Can Technology Design How We Remember?

Introduction

Over the past two decades, the ways in which individuals record and preserve their experiences
have undergone profound transformation. Moments that once faded into recollection are now
routinely converted into digital images through the ubiquitous presence of smartphone cameras.
Everyday experiences can be instantly captured and stored within personal digital archives.

Today, smartphones function as vast repositories of personal traces. They continuously
accumulate photographs, messages, and fragments of everyday life, transforming lived experience
into an ever-expanding visual record. What was once an occasional act has become a habitual
practice embedded within the rhythms of daily life (Hand, 2020).

Yet this unprecedented capacity to document experience introduces a paradox.

While individuals now capture more moments than ever before, they often revisit them only rarely.
Thousands of images accumulate silently within digital storage systems, forming archives that
remain only partially connected to lived memory. Photographs are frequently taken almost
automatically, without reflection, and remain unseen long after the moment of capture (Jurgenson,
2019).

This transformation raises an important question: what happens to memory when everything
can be recorded?

Scholars in media studies and human-computer interaction have increasingly examined how digital
technologies transform contemporary memory practices, particularly through the externalization,
mediation, and algorithmic organization of personal archives (van Dijck, 2007; Hoskins, 2018).

Digital technologies do not merely store memories. They actively shape the ways experiences are
documented, organized, and revisited. The design of these technological systems, from
smartphone cameras to automated photo libraries, influences what individuals choose to capture,
how personal archives are structured, and ultimately how past experiences are recalled.

As technologies increasingly structure personal archives, memory itself becomes partially
mediated by design.

This raises a deeper question for designers and researchers alike:

Can technology influence not only what we remember, but how we remember?

Technologies as External Memory

Digital technologies increasingly function as extensions of human memory. Smartphones, cloud
infrastructures, and automated photo archives now store vast quantities of personal traces,
transforming everyday life into a continuous process of documentation.

Images, messages, and fragments of experience are captured, preserved, and indexed within
systems designed to retain information indefinitely.

This transformation reflects a broader shift in the relationship between humans and memory.
Rather than relying solely on internal recollection, individuals increasingly delegate the
preservation of experiences to technological systems. Photographs, once constrained by the
material limitations of film, are now produced and stored in near-unlimited quantities.



The act of remembering is therefore partially displaced from the mind to external technological
infrastructures.

This phenomenon can be understood through the theory of the Extended Mind, which proposes
that cognitive processes may extend beyond the brain when external artifacts become integral
components of thinking and remembering (Clark & Chalmers, 1998).

Within digital environments, this delegation becomes deeply embedded in everyday practices.
Rather than memorizing details directly, individuals frequently capture images, save information,
and rely on searchable archives to retrieve experiences when needed (Sparrow, Liu, & Wegner,
2011).

In this context, memory becomes increasingly mediated by technology. Devices do not simply store
experiences; they structure the ways in which they are organized, accessed, and revisited.
Personal recollection becomes intertwined with interfaces, algorithms, and storage infrastructures
that shape how past events are preserved and encountered again.

Remembering thus becomes a distributed process unfolding across both human cognition and
technological systems (Hoskins, 2018).

The Paradox of Image Abundance

While digital technologies have dramatically expanded the capacity to document everyday life, this
abundance introduces a new paradox. Never before have individuals been able to record their
experiences in such quantity, yet the very scale of this documentation can make personal archives
increasingly difficult to navigate and meaningfully engage with.

In the era of film photography, images were relatively scarce. The cost of film, the limited number
of exposures, and the delay between capture and development imposed natural constraints on
photographic practices. Each image required a degree of intention, and photographs often played
a stronger narrative role within personal memory.

Digital photography has profoundly transformed this relationship. With smartphones constantly
within reach, images can be captured instantly and in virtually unlimited quantities.

As a consequence, everyday moments are frequently documented with little deliberation,
producing vast collections of images that accumulate over time (Hand, 2020).

Paradoxically, the proliferation of images does not necessarily strengthen memory. Psychological
research has shown that photographing events can sometimes reduce individuals’ ability to
remember them, a phenomenon known as the photo-taking impairment effect (Henkel, 2014).

Rather than reinforcing memory, the abundance of digital images can fragment personal archives.
Thousands of photographs coexist within storage systems, yet many remain unseen after the
moment of capture. Images persist as digital traces but often remain disconnected from the
reflective processes through which memories are normally reconstructed.

In this sense, the central challenge of contemporary memory practices is no longer scarcity, but
excess.

The problem is not how to preserve experiences, but how individuals can maintain meaningful
relationships with the vast archives they continuously produce.

When Interfaces Shape Memory

As personal archives expand, digital platforms increasingly intervene in the ways memories are
organized and revisited.



Photo libraries are no longer passive repositories of images. Through algorithmic classification,
automated categorization, and interface design, they actively structure how past experiences are
accessed and remembered.

Applications such as Google Photos or Apple Photos automatically organize images according to
faces, locations, dates, and visual similarities. Moments are grouped into collections, events are
reconstructed, and selected images are periodically resurfaced through features such as
automated “memories.”

These systems subtly redefine the role of personal archives. Rather than requiring individuals to
actively revisit their images, platforms increasingly curate fragments of the past and present them
back to users.

In doing so, they participate in the narrative reconstruction of personal experience.

This transformation reflects a broader cultural shift in which algorithmic systems increasingly shape
the visibility and circulation of information (Beer, 2017).

When algorithms determine which images are resurfaced, they also influence which moments
regain emotional significance. Certain experiences are repeatedly highlighted, while others remain
buried within vast digital archives.

Increasingly, machine learning systems also classify and reinterpret personal data, embedding
computational mediation within everyday memory practices (Berry, 2023).

Through these mechanisms, remembering becomes entangled with algorithmic infrastructures that
participate in shaping the ways individuals encounter their past.

Designing Memory Technologies

If contemporary technologies increasingly shape how memories are stored, organized, and
resurfaced, an important question emerges: what role can design play in this transformation?

Digital systems are often developed with a focus on efficiency, accessibility, and the maximization
of storage capacity. Within this paradigm, the dominant objective is to capture more data, preserve
more traces, and facilitate faster retrieval.

Memory technologies are therefore typically designed to expand the scale of digital archives rather
than to shape the qualitative experience of remembering (Sellen & Whittaker, 2010).

Yet technological artifacts are never neutral. Their interfaces, constraints, and interaction models
influence how individuals engage with their experiences.

Design decisions shape behaviors, attention patterns, and forms of reflection.

Within design research, scholars have explored how technological artifacts can deliberately
introduce moments of pause or friction within digital interactions. Concepts such as slow
technology propose that digital systems can be designed to encourage reflection rather than
efficiency alone (Hallnas & Redstrém, 2001).

From this perspective, memory technologies could be conceived not only as storage systems but
also as cultural artifacts that shape how individuals encounter their personal archives.

Rather than focusing exclusively on the accumulation of data, design could explore how
technologies might support more intentional relationships with memory.

Interfaces, interaction models, and technological constraints could therefore play a role in shaping
how memories are experienced, revisited, and interpreted over time.



Conclusion

The proliferation of digital technologies has profoundly transformed contemporary memory
practices. Smartphones, cloud storage systems, and algorithmic archives now allow individuals to
document their lives with unprecedented precision.

Experiences that once faded into recollection now persist as vast collections of digital traces.

Yet this transformation reveals a fundamental paradox. While digital technologies enable the
preservation of an ever-growing quantity of images and personal records, the abundance of these
archives can make meaningful engagement with the past increasingly difficult.

Personal memories risk becoming dispersed within systems designed for accumulation rather than
reflection.

At the same time, digital platforms do not merely store memories. Through their interfaces,
algorithms, and computational infrastructures, they actively shape the ways in which experiences
are revisited and interpreted.

Remembering becomes a distributed process unfolding between human cognition and
technological systems.

In this evolving landscape, the design of technological artifacts acquires renewed significance. If
technologies already participate in shaping memory practices, designers also possess the capacity
to question and reimagine how these systems operate.

As personal memories increasingly pass through technological systems, the design of these

systems becomes inseparable from the ways individuals construct, experience, and reinterpret
their past.
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