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Background: Many women report on an increase in forgetfulness 

during pregnancy and some people assume that the decline in 

cognitive capacity is related to an increase in sex steroids during 

pregnancy. In addition to sex steroids, cortisol levels increase during 

pregnancy. Several studies have documented that cortisol correlates 

with cognitive impairments. However, despite numerous anecdotal 

descriptions of pregnancy-related cognitive disturbances and 

memory impairment, scientific reports on this topic are rare. In the 

present study, we used a standardized forgetting paradigm to 

quantify induced forgetting in pregnant in comparison to non-

pregnant women. Immediately after learning list 1, we instructed our 

subjects to forget list 1, but to remember list 2. All published studies 

agree on the finding that a forget cue impairs list-1 recall (list-1 

forgetting) and a remember cue increases list-2 recall (list-2 enhance-

ment). In the present study, we compared list-1 recall across women 

having a natural menstrual cycle as well as in women in the first, 

second, and third trimester of their pregnancy. Furthermore, we 

evaluated whether cortisol correlates with recall of list-1 items. 

Methods: In the present study, we used a directed forgetting 

paradigm consisting of two lists of words. Each list contained twelve 

nouns. Subjects were instructed to encode list 1 as well as list 2. 

Immediately after encoding list 1, subjects received the cue to forget 

list 1, but to remember list 2. Following presentation of both lists and 

a distraction phase of 30 seconds, subjects were asked to recall list-1 

items first and list-2 items second. Salivary cortisol was quantified 

using a commercially available ELISA kit (Demeditec Diagnostics 

GmbH, Germany). 

Results: Pregnant women recalled less list-1 items than naturally 

cycling women. Using an ANOVA and Tukey post hoc test showed 

that third trimester women recalled significantly less list-1 items than 

naturally cycling women. Pregnant women showed significantly 

higher salivary cortisol levels than naturally cycling women. Regres-

sion analysis did not reveal a significant association between the 

percentage of recalled list-1 items and baseline salivary cortisol level 

in naturally cycling women. We also did not observe a correlation 

between list-1 recall and salivary cortisol levels in pregnant women. 

Discussion: Our study demonstrates that pregnant women show an 

increased forgetting, using a standardized forgetting paradigm. 

Although free cortisol reaches higher levels in pregnant women than 

in naturally cycling women and cortisol is known to impair memory 

recall, our correlative study did not identify a significant association. 
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