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An encounter with personal possessions in everyday life, such as 
souvenirs, jewellery, or digital photos, may bring the past back to 
mind. Sometimes this is a brief and fleeting memory, other times 
it brings back vivid memories and emotional responses. Through 
three qualitative studies, this PhD research investigated personal 
possessions as cues: The responses personal possessions evoke 
(called cued responses), how the item-memories relationship 
evolves, and what characteristics of possessions facilitate cued 
remembering. An understanding of this process could facilitate 
the design of personal possessions or systems for cuing mem-
ories, for example in the field of human-computer interaction. 
The findings in this thesis showed the dynamic nature of the 
item-memories relationship, and the ways in which cuing can be 
facilitated or hampered.
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SUMMARY

Personal Possessions as Cues for Autobiographical 
Remembering
An encounter with personal possessions in everyday life, such as souvenirs, jewellery, or 
digital photos, may bring the past back to mind. Sometimes this is a quick and fleeting 
memory, other times it brings back vivid memories and emotional responses. The research 
presented in this thesis investigates personal possessions as cues: The cued responses 
personal possessions evoke, how the item-memories relationship evolves, and what 
characteristics of items facilitate cued remembering. The phenomenon of the activation of 
memories is what we call ‘cuing’ and the memories of personal experiences of one’s 
individual life ‘autobiographical memories’ (Conway & Pleydell-Pearce 2000). 

Academia and industry have been developing products aiming to cue personal memories 
in everyday life. In the last few decades, the interest in design for remembering in the field 
of human-computer interaction has increased, with many new technologies facilitating 
remembering and storytelling (Van den Hoven 2014; Van den Hoven, Sas & Whittaker 
2012). Especially the ease and growth of capturing media digitally, for example with 
cameras and mobile phones, inspired the development of new products and research 
prototypes to facilitate remembering. This motivated us to investigate the process of cued 
remembering by personal possessions, and how the item-memories relationship comes 
into existence to enable cued remembering. A better understanding of cued remembering
may improve designs for remembering. 

Through three qualitative studies, this PhD research aimed to provide insight into the 
aspects influencing the item-memories relationship and the process of cued remembering, 
for physical as well as digital items. We found that different uses of personal items could 
influence their potential to cue memories, and also tensions in the relationship with 
possessions affected their potential to cue. We found that possessions could cue different 
types of responses and that these items had particular characteristics. From a longitudinal 
study, we found several reasons why cued responses by personal possessions changed 
over time. Based on interviews with repair professionals and object owners, we gained 
insights into the role of possessions’ traces and ageing on cued remembering. At the end 
of this thesis, we reflect on and discuss how the gained knowledge can facilitate design for 
remembering with design considerations for designers.
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DEFINITION OF KEY TERMS

The research we present in this thesis is multidisciplinary, and the terminology used can 
have different meanings in different disciplines. Below we define the key terms as used in 
this thesis. 

MEMORY SYSTEMS
Memory: The term memory is sometimes used as the system of cognitive processes that 
enable remembering, and other times as ‘a memory’ (as an entity). For the latter, see the 
definition of ‘memories’. Memory as a system is defined as ‘the means by which we 
retain and draw on our past experiences to use this information in the present’ (Sternberg 
& Sternberg 2011, p. 534). This includes memory for how to do things (driving a car), 
learning facts, remembering faces etc. In this thesis we focus on autobiographical 
memory. 

Autobiographical memory: A memory system that facilitates the construction of 
autobiographical memories and consists of autobiographical knowledge structures of our 
lifetime, episodic memory and a working self (Conway & Loveday 2015; Conway & 
Pleydell-Pearce 2000 and more explanation can be found in Chapter 2 (Section 2.2)). 

CONTENT OF REMEMBERING
Memories: Mental representations of past experiences resulting from remembering. 
When used in this thesis, we mean episodic memories (see episodic memories in this list).

Autobiographical memories: Autobiographical memories are significant long-term 
memories of events that occurred in a person’s life and relate to themselves (Conway & 
Pleydell-Pearce 2000). They define who we are and how we think about ourselves, and 
they affect our future goals and plans (more explanation can be found in Chapter 2 
(Section 2.2)).

Episodic memories: Episodic memories are memories of personal events defined by a 
specific time frame (a moment, or some days) and place, often coming to mind in visual 
form. Examples are refuelling the car the other day, this morning’s breakfast, your first 
date with your current partner, or climbing the Eiffel tower. Often episodic memories can 
be accessed only shortly after they occurred (e.g. a few days), unless they become 
integrated with autobiographical memory (Conway 2009 and more explanation can be 
found in Chapter 2 (Section 2.2.2); Conway, Loveday & Cole 2016).
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Semantic knowledge: General world knowledge, not defined by a time period and often 
not personal (Tulving 1972). It is often contrasted with episodic memory. 

CUED REMEMBERING
Perception: Perception is to become aware of something (a stimulus in the environment) 
through the senses, and recognising and comprehending what is sensed (Sternberg & 
Sternberg 2011). 

Remembering: The act of mentally travelling back in time and constructing memories 
from memory. Remembering can be activated by internal or external cues.

Cuing: Cuing is the process initiated by a cue that activates a mental response, for 
example, a memory, an emotion, or a thought. 

Cued response: A cued response is a mental representation such as a memory, an 
emotion, or a thought, activated by a cue and is the outcome of the process of cuing (more 
explanation and examples can be found in Chapters 1 and 4).

Remembering experience: Involves the experience of remembering and may also 
include the experience of the activity that was involved when a memory was cued, such as 
interacting with a device that contains memory cues (Van den Hoven 2014).

CONCEPTUAL STAGES IN MEMORY
Encoding: A mental process in which an experience is transformed into constructs that 
can be stored in memory and retrieved later (Brown & Craik 2000).

Storage: Refers to how encoded information is retained in memory. 

Retrieval: A mental process of accessing memories, knowledge, emotions, and other 
previously encoded information in human memory. In the autobiographical memory 
system model we have adopted in this thesis (the Self-Memory System), this process of 
accessing knowledge and memories is activated by internal cues that ‘constantly cause 
patterns of activation, some of which may stabilize into memories’ (Conway & Loveday 
2015, p. 575).
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TRIGGERS FOR REMEMBERING AND ITS CONTEXT
Cue: A cue is a stimulus that activates a mental response (e.g. a memory). Cues can be 
internal (e.g. autobiographical knowledge, a thought, or a memory) and external (e.g. a 
thing, person, circumstance, or a feature of one of these) (Berntsen 2009). In this thesis we 
focus on personal possessions and their features as cues.

Object: In this thesis, we sometimes use the term object to refer to a physical personal 
possession, as opposed to digital possessions such as digital photos.

Personal possession: A personal possession is a digital or physical object. They may be 
household possessions, digital objects, cherished objects, mementos, souvenirs, and 
heirlooms. Personal possessions and their perceived features can act as cues. We use this 
term synonymously with the term ‘personal item’ in this thesis.

Personal item: We use this term interchangeably with the term ‘personal possession’ (see 
personal possession). 

Traces: In this thesis, the word traces refers to material traces on personal possessions, 
such as scratches, fading colour, or patches. In psychology, the term ‘memory traces’ 
refers to the encoded information a past experience has left in the mind, which can be 
retrieved when remembering. 

Product attachment: Product attachment is the emotional bond a person experiences 
with a personal possession. Memories associated with the possession can be a determinant 
for product attachment, besides other known factors such as utility and appearance 
(Mugge, Schifferstein & Schoormans 2010) (more explanation can be found in Chapter 2 
(Section 2.4)). 

Home: By home, we mean the dwelling a person is living in and which contains at least a 
part of that person’s personal possessions. 

Personal environment: The personal environment, as opposed to a public space, is a 
space that is to some extent under the person’s direct control and may contain personal 
possessions. For example a person’s home, their car, or their desk space at work. 
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