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Abstract

Although forgetting is often regarded as a deficit that we need to control to optimize cognitive functioning, it can have
beneficial effects in a number of contexts. We examined whether disrupting memory for previous numerical responses
would attenuate repetition avoidance (the tendency to avoid repeating the same number) during random number
generation and thereby improve the randomness of responses. Low suggestible and low dissociative and high dissociative
highly suggestible individuals completed a random number generation task in a control condition, following a posthypnotic
amnesia suggestion to forget previous numerical responses, and in a second control condition following the cancellation of
the suggestion. High dissociative highly suggestible participants displayed a selective increase in repetitions during
posthypnotic amnesia, with equivalent repetition frequency to a random system, whereas the other two groups exhibited
repetition avoidance across conditions. Our results demonstrate that temporarily disrupting memory for previous numerical
responses improves random number generation.

Citation: Terhune DB, Brugger P (2011) Doing Better by Getting Worse: Posthypnotic Amnesia Improves Random Number Generation. PLoS ONE 6(12): e29206.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0029206

Editor: Manos Tsakiris, Royal Holloway, University of London, United Kingdom

Received October 20, 2011; Accepted November 22, 2011; Published December 15, 2011

Copyright: � 2011 Terhune, Brugger. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which permits
unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original author and source are credited.

Funding: The research was supported by research grant 54/06 from the Bial Foundation and a postdoctoral fellowship from the Cogito Foundation, both to DBT.
The funders had no role in study design, data collection and analysis, decision to publish, or preparation of the manuscript.

Competing Interests: The authors have declared that no competing interests exist.

* E-mail: devin.terhune@psy.ox.ac.uk

Introduction

Although forgetting is often regarded as a deficit that we need to

control to optimize cognitive functioning, it can have beneficial

effects in a number of contexts [1]. One such instance may be

when memory for previous responses reduces spontaneity in

subsequent responding. There is reason to believe that this is the

case with biases in random number generation (RNG) [2,3].

Despite the compelling intuition that generating strings of random

numbers is relatively easy, human beings are notoriously poor at

randomizing a set of alternatives [2]. In RNG tasks, individuals

frequently avoid repeating the same number (repetition avoidance)

and tend to arrange consecutive numbers in an ascending or

descending order (counting bias) more often than a random system

[4]. It is recognized that taxing memory by increasing memory

load or prolonging the inter-response interval improves random

number generation [2,3]. However, these approaches are

confounded by the fact that they also eliminate the rapidity of a

fast pace, which will also reduce stereotyped responding. In this

study, we tested the prediction that disrupting memory for

previous numerical responses with a suggestion for posthypnotic

amnesia would attenuate response bias during RNG.

Posthypnotic amnesia involves a suggestion to forget some type

of information following hypnosis and can be strikingly effective at

disrupting recognition and recall of both semantic and episodic

information in highly suggestible (HS) individuals [5–7], who make

up approximately 10–15% of the population [8]. The suggestion

can also be subsequently cancelled, permitting a return to normal

mnemonic functioning. Proneness to dissociative states such as

depersonalization is associated with greater responsiveness to

posthypnotic suggestions among HS individuals [9,10]. We

predicted that posthypnotic amnesia for one’s previous responses

would attenuate response biases in RNG in high dissociative

(HDHS), but not low dissociative (LDHS), individuals.

Materials and Methods

Ethics statement
All participants provided informed written consent and all

procedures were performed in accordance with the approval of the

Swedish Federal Human Subjects Agency (Etikprövningsnämden).

Participants
Eight low suggestible (LS) and twelve HS individuals, drawn

from a sample of over 600 individuals [11], participated in this

experiment. Hypnotic suggestibility was initially measured in

group sessions with the Waterloo-Stanford Group Scale of Hypnotic

Susceptibility, Form C (WSGC) [12] and corroborated in individual

sessions with the Revised Stanford Profile Scales of Hypnotic Susceptibility

(RSPSs) [13]. The eight LS and 12 HS participants met criteria for

low and high hypnotic suggestibility, respectively (LS: WSGCS#4,

RSPS#4; HS: WSGC$8, RSPSs$20) [11]. In a non-hypnotic

context, participants completed the Swedish Dissociative Experiences

Scale [14], which indexes an individual’s propensity for experienc-

ing episodes of dissociation. LDHS (n = 8, M = 11.87, SD = 4.81)

and HDHS (n = 4, M = 28.30, SD = 4.24) were identified using a

cut-off criterion of 20 for establishing high dissociation, which

corresponded to the 75th percentile in a mixed-sample of LS and

HS individuals [11] (this is a widely used criterion for establishing
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high dissociation, see [15]); LS participants were uniformly low in

dissociation (M = 8.26, SD = 5.84). LS (six female; MAge = 23.38,

SD = 3.38), LDHS (six female; MAge = 26.13, SD = 2.17), and

HDHS (three female; MAge = 25.00, SD = 2.16), participants did

not differ in sex distributions, x2(2) = 0, or age, F(2, 17),2.1.

Stimuli and procedure
We measured RNG by having participants verbally respond to

50 ms 1 Hz auditory tones with 5000 ms interstimulus intervals

with a random number from the range of 1 to 6 [2]. Participants

completed 66 trials at baseline (control condition) and were then

administered a hypnotic induction and the posthypnotic amnesia

suggestion:

In a few moments I will dehypnotize you by counting

backwards from 10 to 1. At 1, you will open your eyes and

be wide-awake. Shortly afterwards, I’m going to ask you to

complete the same number task that you did before.

However, when you perform the task this time, you will

find that whenever you hear one of the auditory tones you

will immediately forget the last number that you stated and

all of the numbers that came before it. Forgetting your

previous responses will not affect your ability to state

numbers when you hear the auditory tones. You will remain

this way until I say ‘‘Okay, you can remember previous

numbers now’’ [post-cancellation cue]. When I say those

words you will again be able to remember what happened

during hypnosis as well as the numbers you stated prior to

each auditory tone.

The experimenter then administered a hypnotic de-induction and

participants completed the task a second time (posthypnotic

amnesia condition) and once more after the cancellation of the

suggestion (post-cancellation control condition). Upon completion

of the latter condition, participants provided self-reports regarding

the magnitude of forgetting of previous responses in the RNG task

during the posthypnotic amnesia condition relative to the post-

cancellation control condition (1 = no forgetting to 4 = complete

forgetting); this score was used as a measure of self-perceived

magnitude of response to the posthypnotic amnesia suggestion.

RNG performance was evaluated by the analysis of first-order

differences (FODs) computed from sequential responses. The

analyses were focused on repetitions (FOD = 0) and descending

and ascending counting (FOD = 21 or +1, respectively). In order

to evaluate whether participants’ responses deviated from random

responding, we also contrasted participants’ FODs with FODs

computed from a single set of 1000 simulated vectors of 66

random numbers from the range 1 to 6 (simulated data).

Results

Self-reports of the perceived magnitude of forgetting of previous

responses during the completion of the RNG task in the

posthypnotic amnesia condition were analyzed with a Kruskal-

Wallis test because the data violated the assumption of

homogeneity of variance. This analysis revealed a main effect of

Group, H(2) = 15.63, p,.001, gp
2 = .82. Post hoc Mann-Whitney

tests indicated that LS participants reported no forgetting (M = 1,

SD = 0), which was significantly less than the pronounced

forgetting reported by LDHS (M = 3, SD = 0.76, range: 2 to 4),

U = 0, Z = 3.63, p,.001, d = 3.98, and by HDHS (M = 3.5,

SD = 0.58, range: 3 to 4), U = 0, Z = 3.25, p = .001, d = 8.62, who

did not differ, t(10),1.2.

Repetition avoidance (reduced FOD 0 counts relative to the

simulated data) can be seen in Figure 1. A 3 (Condition)63

(Group) mixed-model ANOVA on FOD 0 counts (repetitions)

revealed a main effect of Condition, F(2, 34) = 40.66, p,.001,

gp
2 = .71, and a suggestive main effect of Group, F(2, 17) = 3.09,

p = .072, gp
2 = .27, which were qualified by a Condition6Group

interaction, F(4, 34) = 25.90, p,.001, gp
2 = .75. Neither LS, F(2,

14),0.5, nor LDHS, F(2, 14),2.6, participants differed across

conditions, whereas HDHS participants did, F(2, 6) = 36.02,

p,.001, gp
2 = .92. As predicted, HDHS participants produced

more repetitions in the posthypnotic amnesia condition than in the

two control conditions, planned contrasts: Fs(1, 3).34, ps#.01,

gp
2s..91, which did not differ, t(3),2.8. Subsidiary analyses

revealed that HDHS participants were also more repetitive than

LS, t(10) = 4.35, p = .001, d = 2.91, and LDHS, t(10) = 7.88,

p,.001, d = 5.29, participants in the posthypnotic amnesia

condition, but in neither of the control conditions, ts(10),1.8.

LS and LDHS participants did not differ in any of the conditions,

ts (14),1.2. Relative to the simulated data, LS, ts(1006).6.9,

ps,.001, ds.2.4, and LDHS, ts(1006).7.4, ps,.001, ds.2.6,

participants exhibited fewer repetitions in all three conditions,

demonstrating persistent repetition avoidance. In contrast, HDHS

participants displayed repetition avoidance in the two control

conditions, ts(1002).4.2, ps,.001, ds.2.1, but not in the

posthypnotic amnesia condition, t(1002),1. These results point

to a selective increase in repetitions in the posthypnotic amnesia

condition that was only present in HDHS participants. Critically,

HDHS participants’ FOD 0 counts in this condition were

indistinguishable from the output of a random system.

A mixed-model ANOVA on FOD 21 counts (descending

counting bias) revealed a main effect of Condition, F(2, 34) = 3.92,

p = .029, gp
2 = .19, but no main effect of Group, F(2, 17),1, and a

Condition6Group interaction, F(4, 34) = 2.79, p = .042, gp
2 = .25.

Subsidiary analyses showed that LDHS participants differed across

conditions, F(2, 14) = 7.23, p = .007, gp
2 = .51, whereas neither LS,

F(2, 14),1, nor HDHS, F(2, 6),1, did. Post hoc contrasts showed

that LDHS participants displayed greater FOD 21 counts in the

posthypnotic amnesia condition than in the control condition,

t(7) = 3.76, p = .007, d = 1.57, but not in the post-cancellation

condition, t(7),2.25; the latter two conditions did not differ,

t(7),1.8. LDHS participants’ FOD 21 counts were greater than

the counts in the simulated data in the posthypnotic amnesia

condition, t(1006) = 2.88, p = .004, d = 1.02, but in neither of the

control conditions, ts(1006),1.5; the counts of LS, ts(1006),1,

and HDHS, ts(1002),1.2, participants didn’t differ from the

counts in the simulated data in any of the conditions. These results

indicate that LDHS participants displayed an increase in the

descending counting bias during the posthypnotic amnesia

condition.

A mixed-model ANOVA on FOD +1 counts (ascending

counting bias) revealed a main effect of Condition, F(2,

34) = 6.34, p = .005, gp
2 = .27, but neither main effects of Group,

F(2, 17),1, nor a Condition6Group interaction, F(4, 34),1.

Exploratory analyses showed that the main effect of Condition was

driven by LS participants, F(2, 14) = 5.52, p = .042, gp
2 = .44;

LDHS, F(2, 14),1.5, and HDHS, F(2, 6),2.1, participants did

not differ across conditions. Relative to the baseline control

condition, LS participants displayed reduced FOD +1 counts in

the posthypnotic amnesia, t(7) = 2.89, p = .023, d = 0.94, and post-

cancellation, t(7) = 4.43, p = .003, d = 0.47, conditions, which did

not differ, t(7),1.25. Relative to the simulated data, LS

participants displayed lower FOD +1 counts in the posthypnotic

amnesia condition, t(1006) = 2.51, p = .012, d = 0.89, but in neither

of the control conditions, ts(1006),1.4. LDHS participants’ counts
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didn’t differ from those of the simulated data in the control

condition, t(1006),1.5, but were significantly lower than the

counts in the simulated data in the posthypnotic amnesia,

t(1006) = 2.52, p = .012, d = 0.90, and the post-cancellation,

t(1006) = 2.90, p = .004, d = 1.03, conditions. In contrast, HDHS

participants’ counts didn’t differ from the simulated data in any of

the conditions, ts(1002),1.1. Cumulatively, these findings indicate

that LS and LDHS, but not HDHS, participants exhibited an

atypical reduction in descending counting in the posthypnotic

amnesia condition; the latter group also displayed this effect in the

post-cancellation condition.

Discussion

Our results show that, in a subset of HS individuals, temporarily

disrupting memory for previously generated numbers reduces

repetition avoidance during RNG, thereby increasing the

randomness of responses. In particular, we show that during

posthypnotic amnesia HDHS, but neither LDHS nor LS,

participants exhibited a selective increase in repetitions, resulting

in equivalent performance to a purely random system. These

results provide evidence that repetition avoidance during RNG

stems from the retention of previous responses in working memory

(see also [2,3]). Our results also corroborate previous results

indicating that baseline RNG performance is unrelated to

hypnotic suggestibility [16–19].

The observed variability in responding among HS individuals is

consistent with previous research. That the improvement in RNG

during posthypnotic amnesia was only present in HDHS

individuals fits with previous studies showing greater responsive-

ness to posthypnotic suggestions in this subgroup [9,10].

Posthypnotic amnesia may augment normal forgetting through a

top-down control process originating in the orbitofrontal cortex

that disrupts the contents of working memory pertaining to

previous responses [5]. Variegation among HS individuals thus

Figure 1. First-order difference counts during a serial RNG task. The data (M 6 SEM) are presented in (A) control, (B) posthypnotic amnesia,
and (C) post-cancellation conditions in the three participant groups and in simulated data. LS = low suggestible; LDHS = low dissociative highly
suggestible; HDHS = high dissociative highly suggestible.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0029206.g001
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may be attributable to superior cognitive control in HDHS

individuals [20], which may facilitate the top-down mechanisms

required to keep previous numerical responses from biasing

responses [5,21,22]. LDHS participants, on the other hand,

appear to have shifted from a balance at baseline between

descending and ascending counting, neither of which differed from

random responding, to an increase in the former, and concomitant

decrease in the latter, in the posthypnotic amnesia condition. LS

participants displayed a similar decrease in ascending counting in

the posthypnotic amnesia condition. Insofar as these effects were

specific to the posthypnotic amnesia condition, except for the

continuation of the lower ascending counting to the post-

cancellation condition in the LDHS participants, they appear to

reflect these participants’ attempts to respond to the posthypnotic

suggestion and may point to similar mechanisms underlying

responding in these two groups [23]. It is worth noting that both

LDHS and HDHS participants reported selectively forgetting

previous responses during the RNG task in the posthypnotic

amnesia condition. Insofar as LDHS participants did not display a

reduction in repetition avoidance, this may point to a dissociation

between implicit and explicit processing in this group, as has often

been observed during hypnotic responding in HS individuals more

generally [24].

Notably, the posthypnotic amnesia suggestion did not reduce

counting biases, probably because counting was not a prominent

bias in the present sample at baseline. Alternatively, repetition

avoidance may be a function of one’s conscious memory of previous

responses whereas counting biases reflect the inability to suppress

over-learned number sequences and are less amenable to

conscious control [25]. This interpretation is consistent with the

observation that posthypnotic amnesia disrupts explicit memory

while leaving implicit memory intact [6]. In the case of RNG,

posthypnotic amnesia provides a unique instance in which

forgetting confers a cognitive advantage and yields clear evidence

that repetition avoidance depends upon the retention of previous

responses in working memory [2,3]. The approach utilized in this

study could be exploited to examine further instances in which

memory acts as an impedance to optimal cognitive functioning,

such as in post-traumatic stress disorder.

Author Contributions

Conceived and designed the experiments: DBT PB. Performed the

experiments: DBT. Analyzed the data: DBT. Contributed reagents/

materials/analysis tools: DBT PB. Wrote the paper: DBT PB.

References

1. Anderson MC, Levy BJ (2009) Suppressing unwanted memories. Curr Dir

Psychol Sci 18: 189–194. (doi:10.1111/j.1467-8721.2009.01634.x).

2. Brugger P (1997) Variables that influence the generation of random sequences:

An update. Percept Mot Skills 84: 627–661.

3. Falk R, Konold C (1997) Making sense of randomness: Implicit encoding as a

basis for judgment. Psychol Rev 104: 301–318.

4. Heuer H, Janczyk M, Kunde W (2010) Random noun generation in younger

and older adults. Q J Exp Psychol 63: 465–478. (doi:10.1080/

17470210902974138).

5. Mendelsohn A, Chalamish Y, Solomonovich A, Dudai Y (2008) Mesmerizing

memories: Brain substrates of episodic memory suppression in posthypnotic

amnesia. Neuron 57: 159–170. (doi:10.1016/j.neuron.2007.11.022).

6. Barnier AJ (2002) Posthypnotic amnesia for autobiographical episodes: A

laboratory model of functional amnesia? Psychol Sci 13: 232–237. (doi:10.1111/

1467-9280.00443).

7. Geiselman RE, Bjork RA, Fishman DL (1983) Disrupted retrieval in directed

forgetting: A link with posthypnotic amnesia. J Exp Psychol Gen 112: 58–72.

8. Oakley DA, Halligan PW (2009) Hypnotic suggestion and cognitive neurosci-

ence. Trends Cogn Sci 13: 264–270.

9. Bryant RA, Guthrie RM, Moulds ML (2001) Hypnotizability in acute stress

disorder. Am J Psychiatry 158: 600–604. (doi:10.1176/appi.ajp.158.4.600).

10. Frischholz EJ, Braun BG, Lipman LS, Sachs R (1992) Suggested posthypnotic

amnesia in psychiatric patients and normals. Am J Clin Hypn 35: 29–39.

11. Terhune DB, Cardeña E, Lindgren M (2011) Dissociative tendencies and

individual differences in high hypnotic suggestibility. Cogn Neuropsychiatry 16:

113–135. (doi:10.1080/13546805.2010.503048).

12. Bowers KS (1998) Waterloo-Stanford Group Scale of Hypnotic Susceptibility,

Form C: Manual and response booklet. Int J Clin Exp Hypn 46: 250–268.

13. Weitzenhoffer AM, Hilgard ER (1967) Revised Stanford profile scales of

hypnotic susceptibility: Forms I and II, (Palo Alto, CA: Consulting Psychologists

Press.).
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