 0.24 (emotionality) to 0.79 (content). There were not only
significant correlations between raters, but in a few instances there were also significant associ-
ations between dimensions, suggesting that they were not always independent of one another. For
example, the first rater’s evaluations of the thematic content of true stories were significantly
related to his emotionality ratings of these stories (» = 0.35, P = 0.02). Nevertheless, ratings of
both judges were averaged separately for each dimension (see Table 2).

A set of three 2 (groups) x 2 (truth status) repeated measurement ANOVA’s were performed on
the averaged content, emotionality, and plausibility ratings. For content evaluations, only a
significant main effect of truth status was found [F(1,36) =9.41, P < 0.01], indicating that
overall, aversive content of false stories was rated as more serious than that of true stories. For
emotionality ratings, the ANOVA did not yield significant main or interaction effects [all
F’s<2.19, all P’s>0.11]. For plausibility, only a significant main effect of truth status was ob-
tained [F(1,36) = 5.40, P < 0.01], indicating that the plausibility of true stories was rated as
higher than that of false stories.

Cronbach’s alpha’s for the set of 9 CBCA criteria applied by two judges to true and false stories
ranged from 0.40 to 0.86. Raters’ summed CBCA ratings for true stories correlated significantly
with each [r=0.55, P < 0.01], as did their summed ratings for fabricated stories [r = 0.53,
P < 0.01]. As in study 1, summed CBCA ratings were averaged across judges. Mean CBCA
ratings for true and false stories of high and low fantasy prone participants are shown in Table 2.
A 2 (group)x2 (truth status) repeated measurement analysis yielded only a main effect of group
[F(1,36) =4.17, P < 0.04], indicating that overall, stories of high fantasy prone persons were
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Table 2

Mean content (range 1-5), emotionality (range: 1-10), plausibility (range: 1-10), and CBCA (range: 0-27) ratings
(averaged over two raters) for true and false stories of high (n =20) and low (n = 18) fantasy prone individuals.
Standard deviations are given between parentheses

High Fantasy Prone Low Fantasy Prone
Content
True 1.83 (1.10) 1.36 (1.33)
False 2.52 (1.10) 2.36 (1.30)
Emotionality
True 7.10 (0.84) 6.39 (0.90)
False 6.98 (0.84) 6.94 (1.32)
Plausibility
True 7.53 (0.97) 7.58 (1.35)
False 7.30 (0.88) 6.67 (1.48)
CBCA*
True 9.40 (3.11) 7.55 (2.48)
False 10.10 (2.96) 8.44 (3.82)

*P < 0.05 for main effect of group.

richer in CBCA clements than those of controls. This significant group difference disappeared
when number of words was entered as a covariate into the ANOVA [F(1,35) = 1.35, P = 0.25].

The most parsimonious explanation for the pattern found in study 2 is that our instructions to
fabricate a tragic story lead both high and low fantasy prone participants to select a more dra-
matic content for fabricated than for true stories. This was not accompanied by a shift in emo-
tionality. Thus, notwithstanding their more dramatic content, it was not the case that fabricated
stories were rated as more emotional than true stories. Possibly, this undermined the plausibility
of fabricated stories. As the ANCOVA showed, the fact that both fabricated and true stories of
high fantasy prone participants were richer in CBCA elements than those of low fantasy prone
individuals was related to the verbosity of high fantasy prone individuals.

We anticipated that by including true and false accounts on a within-subject basis, study 2 would
detect larger differences between stories of high and low fantasy prone individuals than did study 1.
In fact, quite the opposite happened. Whereas study 1 found stories of high and low fantasy prone
persons to differ in emotionality, plausibility, and CBCA richness, study 2 only found a significant
difference for CBCA elements. We do not think that the prospect of having to write down two
stories undermined participants’ motivation to come up with a good story. The fact that stories
obtained in study 2 contained a similar number of words as the stories obtained in study 1 is
difficult to reconcile with such a motivational interpretation. Instead, we suspect that the lack of
emotionality and plausibility effects and the significant, but modest CBCA effects in study 2 are due
to subtle carry-over phenomena. That is, the sheer instruction to produce a true and a false story
(or vice versa) might lead participants to use uniform standards for stories such that constraints
operate on what is written down. This may tone down fantasy prones’ stories, making it difficult to
detect main effects of or interaction effects with fantasy proneness. Such a phenomenon would be
difficult to control for with counterbalancing measures. Perhaps, then, a between-subject design in
which some participants are invited to describe a true story, while others are instructed to describe
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a false event would have generated stronger and more pervasive effects of fantasy proneness on
storytelling. We emphasize this point because some authors (Dahle, 1997) have speculated that the
CBCA is better able to determine the truth status of an eyewitness account when baseline data are
collected by asking the eyewitness to fabricate an additional account. A CBCA analysis would then
involve a within-subject comparison between an eyewitness’ pertinent account and his/her fabri-
cated story. However, the current data suggest that at least in the hands of untrained specialists, the
CBCA does not allow one to differentiate between true and false stories.

7. General discussion

On theoretical grounds, Pezdek and Taylor (2000) argued that fabricated stories differ from
true stories in the amount of schematic and episodic descriptions they contain. More specifically,
these authors assume that fabricated stories are dominated by schematic, gist-like information,
while true stories contain both schematic information and purely episodic details. This view is not
unlike the ideas that formed the basis of the CBCA (Undeutsch, 1982) and other tools (e.g., reality
monitoring criteria; e.g., Sporer, 1997) that intend to differentiate between true and fabricated
stories. Little empirical research has examined the influence that storytellers’ personality char-
acteristics might have on the ability of these tools to discriminate between true and false stories.
One potentially relevant characteristic is fantasy proneness. Arguably, fantasy prone people may
be expected to be able to fabricate stories that not only contain schema-like information, but also
pseudo-episodic details. There is yet another reason why fantasy proneness is a relevant trait in
this context. A number of studies have shown that there is a substantial overlap between fantasy
proneness and dissociative symptoms (see for reviews Merckelbach, Devilly, & Rasin, 2002;
Merckelbach & Muris, 2001). These symptoms are often found in patients who have recovered
traumatic memories (e.g., McNally et al., 2000) or patients with a diagnosis of Dissociative
Identity Disorder (DID; formerly known as multiple personality disorder; Merckelbach et al.,
2002). In these cases, there might be urgent forensic reasons to apply tools like the CBCA.

The current studies evaluated whether the trustworthiness of negative stories varies as a
function of storytellers’ fantasy proneness. In line with previous studies (e.g., Merckelbach, Muris,
et al., 2000; Merckelbach, Rassin, et al., 2000), undergraduates selected for their high score on a
fantasy proneness scale also displayed more dissociative symptoms than those selected for their
low score on this scale. Both study 1 and study 2 provide evidence for the view that individuals
high on fantasy proneness are better at telling stories than people low on fantasy proneness. In
study 1, fabricated stories of high fantasy prone participants were found to be richer in CBCA
elements than were the fabricated stories of low fantasy prone students. In study 2, both true and
fabricated stories of high fantasy prone students received higher CBCA ratings than those of low
fantasy prone students. Accordingly, our findings underline Ruby and Brigham’s (1997, p. 723)
speculation that “a person who is good at telling stories would likely to be judged by the CBCA as
more truthful than someone who is not good at storytelling.” Our results also accord well with the
finding that fantasy prone people are good at simulating certain symptoms (e.g., Merckelbach &
Rasquin, 2001).

Admittedly, the differences in CBCA richness between high and low fantasy prones’ stories were
modest. Furthermore, our raters had not undergone extensive training in using the CBCA. Thus,
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one could argue that with appropriate training, they might have evaluated the stories of high
fantasy prone and control individuals in a different way than they did now. This point is
underlined by the relatively modest Cronbach’s alphas that we found for CBCA ratings of some
judges and the relatively low inter-correlations between CBCA ratings of different judges. On the
other hand, one could reason that our results underestimate the effects of fantasy proneness on
storytelling. After all, our samples consisted of relatively homogeneous groups of undergraduate
students who are probably versed in writing down stories and who rarely score in the extreme
upper ends of the fantasy proneness distribution.

Another limitation of the current studies pertains to the global nature of the emotionality and
plausibility ratings that we obtained. The precise stylistic features (e.g., self-references, emotion
words) that fantasy prone people use when making up their stories warrant further study. This
would require a more fine-grained linguistic analysis of the type developed by, for example,
Newman, Pennebaker, Berry, and Richards (2003) in their study on false stories.

In sum, then, the present studies found evidence for the view that persons high on fantasy
proneness are better at telling true and false stories than are people low on fantasy proneness. The
practical implication of this is that forensic experts who rely on the CBCA are well advised to
include measures of fantasy proneness in their evaluations.
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