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The use of social media continues to increase in modern cultures in recent years. This new context leads to creating
a virtual self, which somewhat differs from the real self. Further, social relations are set and maintained
predominantly in this new context. There is no doubt that social media does not only affect individuals' social
relations but also their cognitive skills by pulling them into new situations that they are unfamiliar with. In this
new context, content coded in social media can be remembered in real life, and content coded in real life can be
remembered in social media. This new context, where mostly real-life stories are shared, is likely to strongly affect
the autobiographical memory processes of individuals. Past research suggests that social media affects
autobiographical memory processes both directly (phenomenological characteristics, functions) and indirectly
through cognitive processes (eg, attention, working memory, transitive memory). Studies about its indirect effects
indicate that people with limited attention and working memory capacity have difficulty processing the high
number of stimuli offered by social media. Given that the long-term memory capacity is not limited, it is plausible
to expect that some of the contents are encoded into the memory; however, problems may occur in the storage
and retrieval processes. Studies about the direct effect of social media show that the phenomenological
characteristics (number of details, accuracy, emotional content) and functions (self, social, directing, therapeutic)
of events experienced or shared on social media differ from real-life events. This theoretical review discusses the
effects of social media use on cognitive processes related to memory processes and more specifically on the
phenomenological and functional characteristics of autobiographical memory. To recognize and prevent potential
psychological issues that may emerge in relation to this new setting, it appears essential to comprehend how social
media affects autobiographical memory, which is essential for self-perception.
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Son yillarda sosyal medya kullanimi modern kiiltiirlerde artarak devam etmektedir. Bu durum kullanicilarin gergek
benliklerinden ayrigsan sanal bir benlik yaratmasina sebep olmaktadir. Ayrica sosyal iligkiler agirlikli olarak bu yeni
baglamda kurulmaya ve siirdiriilmeye baglanmistir. Kuskusuz, sosyal medya kullanimi yalnizca sosyal iligkileri
etkilememekte; bireyleri aligkin olmadiklar: yeni kogullara striikleyerek biligsel becerileri de etkilemektedir. Bu
yeni baglamda sosyal medyada kodlanan icerikler gercek yasamda, gercek yasamda kodlanan icerikler ise sosyal
medyada hatirlanabilmektedir. Cogunlukla gercek yasam hikayelerinin paylagildigi bu yeni baglamin, bireylerin
yasam Oykiisiini kapsayan otobiyografik bellek siireclerini gii¢lii bir bi¢cimde etkilemesi olasidir. Son yillarda
yapilan ¢caligmalar bu etkinin ¢ok yonli oldugunu gostermektedir. Sosyal medyanin otobiyografik bellek stireclerini
hem dolayh olarak diger biligsel siirecler (dikkat, ¢alisma bellegi, gecisken bellek) aracilig: ile hem de dogrudan
(niteliksel 6zellikler ve islevler) etkiledigi 6ne surilmektedir. Dolayh etkisi konusundaki bulgular, kisith dikkat ve
calisma bellegi kapasitesine sahip insanin, sosyal medyanin sundugu yitksek sayida uyaran: islemekte zorlandigin
gostermektedir. Uzun siireli bellek kapasitesinin sinirl olmadig: dusinildiginde, ¢calismalar iceriklerin bir kismi
bellege kodlanmis olsa dahi depolama ve geri ¢agirma siireclerinde sorunlar yasanabildigine igsaret etmektedir.
Sosyal medyanin otobiyografik bellek tzerindeki dogrudan etkisini test eden ¢aligmalar ise sosyal medyada
deneyimlenmis veya paylasilmis otobiyografik anilarin niteliksel ézellikleri (detay miktar, dogruluk, duygusal
icerik) ve islevlerinin (benlik, sosyal, yonlendirici, iyilestirici) gercek yasam anilarindan farklilagtigim
gostermektedir. Bu derlemede sosyal medya kullaniminin otobiyografik bellek tizerindeki karmagik etkileri mevcut
literatiir 1;1¢1nda tartigilmigtir. Kisinin benlik algisi icin oldukga kritik olan otobiyografik bellegin sosyal medyadan
nasil etkilendiginin anlagilmasi bu yeni baglamla iligkili olarak ortaya ¢ikabilecek olas: psikolojik sorunlarin tespit
edilerek onlenebilmesi i¢cin 6nemli gérinmektedir.
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Introduction

As a result of the digital evolution of social interactions, social media has become an important part of daily life.
Social media has been increasingly used to record and share personal experiences (Pew Research Center 2018).
According to the statistics, 1 billion Facebook posts, 400 million Instagram stories are shared, and 500 million
tweets are posted daily (Chaffey 2022). Over one billion videos are watched on video platforms such as YouTube
and TikTok (Chaffey 2022). This rapid change in people's interaction with technology has led cognitive
psychology researchers to focus on the effects of social media on high-level cognitive processes such as memory,
attention, and executive functions (Ophir et al. 2009, Alloway and Alloway 2012, Alloway and Alloway 2015,
Barr et al. 2015). However, social media use seems to affect cognitive processes differently. Social media
platforms, where individual shares their feelings, thoughts, and life stories and also are exposed to the feelings,
thoughts, and life stories of other people, likely affect the autobiographical memory processes more strongly.

Autobiographical memory is defined as a type of memory that includes episodic (personal life events that took
place in a specific time and place) and semantic (information about the world) memory (Conway and Pleydell-
Pearce 2000, Sayar 2012). Unlike other types of memory, autobiographical memory enables individuals to build
self-coherence, make plans for future, and establish social relationships (Conway and Pleydell-Pearce 2000,
Conway 2005, Bluck and Alea 2008). In addition, autobiographical memory is strongly influenced by the context
in which the content is encoded and remembered (Eliseev and Marsh, 2021). Increasingly, real-life events are
shared on social media, or events that are experienced on social media are shared or remembered in social media
and real life. For example, replying to the comment under a photo shared on social media may initiate a
conversation in real life. On the other hand, a person can share an interesting life event that occurred in real life
on social media. Thus, social media creates a new context for the encoding and retrieval processes.

In recent years, the impact of social media as a new context on autobiographical memory processes has attracted
the attention of researchers (Stone and Wang 2019, Wang 2021). These studies examined the relationship
between social media and autobiographical memory in terms of various variables. However, to the best of our
knowledge, no article in the literature summarizes and discusses the findings of these studies. In this review
article, we aimed to critically compile the studies in this emerging literature examining the potential effects of
social media on autobiographical memory. First, we discussed the indirect effects of social media on
autobiographical memory. In this section, we focused on how the context of social media can influence working
memory and attention, which are closely tied to autobiographical memory. Furthermore, we mentioned possible
problems that may occur during the storage and recall of the contents. Second, we discussed the findings on the
direct effects of social media on autobiographical memory. Specifically, we summarized the findings of the
previous studies on the content (qualitative features) of autobiographical memories and the main purpose
(functions) of sharing these memories on social media.

Indirect Effects of Social Media Context on Autobiographical Memory

To better understand the effects of social media on autobiographical memory, the effects on each of the memory
processes such as encoding, storage, and recollection should be understood. First, we must address how
attention and memory, which are critical in the coding phase, are influenced by social media. Studies testing the
effect of social media on these two cognitive functions mostly show that social media use has negative effects on
working memory and attention processes (Ophir et al. 2009, Gibbons et al. 2017). In addition, studies show that
social media, which can be used as an external storage tool, is also effective in the storage phase (Sparrow et al.
2011, Ward 2013).

The Effects of Social Media on Working Memory and Attention

Working memory and attention are important cognitive resources that are inextricably linked with all other
cognitive functions (Scott 2011). Attention can be defined as an organism's ability to be aware of and react to
changes in its environment (Scott 2011). Working memory, on the other hand, is a limited-capacity memory
system that includes functions such as short-term storage of information, fulfillment of target cognitive tasks,
shifting attention between various tasks, and manipulating temporary information in short-term memory and
permanent information in long-term memory. (Baddeley 1996, Engle et al. 1999, Cowan 2006). These two
cognitive skills, which are important parts of cognitive functioning in daily life, directly affect autobiographical
memory. Attention and working memory processes are influenced by social media use in several ways. First,
during social media use, we are exposed to dozens of status updates, photos, and videos in a short period. Given
that our working memory system has limited capacity, exposure to too much information at once increases the
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cognitive load. Such that this situation has revealed a new phenomenon called social media overload (Lee and
Atance 2016). This phenomenon, which makes it difficult to understand, interpret and remember information,
also impairs various cognitive tasks. For example, a recent study showed that increased cognitive overload
impairs comprehension in reading tasks, which are closely related to working memory capacity (Jiang et al.
2016).

Another reason for the negative impact of social media on attention and working memory processes is that it
requires multitasking. Early studies examining the effects of multitasking on cognitive control (Craik 1948,
Brodbent 1958, Welford 1952) emphasized that the mind has a limited capacity (Imren 2021). Many subsequent
studies have shown that multimedia tasks impair sustained attention and working memory functions (Fried
2008, Sana et al. 2013, Dietz and Henrich 2014, Gaudreau et al. 2014). In addition to the multitasking required
by social media use, using multiple social media platforms simultaneously or by switching between them also
requires multitasking. Using multiple social media platforms can also increase the negative effects of
multitasking on working memory and sustained attention (Imren and Tekman 2018). For example, Uncapher et
al. (2016) showed that heavy multimedia taskers cannot distinguish relevant, important information from
irrelevant, distracting information and these individuals usually show reduced working memory performance.

The behavioral data were also supported by findings from brain imaging studies. Some studies showed that
heavy media multitaskers have lower gray matter volumes in the anterior cingulate cortex, requiring intensive
switching between information sources depending on the neural networks used in sustained attention (Kithn
and Gallinat 2015, Loh and Kanai 2016). In other words, these individuals had reduced neuron density in the
brain regions associated with attention. Similarly, heavy media multitasking was found to be characterized by
increased activation in brain regions associated with working memory and attention (eg, various prefrontal
regions: lateral superior/middle frontal gyrus and medial part of superior frontal gyrus) (Moisala et al. 2016).
Since activation in the prefrontal regions varies based on the attentional demands (eg, maintenance and
inhibition of attention), this finding was interpreted as heavy media multitasking is associated with distraction
(Moisala et al. 2016). Taken together, these findings suggest that heavy media multitasking negatively impacts
brain functions (Uncapher and Wagner 2018).

Some studies failed to find a correlation between social media use, multimedia tasks and cognitive functions.
For example, a group of studies did not find a direct relationship between social media use, multimedia tasks
and working memory (Minear et al. 2013, Baumgartner et al. 2014, Edwards and Shin 2017, Wiradhany and
Nieuwenstein 2017). Another group of studies has shown that this relationship is not always negative under
various conditions. In particular, educational programs (e.g. social media training) and social media use (e.g.
number of posts on Facebook) improved cognitive functions in adolescents and older adults (Alloway and
Alloway 2015, Mayshak et al. 2016, Myhre et al. 2017). For example, a study by Alloway et al. (2015) that
examined the effects of social media use on working memory in adolescents showed that participants who used
Facebook for more than a year scored higher on working memory tasks than those who used Facebook for the
first time. Another study also found that social media training and socializing in social media have a positive
impact on cognitive processing speed, which is an important indicator of executive functions in healthy older
adults (Myhre et al. 2017). However, in this study, it is not possible to distinguish whether 8-week social media
training or social media use itself is responsible for the increased cognitive functioning. These results can be
interpreted as individuals with higher cognitive functionality are more likely to use social media.

In summary, studies examining the effects of social media on working memory and attention, which are very
important for autobiographical memory processes, reveal mixed findings. These studies mostly show that the
perceptual and cognitive load created by social media makes it difficult to maintain attention and negatively
affects working memory functions. However, some other studies reported opposite findings. This inconsistency
in the literature is likely due to the fact that different aspects of social media are addressed in studies and
different tests are used to measure cognitive functions.

Using Social Media as a Transactive Memory System

The effect of social media on autobiographical memory can occur not only at the encoding and retrieval phases,
but also at the storage phase. The internet and social media provide unlimited storage for information, in some
ways making it unnecessary for individuals to encode and store content internally. First, the transactive memory
system (Wegner 1987, Brandon and Hollingshead 2004), which is defined as a group-level knowledge sharing
and memory system in which group members share responsibility for encoding, storing, and retrieving of
information from different knowledge areas, has been transformed with the development of digital
technologies. Sparrow and colleagues (2011) tested how participants’ beliefs about accessing information later
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on a computer or an external storage impacts their memories for that information. After this study, the internet
and social media started to be considered as new transactive memory partners. Indeed, social media has been
theorized to be used as a transactive memory source that helps transfer memory trace to an external source to
maintain cognitive efficiency. Furthermore, social media has been defined as a source for cognitive offloading,
which is the act of reducing the mental processing requirements of a task through physical actions like directing
information to various sources (e.g., saving information on a smartphone or computer for later recall). (Morrison
and Richmond 2020).

Offloading some memories onto social media can be considered as a cognitive strategy that is used to overcome
the cognitive load created by social media on working memory. Memories stored in the brain such as the
knowledge and experiences acquired, the time of a birthday or a meeting, can be transferred to social media.
Thus, individuals with lower working memory capacity may prefer to offload more content on social media. A
recent study examining participants in conditions in which they had (or did not have) the cognitive offloading
option provides support of this assumption. Indeed, participants with higher working memory capacity relied
less on cognitive offloading, when given the option (Risko and Dunn 2015).

The advantage of reducing cognitive load via offloading mechanism, might turn into a disadvantage in some
cases. Recent studies have shown that memories transferred to social media fade quickly due to using social
media as a mnemonic tool instead of preserving our own memories (Sparrow et al. 2011, Ward 2013). Similar
findings were also obtained when participants’ memory performances for visual items such as photographs were
examined under various conditions (Henkel 2014, Soares and Storm 2018, Tamir et al. 2018). For example,
Henkel (2014) found that participants who had taken photographs of objects showed less accurate and
incomplete memories of those objects than participants who only observed the objects. This photo-taking
impairment effect phenomenon which is widely observed in the literature can be explained by the belief of
participants in the photo-taking condition that they do not need to remember the photos already recorded on
the camera. Interestingly, this effect was also observed when participants knew that they would never be able to
access the photos later (Soares and Storm 2018). As a result, it has been observed that cognitive offloading
generally supports working memory, but it can also lead to impairments in long-term memory when the
offloaded information is not available when needed. In this respect, virtual storage of memories (Sparrow et al.
2011) and cognitive overload (Tamir et al. 2018) seem to make it difficult to remember those memories later.

In summary, it is likely that social media affects autobiographical memory through working memory and
attention. Experiencing multiple events simultaneously on social media puts more strain on working memory
than in real life. Working memory performance decreases when its capacity is exceeded, and therefore contents
cannot be transferred to the memory. On the other hand, the influence of social media is also evident in the
storage phase. Social media is becoming an alternative memory partner where autobiographical memories can
be recorded. While the feedback (comments, likes, etc.) received through this new partner ensures the
permanence of the content (Eliseev and Marsh, 2021), it can also cause the loss of the information recorded in
the memory (Tamir et al. 2018).

Direct Effects of Social Media Context on Autobiographical Memory

The direct effect of social media on autobiographical memory is well-documented. Some studies examined the
features of events recorded or shared (Comblain et al. 2000, D'argembeau and van der Linden 2006, Gibbons et
al. 2022) while others tested the motivations (or functions) for sharing personal events on social media (Bluck
and Alea 2002, Blagow and Singer 2004, Alea et al. 2019). Social media posts are not independent of the sharer’s
self. Autobiographical memory, which is strongly linked to the self is more likely to be influenced by social media
compared to other cognitive processes. In this part of the review, studies examining the effect of social media
on the phenomenological characteristics and functions of autobiographical memory are discussed.

The Effects of Social Media Posts on The Phenomenological Characteristics of
Autobiographical Memory

The characteristics of autobiographical memories including events encoded or retrieved on social media are
shown to differ from memories about events that are encoded and retrieved in real life (Sparrow et al. 2011,
Tamir et al. 2018, Eliseev and Marsh, 2021). Past research suggests differences mainly in the number of details
(Sparrow et al. 2011; Tamir et al. 2018), accuracy (Sparrow et al. 2011, Jiang et al. 2016, Finley et al. 2018; Jiang
et al. 2018), and emotional content of memories (Wang et al. 2015, Gibbons et al. 2017, 2022) of social media
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and real-life events. To comprehend the effects of social media on autobiographical memory, the literature about
each of these characteristics is reviewed.

The Number of Details and Accuracy of Memories Shared on Social Media

A very few studies examined the effect of social media on the number of details of memories. In fact, these
studies showed mixed findings about this effect. The first set of studies have charted that social media memories
include fewer details (Sparrow et al. 2011, Tamir et al. 2018) and in some cases, recalled details are not consistent
with the details of the original event (Sparrow et al. 2011, Jiang et al. 2016, Finley et al. 2018). Although, these
studies tested not the effect of social media but web blogging. Yet, they contain inferences about memories
shared on social media. For example, Sparrow et al. (2011) showed that individuals recalled fewer details of
events in subsequent recalls when it is recorded on the internet compared to events that are not recorded on
any external device. This effect may be due to the transactive memory system, which was discussed in detail in
the previous section.

There are two main features of transactional memory (Ward 2013); (1) memory partners' sense of responsibility
for the remembered content, (2) its availability by other partners. In cases where the memory partners are other
people, these two conditions are not always met. The partner who took responsibility to remember the event
may forget the details. In other cases, the memory partner cannot be reached when the details are needed. Lastly,
the memory partner may die, and the details of the memory could be lost forever. Because of the rise in internet
use; social media, where people constantly share personal experiences, has inevitably evolved into a transactive
memory partner (Stone et al. 2013, Ward 2013, Kahn and Martinez 2020). Unlike other memory partners,
memories can be shared with an enormous number of people on social media and can be easily accessed from
multiple devices at any time. Therefore, social media seems to be more reliable than human memory partners in
terms of responsibility and accessibility. On the other hand, all these situations may lead the owner of the
memory to feel less responsible to remember the details shared on social media. Therefore, fewer details of social
media events are recalled and these details tend to be less accurate compared to real-life events (Sparrow et al.
2011, Jiang et al. 2016, Finley et al. 2018). This potential effect was supported by a recent comprehensive
experimental study (Tamir et al. 2018). In this study, participants were asked to watch a speech on screen. While
watching the speech, the participants were assigned to one of the six conditions: The first group was asked to
only watch the speech, the second group was asked to think about their experience while watching the speech,
and the last four groups were asked to write their thoughts about the speech on a blank window on the screen
while watching it. While the first group of the rest was told that what they wrote would not be recorded, the
second group was told that their thoughts would be recorded but would not be shared with other people. The
fourth group was told that their thoughts would be recorded and shared with others as soon as the study was
over. The last group was asked to observe their surroundings during the speech and write about the objects
arround. After the speech was completed, the participants were asked various questions about the content of
the speech. The results showed that the group who wrote their thoughts about the speech and was told that their
thoughts would be shared with others showed significantly lower memory performance than other groups. These
findings indicate that the content shared on social media may lower the accuracy of the encoded memories.

On the other hand, it seems highly probable that remembering events through social media posts has a positive
effect on details due to several reasons (Wang et al. 2017). While these possible triggers increase the number of
details, they can damage the accuracy of the content (Stone and Wang 2019). First, all posts on social media
must have a theme consistent with the virtual self (Eliseev and Marsh 2021). According to Belk (2013), a new
self is built with the use of digital devices. The self, created in the digital world is structured and built on the real
self. It is usually similar but not exactly the same as the real self. It is closer to the idealized self because the
person has a chance to manipulate their look with avatars and profile pictures. To express the digital self, new
memories consistent with this self are shared with others. These memories usually include a great number of
details (Wang et al. 2015). This tendency gets stronger as the number of people interacting on social media
increases (Holloway and Green 2017).

Secondly, sharing personal events on social media creates a new opportunity for the person to rehearse their
memories very often (Wang and Blenis 2013). These events are reviewed again and again with feedback from
others (etc., likes and comments) (Eliseev and Marsh 2021). That is the details of the shared events are likely to
be recalled successfully in the long run (Koutstaal et al. 1998, Zimmerman and Brown-Schmidt 2020). On the
downside, the details of the events may be distorted to align with the digital self. Accordingly, while the details
of the original event fade over time, the manipulated version of the event and the feedback from others (etc.,
likes, comments, interactions) remain vivid (Stone and Wang 2019). In summary, while sharing personal events
on social media increases the number of details, it may cause memory errors in the content.
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The main reason to share personal events might be their importance to the person firsthand. In concrete terms,
events shared on social media may be remembered in more detail because these events may be chosen from
personally meaningful events. These events may be remembered in more detail even if they are not shared on
social media. To exclude this possibility, Hou et al. (2022) asked young adults to write down some life events in
their diaries and share some of these events on social media. While there was no difference between the details
of the memories written in the diary and the memories shared on social media, the memories shared on social
media contained higher number of false details than the memories written in the diary. Researchers interpreted
this finding as that social media affect the accuracy of memories rather than the number of details. This seems
important in terms of showing that the content of autobiographical memory is negatively affected by the context
of social media. Yet, this effect may not the same for all memories (Comblain et al. 2005, D'Argembeau and van
der Linden 2006). Therefore, when evaluating the effect of social media on details, its content should also be
considered.

The Emotional Content of Memories Shared on Social Media

Memories shared on social media differ from the nonshared ones. Previous studies consistently show that social
media memories differ from non-shared memories in terms of emotional valence (Wang et al. 2015, Gibbons et
al. 2017, 2022). Memories shared on social media are usually more positive than nonshared ones (Choi and Toma
2014, Wang et al. 2015, Barasch et al. 2018). Furthermore, the tendency to share positive memories is likely to
increase when a high number of people are interacted with (Lin et al. 2014). Negative events or details, on the
other hand, are shared on social media less often (Gibbons et al. 2022). Previous studies consistently show that
the emotions related to shared positive memories remain vivid in the long term (Lambert et al. 2013, Choi and
Toma 2014, Wang et al. 2015). Findings on the effect of sharing negative memories are more complex. A group
of studies showed that negative emotions about shared events are less likely to fade over time (Gibbons et al.
2017, 2022). Another set of studies, on the other hand, suggested that sharing negative events lead emotions to
fade more quickly than emotion about nonshared events (Skowronski et al. 2004). In sum, although the findings
are mixed, it is possible to say that the effects of social media on events differ depending on the emotional
valence of the memory.

Positive events are suggested to be shared more frequently than negative and neutral ones on social media. That
is, positive emotions are felt for the events and the details of these events remain vivid for along period (Lambert
et al. 2013, Wang et al. 2015). For example, Wang et al. (2015) asked college students to write their recent
personal events in a diary or to a web blog. The researchers found that events written in a web blog were more
positive than the events written for oneself in a diary. This finding can be explained in several ways. First,
regardless of the context, rehearsed positive events tend to contain a high number of details in subsequent
recalls, and positive affect fade more slowly in time (Walker and Skowronski 2007). However, this effect is not
observed when positive memories are remembered without sharing. Second, this tendency could be related to
the virtual self created on social media platforms. As mentioned earlier, the virtual self tends to be more positive
than the real self. To express the positive sides of this new self, positive events could be shared more often than
negative and neutral events (Chen 2010, Barasch et al. 2018). Eventually, the sharer is perceived as positive (Alea
et al. 2019). Therefore, positive events and/or positive details could be shared on social media very often.

Although it is not as often as positive events, negative events and/or negative details are also shared on social
media. An increasing number of studies show that negative details of events and emotions related to these
events fade faster and stronger than positive memories (Gibbons et al. 2011). This phenomenon is known as
fading affect bias in the literature (Walker et al. 2003, Oner 2021). According to the fading affect bias, details
about negative events begin to fade approximately 12 hours after the event and continue to fade for about three
months (Gibbons et al. 2011). The loss of details of negative events contributes to the maintenance of a positive
view of one's self (Walker and Skowronski 2007). Quite surprisingly, when negative events are shared with other
people, the details of these events fade much more rapidly (Skowronski et al. 2004). In addition, the response of
the listeners influences the fading affect bias. When the listener is active, the fading affect bias increases (Muir
et al. 2015).

The effect of the fading affect bias of social sharing on negative events and details may also apply to events
shared on social media platforms. Because the number of people interacting on social media is higher, the effect
of the fading affect bias is expected to be faster and stronger than personally shared events (Eliseev and Marsh
2021). Interestingly, Gibbons et al. (2022) found that fading effect bias is less pronounced in events shared on
social media. In other words, a high rate of negative details of events recalled if the event is shared on social
media (Choi and Toma 2014, Gibbons et al. 2017). Yet these details tend to be lost if the event is shared with
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others in person. Therefore, unlike memories shared in real life, the vividness of negative memories shared on
social media is less likely to be lost. This situation may eventually influence the functionality of those memories.

The Effects of Social Media Posts on Autobiographical Memory Functions

Autobiographical memory literature does not only focus on the content but also on the functions of the memory.
While some researchers specifically ask what events with what details are remembered, others are interested in
what these events or details are remembered for. This second group of researchers examines the purpose of
recalling memories recorded in autobiographical memory. According to this perspective, events are remembered
differently depending on the context and the time of the recall. The main reason for this is the change in the
purpose of the memory. According to Pillemer’s (1992) classification, autobiographical memories have three
basic functions (Bluck and Alea 2002); self (i.e., continuity of self), social (i.e., establishing or maintaining a social
relationship), and directing (i.e., planning of behavior). Memories serve only one of these purposes. Yet, later,
Bluck and Alea (2002) suggested that events encoded in autobiographical memory may serve more than one
function and that these functions may change depending on the context in which they are recalled.

Social media can be defined as a new context that reconstructs the relationship between autobiographical
memory and the self. It seems critical to comprehend the specific functions of events shared in this new context.
The functions of shared events could be similar to the events shared in real life. Given that the classification
offered by Pillemer (1992) could be extended to these events. Yet, a very limited number of study has tested
Pillemer’s (1992) functions in events shared on social media. Recently, Wang (2020) suggested a new set of
functions for events shared on social media and developed a scale named Purposes of Online Memory Sharing
Scale. The functions this scale measures partly overlap with the functions suggested by Pillemer (1992) for real-
life events. The scale measures four basic functions: self, social, directive, and therapeutic. According to Wang
(2020), these functions increase the frequency of sharing personal memories on social media. However, the
effects and the frequency of use are not the same for all functions. Thus, each function should be discussed
separately.

Self Function

This function refers to the use of memories encoded in autobiographical memory to ensure self-continuity. The
self function enables the person to know that the person he/she remembers in the past is the same person,
despite the differences between the past and the present self (Alea et al. 2019). In other words, autobiographical
memory is critical for self-continuity. With the help of events encoded into autobiographical memory,
individuals collect information about themselves. These events are also used to reach the goals of the current
self and maintain well-being (Bluck and Alea 2008). However, this effect is not unidirectional. The current self
also influences the content of the recalled events (Stone and Wang 2019).

According to Wang (2020), one of the main purposes of sharing autobiographical events on social media is the
self function. Yet, there are inter-individual differences in the frequency of use for this function. For example,
extroverts have a high motivation for self-disclosure in any context and they are willing to communicate with
other people very frequently. Given that, they share autobiographical events on social media for self-function
more frequently than introverts (Stone et al. 2022). Although, as previously mentioned, the self and so the
personality of individuals in real life may not wholly overlap with the digital self (Stone and Wang 2019).
Therefore, researchers should be cautious about making cause-and-effect inferences between real-life
personalities and their effect on sharing autobiographical memories on social media. The behavior of sharing
memories on social media may be affected by the personality on social media rather than the personality in real
life. For example, a person may be shy in real life. The self they create on social media may not be as shy as their
real self. In this case, it will be unclear how much this characteristic influences the tendency to share
autobiographical events on social media.

Social Function

Another function of autobiographical memories suggested by Wang (2020) is the social function. In some cases,
autobiographical memories are used to establish new social relationships and maintain or improve existing
relationships (Pillemer 1992, Buck and Alea 2002). Autobiographical memories expressed by status updates,
photos, videos, etc. provide a lot of information about the sharer. This information facilitates and enriches social
interactions (Bluck et al. 2010). First, shared events may allow people to inform others about their life. Second,
these events may guide others to overcome life problems. Yet, the social function might be succeeded by different
types of events depending on the specific motivation. For example, Pasuphathi et al. (2002) showed that married
couples often recall positive events to remember and enjoy their past together whereas their motivation for
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recalling negative events may be more diverse. Therefore, the social function of recalling an event is affected by
the context of the retrieval.

The main function of social media memories is not only to remember the event but to share it with others
(Eliseev and Marsh 2021). Unlike real-life events, the social function of events shared on social media platforms
is more pronounced because there is a chance to interact with hundreds of people at the same time on these
platforms (Bluck and Alea, 2008). It is possible that sharing on social media and being exposed to shared
memories enable the establishment of new social relations and strengthen existing ones (Lin et al. 2014).

In a study conducted by Stone et al. (2022), young and old adults stated that the main reason for sharing on
social media is to establish social relationships. Surprisingly, some studies show that the social function of events
shared on social media is not as effective as real-life events. For example, in a recent study, listening to the life
story in different conditions was examined (Alea and Bluck, 2019). In this study, participants were assigned to
one of the two conditions. The first group was asked to listen to a woman they did not know before. The woman
talked about her life story in person. The second group listened to the same life story via text messages from a
woman they did not know before. After the first session, all participants were asked to rate how much they liked
the woman and how much empathy and closeness they felt towards her. Participants in the first group reported
that they liked and felt empathy toward the stranger much more than the second group. This finding implies
that although autobiographical memories shared on social media provide a new opportunity to build and
maintain social relationships, they are not as effective as autobiographical memories shared in real life (Eliseev
and Marsh 2021). Indeed, these finding varies across people, so individual differences should be accounted for.
While the social function of autobiographical memories in social media is more prominent for some individuals,
a similar effect may not be observed in other individuals. Stone et al. (2022), for example, found that individuals
who feel lonely and have lower self-esteem are more likely to prefer social media for social functions than other
people.

Directive Function

This function enables the person to recall memories to guide their current or future behaviors and thoughts
(Pillemer 1992, Bluck et al. 2010). When faced with a problem, past events can be recalled for the cues to solve
the problem (Bluck and Alea 2002). However, according to Bluck et al. (2005), the directive function is more
abstract than the self and social functions and usually includes both of these two functions. For example, self-
defining memories provide information for the self, and the self directs current behavior (Blagov and Singer
2004). Because of the overlap, it is difficult to separate the self and the directive functions. Another caveat is
that the directive function is only effective when the context that the event encoded and retrieved are similar.
Otherwise, establishing the link between the past and present may not be possible (Pillemer 1992).

Because the events shared on social media are usually encoded in real life, directive functions usually are not
used effectively. Given that sharing autobiographical events on social media has a disruptive effect on the
directive function of those events. Consistent with this notion, the reliability of the directive function in the
scale developed by Wang (2020) to measure the directive function of events shared on social media was found
to be quite low. Wang (2020) suggests that researchers should be cautious in using questions measuring the
directive function in the scale. Apart from that, studies about the effect of sharing autobiographical events found
that the functions of these events are similar to events recalled in real-life (Baker and Moore 2011, Stone et al.
2022). Therefore, this function should not be completely ignored as examining the events shared on social
media.

Therapeutic Function

Different than the first three functions, this function is not defined by Pillemer (1992). It is first established by
Wang (2020) for events shared on social media. According to Wang (2020), some of the main motivations to
share autobiographical events on social media are to collect information about personal problems, and to reduce
the distress felt. In other words, in some cases, personal memories are shared on social media for emotion
regulation and coping with negative emotions (Baker and Moore 2011: cited in Stone et al. 2022). Additionally,
events shared by others provide information about similar experiences, and so individuals could overcome these
issues. Wang (2020) combined all of these functions under the therapeutic function. Stone et al. (2022) showed
that this function is used in social media memories very often. The researchers discussed that individuals benefit
from the sympathy of others to regulate their emotions through sharing on social media (Pillemer 1992, Wang
and Blenis 2013). However, as in other functions, inter-individual differences were observed for this function as
well. Individuals with low self-esteem and feeling lonely share their memories more frequently for the
therapeutic function (Stone et al. 2022).
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Conclusion

The spread of smartphones and social media use has increased the number of autobiographical memories
encoded or retrieved (i.e., shared) online. Social media use has not only influenced the nature of social
relationships but also cognitive processes. Since personal experiences are mostly shared on social media it has a
larger effect on autobiographical memories compared to other cognitive processes. Yet, its effect is far from
being simple and direct but rather complex and multidirectional. In this review, the indirect and direct effects
of social media on autobiographical memory are discussed.

Social media affects autobiographical memory processes through attention and working memory at the coding
stage, and through the transactive memory system at the storage stage. Social media users are exposed to more
than one stimulus and so are required processing more than one stimulus at the same time. This situation creates
a burden on particular cognitive functions with limited capacities such as attention and working memory. Given
that, social media affects the coding process. In addition, social media is used as a transactive memory system.
It enables individuals to reduce the mental processing needs through cognitive transfer. The transfer of
responsibility to recall the content to social media decreases the memory performance in the storing and
retrieving processes. Like other memory types this tendency affects autobiographical memory. Social media also
has direct effects on autobiographical memory. Previous studies have shown that this new context affects the
quality (i.e., amount of detail, accuracy, and emotional content) and functions (i.e., self, social, directive,
therapeutic) of memories recorded in autobiographical memory. When evaluated in terms of qualitative
characteristics, it seems that social media memories contain high number of details but these details are less
accurate than real-life memories. It was also found that the emotional content of events shared on social media
differed from other events. However, studies provide contradictory findings about the direction of this
difference. When evaluated in terms of functions, it appears that social media memories are used to understand
one's own self, establish and maintain social relationships, direct their behaviors and cope with their problems
very similar to real life memories.

This review fills an important gap in the literature in comprehending the effects of social media on
autobiographical memory which includes the self and other cognitive processes. Almost all studies discussed in
this article have examined the effect of social media on autobiographical memory via visual posts (eg,
photographs, videos). In this respect, examining not only visual but also other modalities (e.g., auditory) will
enable us to better understand how autobiographical memory is affected by this new context. In addition,
understanding the effects of social media on autobiographical memory seems critical in terms of preventing
possible psychological problems that may arise in relation to social media. In this respect, in addition to the
psychosocial functions of social media, its effect on cognitive functionality should be tested in future studies.
The ongoing rapid change in digital technologies is creating new virtual memory tools (e.g. metaverse) that allow
us to record our memories. For example, the metaverse, which has higher ecological validity compared to social
media platforms and has the potential to better simulate the real world, creates a new field of research for
autobiographical memory researchers. It is an important avenue for future research to address how memories
shared in this relatively new technology differ qualitatively and functionally from memories we record or share
on social media. Investigating the tendency to externalize autobiographical memories will improve our
understanding of how people adapt to the rapid changes in the digital age.
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