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The Real Reason You
Forget Why You
Walked Into a Room
This spatially induced brain blip is unnerving, but totally normal.
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uick quiz: You walk into a room and immediately forget

what you wanted to do. What goes through your mind?

1. Great. Another menopausal moment.

2. Scrolling has finally rotted my brain.

3. Oh, no, this is it. Early-onset dementia.

Sisters, find another thing to spiral about, because this phenomenon is

actually totally normal. (Thank god!) Scientists call it the doorway effect—

a memory hiccup that can occur when your brain switches from one

context to another. And yes, it happens to everyone, regardless of age.

How Your Brain Organizes
Experience
To understand the doorway effect, we have to first understand how our

brain normally processes our daily life. And it’s a tough job. “Our

experience of the world is continuous—things just are happening,

happening, happening,” says Gabriel Radvansky, PhD, a professor of

psychology at the University of Notre Dame who studies memory and

event perception. “To manage that, what we do is parse up that

experience into separate events.”

Think of it like a movie. A scene changes or a new character appears, and

you instantly understand that one part of the narrative has ended and

another has begun. Your brain does something remarkably similar with

your everyday life. It creates what researchers call event boundaries—

mental markers that help it organize experience into manageable

chunks. Sometimes they’re obvious. Leaving your home office and

walking into the bedroom, for example, creates a natural break between

one activity and the next. You’re quite literally stepping into a new

“scene.”

But not every event boundary involves an actual doorway. Finishing an

email and starting a new task, switching conversations, or getting

interrupted can create similar mental transitions.

Why Your Brain Loses the Plot
When you cross an event boundary, your brain updates its

understanding of what’s happening around you. Most of the time, this

happens seamlessly, and you can keep track of where you are, what

you’re doing, and what information is relevant right now.
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But sometimes, wires get crossed. Say you’re in the living room and

realize you need your phone charger, which is in the kitchen. The

moment you walk through the doorway, your brain starts orienting to

kitchen demands—the smell of something on the stove, the dishes in the

sink. This shift in attention can temporarily make what you were just

holding in mind harder to retrieve.

Often, what gets lost is an intention—something you meant to do, like

going upstairs for your reading glasses or heading to your office to grab

a pen. Psychologists call this prospective memory, which is essentially

remembering to remember, explains Jeffrey Zacks, PhD, a professor of

psychological and brain sciences at Washington University in St. Louis

who studies how the brain perceives and segments everyday events.

While most memories are about something done or learned in the past,

intentions are about something you plan to do in the future, and they’re

easier to lose track of.

Give Your Memory a Nudge
The next time you walk into a room and totally space, don’t beat yourself

up (or start asking ChatGPT about signs of Alzheimer’s). Remember, this

is a normal brain glitch. To prevent it in the future, try one of these

strategies to help firm up your memory:

Use visualization.

Before heading to another room, take a second to picture yourself

arriving there and doing the thing you intend to do. If you’re going to the

kitchen to grab a tape measure, imagine yourself opening the junk

drawer and picking it up.

“What you’re doing is forming a cue that will allow you to reach back into

your memory and pull out the intention that’s relevant,” says Zacks.

Talk to yourself.

Simply repeating the goal to yourself as you walk can help—although this

strategy is more vulnerable to interruptions.

Retrace your steps.

If you’ve already forgotten what you came for, heading back to the

original room may help jog your memory if you encounter something

that serves as a cue—like the mug you meant to take to the kitchen for a

refill.

Trust the process.

The next time you walk into a room and go blank, file it alongside déjà vu,

tip-of-the-tongue moments, and every other small brain hiccup in a

system that works beautifully 99 percent of the time. As Radvansky puts

it: “You don’t notice the road when it’s smooth, but you notice it when

you hit a pothole. Walking through a doorway and forgetting is hitting a

pothole. It happens to everybody. It’s not something to worry about.”
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