
 

Being forgotten by acquaintances can affect
self-esteem in the same way as being rejected
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Credit: CC0 Public Domain

Psychologists at The University of Aberdeen looking into the experience
of being forgotten have discovered that memory lapses can damage
relationships.

The Economic and Social Research Council-funded research explored
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how, why and how often people are forgotten in everyday life, and
considered the impact that forgetting can have on the relationships of the
people involved.

Dr. Devin Ray, from the School of Psychology at the University of
Aberdeen explained his research: "Scientists have been studying what we
remember and forget for decades, but no one has asked why it matters if
someone remembers or forgets another person.

"That seems especially surprising as everyone has experiences with
forgetting other people or with being forgotten and most people seem to
agree the experience matters. Personally, I have a horrible memory for
people and constantly worry about forgetting names. So, my team
thought it was high time someone took a close look at the experience so
that we could tell both scientists and everyone else what this experience
looks like for most people and whether it actually matters."

The main findings of the research include:

Being forgotten is a relatively common experience.
Most commonly, people forget personal details or past
interactions.
The experience of being forgotten has a similar impact on
relationship closeness no matter how close the relationship
involved.
Being forgotten affects the closeness of relationships because the
forgotten person infers that they are less important to the
forgetter.
People prefer to make excuses for other people who forget (for
example, she was distracted versus she wasn't interested) and
those excuses help to reduce, but do not fully remove, the
personal impact of being forgotten.
Being forgotten can, to a lesser extent, affect self-esteem in the
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same way as being ostracised or rejected.

One outcome of the research that struck Dr. Ray, was the frequency with
which people reported being forgotten. He explains: "When we started
this research we thought we would observe maybe one or two incidents a
week, if that. Among the university students we studied, the experience
was more like every other day."

Dr. Ray found that people usually made excuses for forgetting that
protected relationships from the most severe negative impact of being
forgotten. Participants usually opted to use excuses such as the forgetter
was busy or stressed or not good at remembering names. The researchers
found that these excuses reduced the negative impact on the
relationships of those involved compared to explanations such as "she
isn't invested".

These excuses were used by participants even when the researchers
showed them case studies about other people where it was explicitly
stated that the forgetter did not pay attention to the person they forgot
but did pay attention to other people.

The paper states: "Intriguingly, this pattern of explanation occurred even
though participants had no motivation to preserve the relationships
involved."

However, despite there being a reduction in the negative impact of being
forgotten when such excuses were used, it still caused some damage to
these relationships. The person who was forgotten felt less important to
and less close to the forgetter.

Dr. Ray says that the team now hopes to follow-up on this finding and do
more work on conversational strategies that people might use to mitigate
the impact of forgetting, including the effectiveness of faking. "Should
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you try to pretend you remember more than you do? Or should you just
admit memory failure and apologise?"

Another surprising outcome of the research was that being forgotten did
not have a substantially greater impact on relationships that were close,
than it did on the relationships of people who were less-well acquainted
or emotionally invested.

Dr. Ray adds: "Although we had expected that the link between
forgetting and closeness would be exaggerated in closer relationships, we
observed no evidence of such moderation in diary data or in third-party
observations of forgetting. This finding is surprising in light of the
greater importance of closer relationships to human belongingness needs
and also runs contrary to the intuition of most researchers with whom we
have discussed this work."

Dr. Ray hopes that the research will give people a little more information
about their daily lives. "When people find that they have forgotten
something they feel like they should have remembered, there is good
news and bad news. The good news is that this sort of thing happens all
the time, other people understand and will make excuses for you, and the
impact of any one event is usually small. The bad news is that, despite
how common this sort of forgetting is and despite how understanding
people tend to be, there is still a measurable negative impact."

"On Being Forgotten: Memory and Forgetting Serve as Signals of
Interpersonal Importance" has been published in the Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology.

  More information: Devin G. Ray et al. On being forgotten: Memory
and forgetting serve as signals of interpersonal importance., Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology (2018). DOI: 10.1037/pspi0000145
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