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We examine the impact of social connection on memory accessibility. We find that shared experiences are more accessible than

individual experiences, and that people associate shared (individual) experiences more strongly with positive (negative) affect.

Further, this effect is moderated by the need to belong trait.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Previous research has shown that autobiographical memory is 

usually biased in favor of pleasant information (Walker et at. 2003), 
and that positive memories are more accessible than negative memo-
ries (Lishman 1974). This positivity bias has been hypothesized to 
occur because of the evolutionary benefits of remembering positive 
events, such as maintaining a positive self-image (Talarico et al., 
2009; Taylor, 1991). Our research seeks to add to this literature by 
examining the moderating effects of social connection on consum-
er memory. Specifically, we show that individuals remember their 
shared experiences more easily and accurately compared to their indi-
vidual experiences and that these shared memories are more strongly 
associated with positive affect. Hence, we document a “social bias” in 
memory recall that promotes memory accessibility for shared experi-
ences as compared to individual experiences. Further, we examine 
the role of need to belong as a moderator and document that the posi-
tivity bias holds for individuals who are low on need to belong, but 
the social bias holds for individuals who are high on need to belong. 
Based on our theorizing, we predict that shared memories are more 
accessible than individual memories and that people associate shared 
(individual) memories more strongly with positive (negative) affect. 
Further, consumers high (low) in need-to-belong place more value on 
the social (valence) aspect of memories, and therefore recall memo-
ries primarily based on degree of social connection (valence).

Study 1 (N = 26 MTurk respondents). Participants were asked 
to recall all of the memorable events that they had experienced dur-
ing their time in college. They were then shown all of the thoughts 
that they had listed and asked to categorize each event as shared or 
individual and as positive or negative. The proportion of each type of 
memory (shared vs. individual, shared-positive vs. shared –negative) 
formed our dependent measure. 

The 26 participants listed a total of 142 thoughts. A chi-square 
analysis  (χ² (1, 142) = 6.50; p = .01) revealed that shared / posi-
tive memories were the overwhelming majority of listed thoughts at 
56.3% (n = 80). Thus, in line with our predictions, a larger proportion 
of shared (62.6%) memories than individual memories (37.4%) were 
listed supporting H1. Further, shared and positive memories (56.3%) 
outweighed shared and negative memories (6.3%), partly supporting 
H2 and suggesting that shared memories are correlated with positive 
rather than negative affect. 

Study 2 (N = 81 MTurk respondents) was a 2 (Valence: Positive 
vs. Negative) x 2 (Social Connection: Shared vs. Individual). Our key 
dependent variable was response time to agree or disagree with one of 
the following statements “Over my lifetime, I have had a lot of shared 
(individual) memories that are positive (negative).”

An ANCOVA revealed a significant interaction between social 
connection and valence (F (1, 68) = 3.797; p = .056). Planned con-
trasts show a significant effect of social connection in the negative 
condition (Mindividual = 3.388, Mshared = 4.203; F (1, 31) = 6.874, p = 
.015) indicating that for negative memories, individual experiences 
are more accessible than shared memories. An analysis of the re-
sponse time for the thought listing revealed a marginally significant 
interaction between social connection and valence (F (1,63) = 2.731; 
p = .10). Planned contrasts show a significant effect of valence in the 
shared condition (Mnegative = 2.76, Mpositive = 1.88; F (1, 61) = 4.35, p 
= .04) indicating that for shared memories, positive experiences are 

more accessible than negative experiences. Other contrasts do not 
reach significance (p’s > .10), but are in the anticipated directions. 

In study 3 (N = 75 MTurk respondents) participants were in-
structed to recall and list all of the memorable events that they had ex-
perienced over their lifetime. We then showed them the memories that 
they had listed and asked them to categorize each memory as only one 
of the following categories: Individual, Shared, Positive, or Negative. 
This process allowed us to test whether the social bias or the positivity 
bias dominates memory retrieval. We also captured response time to 
list the first memory. Finally, participants filled out the need to belong 
scale (Leary et al. 2013).

An analysis of the response time to categorize the first memory 
as either shared, individual, positive, or negative revealed a significant 
moderating effect of the need to belong. We recoded the data to indi-
cate whether each thought was initially categorized based on a social 
aspect (i.e. shared or individual) or on a valence aspect (i.e. positive 
or negative) and used this variable as our categorical variable. Recod-
ing the data in this manner allowed us to get a sense for the aspect of 
memory that is most important in memory categorization.  

A regression with response time as the dependent variable, need 
to belong as the continuous variable, and method of classification 
as the categorical variable, as well as their interaction as predictor 
variables, and response time for the practice questions as covariates 
yielded a significant interaction (β = 6.22, t (33) = 1.68, p = .03). A 
spotlight analysis revealed that people who are low in need-to-belong 
were quicker at categorizing their first thought based on affect, com-
pared to categorizing based on social connection (β = -13.14, t (33) 
= -2.95, p = .006), but no significant differences emerged for partici-
pants that were high in need-to-belong. 

Our research contributes to the literatures on memories and so-
cial identity by documenting that social memories may be as acces-
sible as positive memories, i.e. a social memory bias in addition to 
the positivity bias in memory. Further, individual differences in need 
to belong can moderate the importance that people place on the social 
connection versus the valence of a memory and impact how people 
recall their memories. Our findings provide greater insight into how 
people remember consumption experiences and advertisements, and 
may help us to determine which aspects of an experience will be re-
membered and potentially used for forming attitudes towards products 
and services.
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