
Journal of Applied Research in Memory and Cognition 8 (2019) 25–28

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Journal  of  Applied  Research  in  Memory  and  Cognition

j ourna l h om epage: www.elsev ier .com/ locate / ja rmac

Commentary

The Individual Mind in the Active Construction of its Digital Niche
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As Marsh and Rajaram (2019) point out, consumers of infor-
mation need to enter search terms and click on links in order
to find information they need. The search terms individuals
Cornell Un

In the target article (Marsh & Rajaram, 2019), Elizabeth
arsh and Suparna Rajaram masterfully weave together the

pecific characteristics of the online information flow and the
pecific characteristics of human information processing to shed
ight on the question of how the Internet changes cognition.
hey make acute observations of ten important properties of

he Internet concerning how and what information is dispersed,
roperties that may not be unique to the Internet but are ampli-
ed in the digital age. Then, taking the perspective of cognitive
ciences and consulting research findings from the laboratory,

arsh and Rajaram provide insights into how these proper-
ies may have consequences for human memory and cognition.
iven the prevalence of the Internet in everyone’s everyday life

n contemporary societies, it would be shortsighted for any stu-
ent of mind and memory to ignore the pervasive impact of
nternet usage. Marsh and Rajaram’s article is therefore a must-
ead for memory and cognitive researchers who plan to venture
nto the digital world.

The target article focuses primarily on searching and
rocessing public information online, and briefly touches upon
utobiographical memory, namely, memory for information
oncerning the self and personal experiences (Marsh & Rajaram,
019). Importantly, the type of information (public vs. personal)
nd the role individuals play (producer vs. consumer) in informa-
ion processing may result in different cognitive and mnemonic
onsequences when individuals engage with the Internet. For
nterested readers, these issues are discussed in depth in Stone
nd Wang (2018) through the lens of induced forgetting and
alse memories, and in Wang and Aydin (2018) in the context of
Author Note
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xamining the influence of social media as a cultural force
n personal and collective remembering. In addition, Wang
2013) made an extensive analysis of the impact of social media
including blogging and microblogging) on the construction of
utobiographical memory and the autobiographical self in the
igital age. Given the limited space for a commentary, I will not
eiterate the points made in those works. Instead, I will focus on
he active role of the individual in navigating in and negotiating
ith the cyberspace.
The role of the individual is alluded to in Marsh and Rajaram’s

2019) discussion of some of the properties of the Internet, such
s that search is required to find information, anyone can be
n author to contribute information, and it is easy to share and
eceive information with others online. I would like to extend this
urther and emphasize that the interaction between individuals
nd the Internet is a dynamic process that entails not just what
ndividuals need  to do and can  do, but also what they want
o do, or their personal agency. I argue that in the face of the
verwhelming sea of information online—much of which may
e false (Lazer, Baum, Benkler, et al., 2018)—individuals are
ot completely passive, helpless, and powerless beings waiting
o be absorbed. To a considerable extent, individuals can make
heir own choices in every aspect of their online behavior.

What  to  Search
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hoose to use and the links in the search output they choose to
lick on, however, are not random but often reflect individuals’
ersonal preferences, prior knowledge, and purpose of search.
ore important, such personal choices and preferences in online

earch create a user’s unique search history, which then leads to
 customization of search engine results, namely, personalized
earch. In other words, search results are customized based on
ndividuals’ choices and search history. Google, for instance,
akes into account a user’s search history in the past 180 days
o customize search results. This gives rise to an information
oop between a user’s interests and preferences and the search
esults that feed on those interests and preferences. As a result,
ersonalized search creates a digital niche unique to each indi-
idual. Personal choices and preferences thus greatly reduce the
mount and scope of information that individuals are exposed
o.

Who  to  Trust

The seemingly indefinite information online and the
nonymity of many of the information sources intensify the
ncertainty about the truthfulness of the information. As a result,
ndividuals often tune into sources that are familiar to them and
ources that tell them what they want to hear (Lazer et al., 2018).
hey frequent Internet sites that meet their personal interests
nd align with their ideologies (Posta, Shi, & Macy, 2015). In
he process of information dissemination in our digital age, the
ower of selectivity is no longer only in the hand of the infor-
ation producer; much of it rests in the personal choice of the

nformation consumer. This, in turn, has important consequences
or memory and cognition. For instance, in a study by Wang
nd colleagues (Wang et al., 2009), middle-aged adults from
he U.S., England, Germany, Turkey, and China were asked to
ecall public news events that took place in any period of their
ives. The memories participants recalled did not correspond
ith the news coverage in their countries. For example, “disas-

er” accounts for 2.3% of global news coverage (1.4% U.S.,
.7% Germany, 1.0% China; Shoemaker & Cohen, 2006). Yet
t was the most frequent memory topic in the study, account-
ng for 16.3% of memories across the sample (10.9% U.S.,
5.0% Germany, 29.3% China). Foreign events recalled by non-
.S. participants were disproportionately about the U.S. (UK:
4.8%, Germany: 61.4%, Turkey: 53.2%, China: 75.2%), which
reatly exceeded the percentage of U.S.-related media cover-
ge in these countries (approximately 17.7%; Wu, 2000). These
esults suggest that, rather than media coverage alone, individ-
als’ selective information processing—what news information
hey frequently tune in, ponder on, and share with others—is
ritical in determining memory (Wang & Aydin, 2018).

What  to  Believe

Individuals can choose not only which information source or
ews media to attend to, but also what information to believe.

he common existence of my-side  bias, in which people pro-
ess information in ways that are partial to their prior beliefs
nd attitudes (Stanovich, West, & Toplak, 2013; Taber & Lodge,
006), is amplified in the digital age. With the vast availability

o
i
w
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f news media on the Internet, individuals have the freedom to
eek out information to defend their positions and find excuses
o refute information they disagree with (Lazer et al., 2018).
deological beliefs and attitudes further influence how individ-
als perceive and interpret information. For instance, people’s
eliefs about global warming shape their perceptions of tem-
eratures (Howe & Leiserowitz, 2013). When asked about the
ummer of 2010, global warming skeptics were significantly
ess likely than believers to consider the unusually hot summer
s abnormal, even when controlling for demographics and local
limate conditions. Thus, information processing entails not just

 cognitive process but also a motivated one. Under the spell
f motivational and cognitive biases, individuals digest online
nformation in line with their prior beliefs, which can further
ead to attitude polarization (Taber & Lodge, 2006).

Whether  to  Share

Individuals can decide whether and how much they want to
roduce or share information on the Internet. For instance, more
han half of Twitter users never post a message, whereas the
op 10% most active users contribute to over 90% of all content
Kaplan & Haenlein, 2011). Similarly, at the largest Chinese
icroblogging site Weibo, 4.8% users contribute more than

0% of the original posts (Fu & Chau, 2013). Individuals as
nformation consumers can further decide whether to comment
n or repost others’ messages, and reposting appears to be a
ognitively costly activity that undermines the reposter’s own
omprehension of the posted information and even negatively
ffects subsequent offline cognitive performance (Jiang, Hou,

 Wang, 2016). There are also vast individual differences in
he inclination to share personal information online—reflecting
ariation in personality and motivations for disclosure, and in
he form in which personal information is shared—ranging
rom detailed documentation of one’s life stories in “macroblog-
ing” to moment-to-moment status updates in “microblogging”
Wang, 2013). Whether to share personal experiences online fur-
her has consequences for memory. For instance, in a study by

ang, Lee, and Hou (2017), participants were asked to keep a
iary for a week, recording at the end of each day all the events
hat happened to them during that day and whether they posted
ny of the events online. Surprise memory tests at the completion
f the diary recording and then a week later both showed that
articipants were more likely to remember the events that had
een shared online than those not shared, even when controlling
or the characteristics of the events. It appears that, different from
haring public information (Jiang et al., 2016), sharing personal
xperiences online may facilitate rehearsal and meaning making
nd thus benefit long-term memory retention.

What  to  Share

Individuals are highly selective in deciding what information
o share on the Internet. In the study by Wang et al. (2017), out

f the total 1614 events (24.45 per participant) that participants
nitially recoded in their diaries across 7 days, only 98 (6%)
ere posted online (1.48 per participant). Events posted online

urther differed in quality from those not posted online, being



AGEN

m
t
s
i
a
t
v
W
t
s
i
a
J
f
s
2

e
t
f
D
f
d
r
T
(
t
w
o
a
m
s
g
w
p
b
o
t
i
t
s

u
e
(
a
i
a
p
a
X
2

w
i
w
a
i
L
e
o
p
t
w
s

s
h
t
I
w
i
“
d
p
p
s
o
a
c
1
b

F

H

H

H

J

INDIVIDUAL 

ore emotionally intense and personally important according to
he participants’ ratings. In other words, individuals selectively
hare personal experiences online that are important and mean-
ngful to them. In addition, experiences selectively shared online
re predominately positive (Wang et al., 2017), consistent with
he notion that the Internet serves as a performance stage for indi-
iduals to communicate their ideal self (Lee, Im, & Taylor, 2008;
ang, 2013). When posting or reposting non-personal informa-

ion such as news or commentaries on the Internet, needless to
ay individuals often express their personal interests, views, and
deologies by selectively disseminating and promoting confirm-
tory information and condemning contrary information (Hou,
iang, & Wang, 2017). Such selectivity not only has implications
or memory and cognition but also may have detrimental per-
onal and social consequences (Ronson, 2016; Wall & Williams,
007).

How  to  Share  it

Sharing personal information online to a large audience
ntails unique motives for self-expression and social connec-
ion as well as the intension of soliciting feedback and “likes”
rom others (e.g., Sherman, Payton, Hernandez, Greenfield, &
apretto, 2016). As a result, “online” memories may deviate

rom private recall such as in the traditional pen-and-paper
iaries and exhibit unique characteristics that allow the memo-
ies to better serve both self and social functions (Wang, 2013).
his hypothesis was tested in a study by Wang and colleagues

Wang, Blenis, Ng, & Gonzalez, 2015). Participants were asked
o recall autobiographical memories by imagining themselves
rite in either their online blogs accessible to the general public
r their private diaries accessible only to themselves. Participants
lso completed a series of personality measures. It was found that
emories written in blogs were more elaborate, more expres-

ive, more self-revealing, and more positive, and they exhibited a
reater dialogical intension and a greater focus on here-and-now,
hen compared with memories written in diaries. Furthermore,
ersonality traits played a role: extraverts recalled more detailed
log memories than did introverts, and people who scored higher
n disclosiveness were more expressive and self-revealing in
heir blog memories than were those who scored lower. Thus,
ndividuals choose how to share their personal information on
he Internet in line with their motives for sharing and their per-
onal characteristics.

How  Frequently  to  Surf  Online

Great variations further exist in how frequently individuals
se the Internet to receive and disseminate information. In
xtreme cases, individuals develop Internet Addiction Disorder
IAD), an impulse control disorder in which individuals exhibit

 compulsion to use the Internet to excess, so much so that
t interferes with other aspects of daily life. Similar to other
ddictions, IAD causes long-term emotional, social, health, and

erformance problems and is a growing social issue worldwide,
fflicting approximately 6% to 18.5% of the population (Hou,
iong, Jiang, Song, & Wang, 2019; Young & Nabuco de Abreu,
011). Within the normal range, Internet usage is associated

K

CY ONLINE 27

ith demographic factors such as age and gender, as well as
ndividual factors such as personality and self-esteem. Even
ithin an individual, variation in Internet usage can exist on

 day-to-day basis. The degree of engagement with the Internet
s further reflected in brain structure. For instance, a study by
oh and Kanai (2012) found that people with a general prefer-
nce for online social interactions showed decreased volumes
f grey matter in regions that are involved in facial and speech
rocessing. Thus, individuals’ personal preferences and charac-
eristics influence the frequency at which they use the Internet,
hich can, in turn, moderate the extent to which the Internet

hapes their memory and cognition.

Conclusion

There are many ways in which individuals exercise their per-
onal agency when interacting with the Internet. To understand
ow the Internet changes memory and cognition, it is not enough
o just ask how and what information is dispersed on the Internet.
t is critical to also ask why and how individuals use the Internet,
hat personal characteristics and beliefs that individuals bring

nto the information processing, and what social dynamics (e.g.,
cyber celebrities” vs. followers) affect online information pro-
uction and consumption. To answer these questions, cognitive
sychologists must work closely with researchers in social and
ersonality psychology, communication, political science, data
cience, and so on. Interdisciplinary approaches are required in
rder to truly understand the impact of the Internet on memory
nd cognition and the active role of the individual mind in the
onstruction of its digital niche. To borrow Tulving’s (1983, p.
46) words, “Rememberers do not leave their brains and minds
ehind, or switch them off” when they surf  online.
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