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Why Research Participants Forget



Topics Covered

1. Why rely on memory?

2. Retrieval failure

3. Reconstruction errors

4. Memory distortion

5. Mismatches between researcher and respondent interpretation of terms

6. A taxonomy for CX/UX questions

1. Attributes

2. Behaviors (Reported)

3. Abilities 

4. Thoughts, Sentiments, and Judgments
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https://measuringu.com/four-reasons-for-forgetting/
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You can’t rely on observation for everything. You will then need to leverage customers’ recollections 



1. Retrieval Failure
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Tourangeau et al., 2000.

Forgetting something means details were encoded into memory in the first place. When trying 

to recall these details, you either remember (memory retrieval) or forget (retrieval failure).



2. Reconstruction Errors

How many prescriptions have you ordered online in the last two 

years?

Were you transferring money, checking your balance, or paying 

your mortgage when you last used your banking app?

|  7

Similar events may blend to create a sort of generic memory. Gaps in our memory are often 

filled in with guesses of what we probably did. 

There is also evidence that we project our current thinking onto the past, even the recent past 

(see Pearson et al., 1992). 

https://ibpsychmatters.com/reliability-of-memory
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=iF-6AwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PA65&dq=Pearson,+Ross+and+Dawes,+1992&ots=EUyXiSLjvQ&sig=mi9VN6biFSDHJRLGMg8aj6-tFLE#v=onepage&q=Pearson%2C%20Ross%20and%20Dawes%2C%201992&f=false


Telescoping Errors

People tend to misplace events that really happened earlier or later into the reference 

period (technically referred to as forward and backward telescoping errors). 

This leads to respondents overreporting activities such as the frequency of home repairs

and underreporting how much money they’ve spent. 
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Telescoping errors affect the accuracy of responses to consumer survey questions about 

general product purchasing and usage.

https://thedecisionlab.com/biases/telescoping-effect/
https://amstat.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01621459.1964.10480699#.YBRJxPllAuU
https://academic.oup.com/jssam/article/3/1/67/915939


3. Memory Distortion
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Accessing memories is like pulling up a file on your hard drive but just opening the file can 

change the contents!



Was the problem you remember having with your 

banking app something you encountered? 

Or might comments on Twitter about the bad 

experience be distorting your recall?
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https://measuringu.com/four-reasons-for-forgetting/


4. Mismatches between Intention and Interpretation of Terms

Does the term “online shopping” allow participant to recall 

the right events?

• Does ordering food from Grubhub count as online 

shopping?  

• How about ordering a prescription online for pickup at 

the drugstore?
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Participants might not associate memories with the terms used by interviewers or surveys



Summary

Using surveys and interviews to ask participants about their past experiences can help you 

understand what does and doesn’t work for developing better products or services. People, of 

course, forget details. We forget things for many reasons. Four primary culprits are:

• Retrieval failure (the more time has passed and the less salient the detail, the more imperfect 

the recollection)

• Reconstruction (we fill in gaps with generic memories)

• Distortion (our memories are influenced by contemporary details such as photos and videos of 

an event)

• Mismatching terms (we might not associate memories with the terms used by interviewers or 

surveys)
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MeasuringU is a research firm based in Denver, Colorado

focusing on quantifying the user experience.

Moderated UX Studies

(in our Denver labs or remotely)

Unmoderated Studies

(using our MUIQ platform)

Participant Recruiting

(US & International)

Eye Tracking & 

Facial Expression Analysis

Navigation Testing

(Card-Sorting/Tree-Testing)
Survey Design & Analysis

(including MaxDiff & Kano)

Statistical Analysis & 

Measurement Advising

Training & 

Workshops


