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Abstract 

There are many distractions that happen in our daily lives, throwing us off course or making us 

forget what we were doing completely. Even though we feel as if we are paying attention to the 

subject at hand, distractions can cause us to forget about it. According to a study conducted by 

McNab, Zeidman, Rutledge, Smittenaar, Brown, Adams, and Dolan, when people are distracted 

while completing a task they are less likely to remember what they were doing (McNab, et al., 

2015). Technology has become an increasing part of our lives every day. For a majority of 

people it seems like they have at least one technological device with them anywhere they go. Not 

only are people tempted to look at them whenever they have a free minute, but they get notified 

whenever they have a new message so that they are able to instantly respond. This study was 

completed using random assignment and was a convenience sample for a class assignment. The 

study had 20 participants, 10 in the control group and 10 in the experimental group. The study 

looked at the difference between memory recall of 20 images when participants were listening to 

nothing and when they were listening to a podcast. This study was close to significance and had 

a high effect size and lower power, showing that my hypothesis was supported. When people are 

listening to something while trying to remember images, they are more likely to remember fewer 

images than those who were listening to nothing. 

 Keywords: memory recall, distraction, technology 
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Memory Recall with Distractions 

There are many distractions that happen in our daily lives, throwing us off course or 

making us forget what we were doing completely. Even though we feel as if we are paying 

attention to the subject at hand, distractions can cause us to forget about it. According to a study 

conducted by McNab, Zeidman, Rutledge, Smittenaar, Brown, Adams, and Dolan, when people 

are distracted while completing a task they are less likely to remember what they were doing 

(McNab, et al., 2015). They state that it is important to have focused attention during the 

encoding period of working memory (WM) task without any distractions. It is important to give 

your full attention at the times where you need it most. This can be very challenging, especially 

with the increase of distractions in our world cause by technology. 

Technology has become an increasing part of our lives every day. For a majority of 

people it seems like they have at least one technological device with them anywhere they go. Not 

only are people tempted to look at them whenever they have a free minute, but they get notified 

whenever they have a new message so that they are able to instantly respond. There is so much 

going on in our “technology world” that we sometimes forget about our real world. Technology 

can cause a lot of distraction, which in turn can lead us to forget what we were doing or what 

was happening in a certain situation. According to a study conducted by David, Kim, Brickman, 

Ran, and Curtis, testing the effects of cellphones while studying, when people are passively 

listening to music they are not significantly distracted (David, et al., 2015). Whereas when 

people are actively listening to music or a podcast, or engaging in the use of social media and 

texting, they are distracted, disrupting their work or causing disorientation, which results in a 

loss of efficiency on the primary task they were doing. Just a short amount of time on your 



MEMORY RECALL WITH DISTRACTIONS  4 
 

cellphone while completing another task can have significant effects on how efficient you are 

and the quality of your outcome. 

Using technology while completing tasks can cause a distraction, especially with 

remembering what you were just doing or thinking back on what you were doing when the 

distraction was happening. The study I designed tested the difference between people’s memory-

recall of basic pictures between people who listened to a podcast while looking through the 

pictures and people who did not listen to anything while looking through the pictures. The people 

who listen to the podcast while looking through the basic pictures will remember less images 

than those who did not listen to anything. 

Methods 

Design 

 I conducted an independent-groups design post-test only experiment.  

Participant 

 There were 20 participants for this study. 18 were female and 2 were male. 10 were in the 

control group and 10 were in the experimental group. They were all students from a small 

Midwestern liberal arts college. 

Materials 

 Participants were assigned to a condition by block randomization. This is an experiment 

looking at memory-recall of two different groups. The control group will look through a set of 

basic pictures without listening to anything. They will have headphones in, but there will not be 

any sound coming out of them. The experimental group will look through the same basic 

pictures, but they will be listening to a podcast through headphones while they are looking. After 

looking through all of the pictures, there will be a ten second pause and then each group will be 
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asked to list off the pictures they remember. The experiment contained a PowerPoint that was 

shown on my computer. The PowerPoint contained 20 slides with a different picture on each 

slide. Each picture was shown for four seconds. I will have headphones for the participants to 

wear during the experiment. The experimental group will be listening to a Ted Talk on the brief 

history of dogs. 

Results 

 An independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare memory recall of 20 images 

while not listening to anything and memory recall of 20 images while listening to a podcast. The 

results of this study were significant, t(18) = 1.868, p = .078, d = 0.835. The mean and standard 

deviation of the control group is M = 11.80, SD = 1.619. The mean and standard deviation for the 

experimental group is M = 10, SD = 2.582. The 95% Confidence Interval was also conducted and 

ranged from -0.225 (LL) to 3.825 (UL). The mean difference of this study was; (M = 1.80, SD = 

0.964). 

Discussion 

 Due to an increase in types of technology and various other distractions happening in our 

lives, I hypothesized that the people who had a distraction, listening to the podcast, while looking 

through the basic pictures will remember less images than those who did not listen to anything or 

have any distractions. My results supported my hypothesis; people who listened to the podcast 

while trying to memorize the 20 images remembered less photos than those who listened to 

nothing. I had a large effect size which means I lacked statistical power and would need more 

participants to get a significant result. 

 There is no external validity because this was a convenience sample, not a random 

sample. 
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The study was designed with good internal validity. This study was completed using 

random assignment by doing block randomization. By doing this the control and experimental 

groups should have had an equal variety of people in each group. There was also a manipulation 

check given to indicate that they were listening to the podcast while memorizing the images. The 

mean for the manipulation check was M = 2.3, and four questions were provided to answer. 

There is also a lot of internal validity because everything in the study was kept constant, such as 

everyone wearing the same headphones, whether they listened to the podcast or not and looking 

at the same 20 images. 

Overall, there was strong statistical validity because the statistics found from my study 

were accurate with the conclusion that was made. There were no outliers that created anomalies 

in the results. All of the statistics received from the study made sense in the situation that they 

were supposed to. There were not any statistics that threw off the results of my study. There were 

not any restrictions of range within the study. I performed the correct independent-groups t-test 

that I needed to. 

There was strong construct validity because I explained the task the participants had to 

complete in an easy way that made sense so that there was no confusion about what they were 

supposed to do. I used clear and simple images for the participants to look at so they understood 

what they were seeing.  

I would like to conduct this study again, but with more participants to get more power. 

This would increase my chances of getting a significant result. If I did this study again I would 

hypothesize the same thing: People who had a distraction, listening to the podcast, while looking 

through the basic pictures will remember less images than those who did not listen to anything or 

have any distractions. 
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