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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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1 INTRODUCTION 
Abstract 
This chapter provides an introduction into the research presented in this thesis about cued 
autobiographical remembering in the personal environment. Personal possessions, such as 
souvenirs, photos and decorative objects, may act as cues for remembering past events. 
This process of cued remembering by personal possessions is investigated in this thesis, and 
this introduction chapter explains what this topic entailed and how it was studied. The 
purpose of the research was to gain knowledge about the relationship between personal 
possessions and memories. Among other benefits, this knowledge could help the design of 
products specifically to help people remember personal events and experiences in their 
lives. This knowledge was gained by conducting qualitative research from an interaction 
design perspective, adopting knowledge from other areas, such as memory research from 
the area of cognitive psychology. We carried out three studies covering four main topics: 
people’s behaviour with personal possessions that could act as memory cues, the outcomes 
of cuing by personal possessions (which we call cued responses), the fluctuation of cued 
responses by personal possessions over time, and the type of possessions and features that 
can act as cues. We conclude the chapter with a thesis outline.  
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