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- The MENTAL CONTEXT in which we experience an event plays a funda-
mental role in how we organize our memories and, in turn, how we re-
trieve those memories later.

- Processes that alter our representations of mental context can EN-
HANCE or DIMINISH our capacity to retrieve particular memories.

- We designed an fMRI experiment to test the hypothesis that people can 
INTENTIONALLY forget previously experienced events by “flushing out” 
the associated contextual information.

- We used MVPA-predicted scene activations to infer how much list A 
contextual information was present in participants’ thoughts through-
out the experiment.

- Our work highlights the fundamental role that contextual 
information plays in our ability to organize and retrieve 
information pertaining to previous experiences.

- We show that one tool we use to forget information about 
our recent past is to flush out contextual information as-
sociated with those experiences.

- Participants remember 
FEWER list A words and 
MORE list B words follow-
ing a forget (vs. remember) 
cue.

- Scene activations 
(reflecting list A context) 
decrease more following a 
forget (vs. remember) cue.

- The decrease in scene-
related activity following a 
forget cue predicts partici-
pants’ abilities to recall the 
list A words.

- We used GLMs to identify which regions contributed to 
contextual flushing during the critical period.

- These regions are similar to those involved in flushing 
out “SITUATION MODELS” when we transition from one 
event to another.

- We also identified regions that responded differently 
during list B following forget vs. remember cues.

a.

b.

C
r
i
ti

ca
l p

e
r
i
o
d

L
i
s
t B

 (F
 vs

 R
)

2.3 4.0

Study list A Study list B

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

0.7

S
ce

n
e
-r

e
la

te
d
 a

ct
i
vi

ty

Recall list A Recall list B

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

C
o
r
r
e
ct

 r
e
ca

ll
s
 (

%
)

 p = 0.0001

 p = 0.1

Remember list A
Forget list A

a. b. c.

Time (TRs)

S
ce

n
e
-r

e
la

te
d
 a

ct
i
vi

ty

20 40 60 80 100

0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

 p = 0.006

EXHIBIT 1.  We had participants study two lists of words (A and B), manipulating whether they were told to 
forget the list A prior to studying list B.  We also had participants passively view images of outdoor scenes 
presented between the list A words; we hoped these would be integrated into list A contextual representations.
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EXHIBIT 2.  A.  Recall performance.  
B.  Scene-related neural activity.  C.  
Neural timecourse.

EXHIBIT 3.  Decrease in scene activiations from list A to list B vs. correct list 
A recalls.  A.  After a forget cue.  B.  After a remember cue.

EXHIBIT 4.  A.  Critical period responses that predicted the decrease in 
scene activations from list A to list B.  B.  List B responses that differed fol-
lowing forget vs. remember cues.
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Interpretations & conclusions

In search of hard EVIDENCE, team df takes to the seedy 
back alleys of PRINCETON, NJ.  A shadowy figure, known 
only as THE FLUSHER appears suddenly, claiming to have 
SHOCKING first-hand knowledge of how we forget...

Another CASE SOLVED.  What adventures lie ahead 
for these BRAIN SLEUTHS?  What other DEEP 
MYSTERIES of the mind await discovery?  Find 
out more at www.princeton.edu/~manning3...

Using the latest MIND-READING TECHNOLOGY, 
team df probes the brains of 25 UNSUSPECTING 
VICTIMS.  The flusher’s claims appear to check 
out, but where does it all happen in the BRAIN?!?

Over months of careful investigation, team df 
begins to uncover a TERRIBLE TRUTH.  At long 
last, the flusher’s identity is REVEALED!
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ARE “TEAM DF”

So we meet at last.  I 
have heard tell of your 
NEFARIOUS DEEDS, but 
never did I imagine it 
would come to this...

Your PUNY MIND cannot begin to 
comprehend my GLORIOUS PLAN.  I 
shall dominate the world by flush-
ing CONTEXTUAL INFORMATION 
associated with past experiences.  
No one will remember, and no one 
but ME will even CARE. Mwahaha!!

You FOUND me!  But no matter: you 
cannot hope to ESCAPE with your 
memories intact.  Once you transi-
tion to the next event, or even WALK 
THROUGH A DOORWAY, any glim-
mer of me will fade from your 
thoughts...

So it was you all 
along?  I trusted 
you!


