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In conversation, partners exchange information using a variety of conversational moves, including
assertions which contribute new information, questions which request new information, and
answers which provide this new information. In formal linguistics’, assertions and answers both
denote propositions, whereas questions denote the set of their possible answers. This latter point
was mirrored in a recent proposal regarding the cognitive architecture for communication?:
Questions are used when a person identifies a gap in their knowledge, but they are in a position
to assume that their partner does have this knowledge. This is represented as a temporary
placeholder which is filled in when the question is answered. Thus, both linguistic and cognitive
accounts of questions place the thrust of the representation of a question on the potential
answers, making the answer the focus of attention in question-answer exchanges. We predict this
representational focus boosts memory? for answers in conversation (also see *), and further, that
the interactional content of questions improves memory for them over unprompted assertion®.
Experiment. Pairs of participants (N=42) conversed freely in English. After the conversation, one
participant (A) recalled the conversation, while the other (B) completed an unrelated task; both
partners were asked to recall the conversation a week later. We previously reported® that A’s initial
recall enhanced their ability to recall 1 week later, compared to B. The current study uses the
same dataset to test the prediction that questions and their answers will be remembered better
than assertions. To this end, we coded both the original conversations and the partners’ recalls,
distinguishing (1) unprompted assertions, (2) questions, and (3) answers to questions.
Results. We examined the effect of utterance type (assertions, questions, answers) and speaker
(self vs. partner) on binary recall data using GLMM, with assertions as baseline. First, questions
were overall more likely to be recalled than assertions (b = .33, p<.0001), consistent with the
hypothesis that high interactional content promotes recall. In addition, answers were overall more
likely to be recalled than assertions (b = .55, p<.0001): this result is particularly interesting
because both contribute new information, and only differ in their relationship to the previous
conversational moves, highlighting the importance of the structure of conversation. Interestingly,
we also found that the identity of the speaker had a different effect on recall depending on the
type of utterance. Assertions generated by oneself were more likely to be recalled than assertions
generated by the partner (b = .44, p<.0001), replicating the well-known generation effect’.
Significant interactions of these utterance form effects with generation (p’s < .05) were due to an
attenuation of the generation benefit in questions (b = .22, p = .07) and answers (b = -.07, p =
.56), suggesting that other people’s questions and answers are more memorable than their
assertions. Finally, we also analyzed how accurately people recalled whether information
appeared as an assertion or a question. Errors did occur, with participants misremembering
questions as assertions (over 200 instances) and assertions as questions (over 70 instances).
Due to the overall prevalence of assertions in the dataset (i.e., a high base rate), this means that
if a person recalled a question, that material was originally uttered as a question ~65% of the time,
whereas if an assertion was recalled, it was indeed an assertion ~95% of the time.
Conclusion. Recent theories posit the representational thrust of a question is in its answer; if
true, we predicted that during conversation, answers would be particularly well remembered.
Analysis of free recall following unscripted conversation reveals that both answers and questions
are prioritized in memory compared to assertions, consistent with these predictions. Real world
implications. In court, testimony about prior assertions is ordinarily excluded as hearsay.
However, utterance form matters. In most federal courts, questions are routinely treated as non-
hearsay, incapable of asserting anything true or false: the declarative statement, “You were driving
too fast.” Would be hearsay. The question, “Why were you driving too fast?” would not. Our
findings suggest that questions are more likely to be remembered after a delay, however memory
for question form is not perfect, and sometimes assertions are erroneously recalled as questions.



Figure 1. Proportion of idea units that were recalled, separately by utterance form for (1)
unprompted assertions, (2) questions, and (3) answers to questions. Dots indicate individual
participant means at a given recall period (data are collapsed across the immediate and delayed
recalls by A and B).
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