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Encoding Storage Retrieval

Distortions can occur in every phase!

The memory process
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New York Times 15.5.2015: Witness accounts in midtown hamer attack show the power of 
false memory



What do we remember?

• What is relevant for us?

• Dependent on background, culture, previous 
experiences and context

• Evolution: sex & violence are central for survival

• Memories are highly malleable and prone to distortions 
and reinterpretations

• Memory tends – in psychologically well being persons -
to be favourable to us
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Common misconceptions about memory

• “Memory works like a video recorder”
• It does not. Every time we process an event, it changes to 

some extent. 

• “If something has happened several times, it is 
remembered better than singular events”
• Paradoxically, unique experiences are often better 

distinguished in memory, whereas frequently occurring 
situations form so called scripts (“usually”) with less details

• Relevant in, for instance, cases of intimate partner violence
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Choice
blindness
& change
blindness

Johansson, Hall, Sikström & Olsson,Science, 2005



"Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, or
whatever it is that you think you remember?” 

(Elizabeth Loftus)



Misconceptions regarding trauma
• “Traumatic memories are often blocked and cannot be 
accessed”
• Traumatic situations are, in fact, less likely to be forgotten than 

neutral or positive ones
• Like all memories, also those of traumatic events can be forgotten, 

distorted or re-evaluated based on new understanding

• ”If something utterly traumatic happens, you would
remember it forever”
• Not really – while you may recall that you have experienced

something, many or even most of the surrounding details may be 
forgotten or distorted

• However, not being able to forget is indeed a common feature in 
posttraumatic stress
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Hirst et al 2010:
Long-term memory 
for the terrorist 
attack of September 
11: flashbulb 
memories, event 
memories and the 
factors that influence 
their retention



• Traumatic memories can be 
(even more) skeletal than other 
memories; focusing on central 
details at the expense of 
peripheral

• Exposure to high stress has a 
negative impact on memory
• (But moderate stress may 

improve memory)
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“On average, 
memories of trauma 
are no more 
fragmented than are 
memories of positive, 
other negative, or 
important memories”.
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Sensitive listening: TED!

• Be careful with leading and suggestive questions!
• Including active interpretations – use them wisely and acknowledge 

their potential power

• Lessons learned in the context of witness interviews:If you 
want to find out about a person’s own experiences, ask 
them TED-questions:
• Tell me about…
• Explain how that made you feel
• Describe the situation

• Telling about traumatic experiences tends to require time, 
calm and compassion
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Lähde: IS 2017

Overgenerational trauma
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