
 

It's not just doorways that make us forget
what we came for in the next room
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Imagine you're in the middle of watching a riveting episode of your
favorite TV show. You decide the situation calls for popcorn, so you get
up and head to the kitchen.
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But when you arrive in the kitchen you suddenly stop and think to
yourself: "Why did I come in here?"

Perplexed, you walk back into the living room. As soon as you sit down,
you remember you wanted to make popcorn. You go back into the
kitchen, this time with a newfound determination.

The doorway effect

We've all experienced a situation like this. Although these lapses in 
memory might seem entirely random, some researchers have identified
the culprit as the actual doorways.
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— Amir Lopez (@amirlopezcomics) January 3, 2021

Many studies have investigated how memory might be affected by
passing through doorways.

Astoundingly, these studies show doorways cause forgetting, and this
effect is so consistent it has come to be known as the "doorway effect".

When we move from one room to another, the doorway represents the
boundary between one context (such as the living room) and another (the
kitchen). We use boundaries to help segment our experience into
separate events, so we can more easily remember them later.

These "event boundaries" also help define what might be important in
one situation from what might be important in another. Hence, when a
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new event begins, we essentially flush out the information from the
previous event because it might not be relevant anymore.

In other words, our desire for popcorn is connected with the event in the 
living room (the TV show) and that connection is disrupted once we
arrive in the kitchen.

Let's put this to the test

If the doorway effect is so powerful, why are these memory lapses at
home actually quite rare? We decided to look into this effect more
closely.

We had 29 people wear a virtual reality headset and move through
different rooms in a 3D virtual environment (see image below).

The task was to memorize objects (a yellow cross, a blue cone, and so
on) on tables within each room and then move from one table to the
next. Crucially, sometimes the next table was in the same room, and at
other times people had to move through an automatic sliding door into
another room.

To our surprise, we found the doorways had no effect on memory. That
is, people very rarely forgot the objects, whether they went through a
doorway or not.
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Screenshots of the virtual environment showing the rooms and various objects.
Credit: Jessica McFadyen, CC BY-SA

Let's make the memory test harder

We decided to repeat the experiment, but this time we had 45 people
perform a difficult counting task at the same time, to increase the
pressure on the task.

Under these more difficult conditions, this time we confirmed the
doorway effect. That is, passing through doorways impaired people's
memory of the various objects. Specifically, people were more likely to
mistake a similar object for the one they were supposed to have
memorized.

Essentially, the counting task overloaded people's memory, making it
more susceptible to the interference caused by the doorway.

This finding more closely resembles everyday experience, where we
most often forget what we came into a room to do when we are
distracted and thinking about something else.
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Is the doorway to blame?

Why is our result so different to the powerful doorway effect reported
by previous studies?

We believe it's because we designed the rooms to be visually identical.
There was no change in context, and there was no surprise by how the
next room looked. This means it's not so much the doorway by itself that
causes forgetting, but more about the change of environment.

Imagine you are in a shopping center. Taking the lift from the car park
to a retail level should lead to more forgetting than taking the lift simply
to move between two retail levels.

So how might we improve our ability to remember what we're doing as
we move about from room to room?

Our results suggest the more we multitask, the more likely our memory
will be flushed out by doorways.

We can only hold a certain amount of information in mind at a time.
When we're distracted by thoughts about other things, our working
memory can more easily become overloaded.

Also, it's not only doorways. Our brain engages in "event segmentation"
in all facets of life, whether it's in physical space or in a more abstract
sense.

So what can we do?

In most cases, our tendency to segment our lives into distinct events is
actually advantageous. Our information capacity is limited so we can't
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remember too much information in one go.

Thus, it's more efficient for us only to retrieve information about the
current situation, rather than remembering all the information from
everything we've recently experienced.

But if we want to escape the enchantment of the doorway, our best
chance is to keep a focused mind. So keep thinking about popcorn the
next time you want to get some to eat while watching your favorite TV
show.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.

Provided by The Conversation

Citation: It's not just doorways that make us forget what we came for in the next room (2021,
March 9) retrieved 7 May 2024 from https://medicalxpress.com/news/2021-03-doorways-
room.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

6/6

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/time/
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/its-not-just-doorways-that-make-us-forget-what-we-came-for-in-the-next-room-156030
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2021-03-doorways-room.html
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2021-03-doorways-room.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

