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ABSTRACT

Resea‘rch in memory and personality has distinguished between memory
narratives of specific events and summaries of many events blended together

This differentiation has been linked to both the hierarchical organization oi‘
memory and to individual differences in personality. Four experiments, with
506 subjects, were conducted to demonstrate that this single event/summary
memory narrative distinction could be formalized and reliably scored, using

both written and spoken memory narratives. Mean interrater agreement was

93 percent, Kappa = .78. The mean frequency of recall of single eveat

memory narratives was 78 percent, summary memory narratives, 22 percent,

It was also demonstrated that a request for personally significant memories

relevant to one’s self-understanding increases the number of summary
memory narratives retrieved. Summary and single event memories were not

significantly different in affective quality.

The investigation of the content and organization of autobiographical memory
may provide information about individual diffcrences in personality, as well as
help to build a more general model of how cognition and personality interact

(1-6].

Thc‘ relationship of personality to memory content has been studied by
Adlerians [7-11], ego psychologists [12-17}, and, more recently by personologists

[2] and social psychologists [18].
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Interest in the organization of memory and its relationship to personality
also has a long history. Since Rorschach’s [19] initial emphasis on the indi-
vidual’s perceptual organization of an ambiguous stimulus as a window into
personality, clinical/personality psychologists have intermittently discussed
information processing style as either a foundation or product of personality
[20-25]. Shapiro [26], J. L. Singer [4], and Mosak [10], among others, have
suggested that a more global and summarizing style of encoding, storing,
and retrieving information may reflect a defensive strategy of handling pain-
ful or threatening information. Bruhn specifically has proposed that a tendency
to collapse several distinct events into a generic or summarized memory may
defend against specific single memories associated with unpleasant feelings
[27). In an earlier study, Hanawalt and Gebhardt found that single event
memories of early childhood were rated more unpleasant than summarized

memories [28).

DEPRESSED SUBJECTS AND MEMORY
ORGANIZATION

More recently, Williams and colleagues, in a fascinating series of studies have
demonstrated that depressed patients differ from controls in their capacity to recall
specific memories of positive events [29-31]. They are slower and require more
effort to move from general positive memories to specific positive events.
Depressed individuals may be less oriented to positive event cues cither at encod-
ing or retrieval. The subsequent unavailability of these cues may reduce their
capacity to move from more generalized categories of positive memories 1o
specific single events.

Working from a different theoretical orientation and using a different methodol-
ogy, McAdams, Lensky, Daple, and Allen found a similar effect in depressed
subjects [3]. Subjects generated a series of positive and negative memories and
then divided up the memories into self-derived categories. According to Tomkins’
script theory, normal subjects would tend to find multiple variations in their
positive experiences, while reducing their negative experiences into a few
generalized categories [32]. McAdams found that depressed subjects did just the
opposite. They generated fewer and more general calegories for their positive
memories, while showing more nuance and variation in their categorization of
negative memories.

Both the Williams and McAdams findings suggest that either transient
depressed mood or more trait-like depression may influence or be influenced by
the organization of positive and negative memories in autobiographical memory.
Specifically, depressed subjects may differ from normal subjects in their relative
abilities to recall and describe single event vs. summarized memories of positive

experiences.

i
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HIERARCHICAL MODEL OF MEMORY

Smf:e thes? researchers are suggesting that variation in the specificity of
aulobxog.rapt.ucal memory may be linked to individual differences in affect and
pcrsonahty, it is important to examine how more general models of memory might
ac(():gr;i v;mh this perspective. Recently, several researchers have suggested a
83-:3](,) memory that organizes information at varying degrees of abstraction

Williams selected Reiser’s hierarchical model of memory, in particular, to hel
account for his series of findings. Through analysis of transcripts of s’ub'cctse
lapc-re.corded memory searches, Reiser was able to demonstrate indixin
stratetglcs subjects use to store memories (36, 37). Drawing upon' the work ogf
Tulving [39, 49], Schank [41], and Kolodner [42, 43], he proposed that the most
common generic context for memories is an activity (“going to work,” “socializ-
ing with friends,” “eating at a restaurant,” etc.) and that specific memories are
u?dexed Py details (e.g., participants, time periods, locations, motivations) that
differentiate one particular instance of an activity from anot,her. Williams has
borrowed from this model to suggest that the depressed individual may become
stuck at the more general “activity” level of positive experience and fai)l’ 10 reach
the indexed specificity of unique positive events. *

Bre'wer_ reviewed a variety of the cognitive science studies examining memo
organization [44]. He noted that instructions varied in whether the mcmcry
requested should be of a specific incident or a summary of a particular time riofiy
Thcrc is the risk that researchers’ inferences about memory organization nil): bc.
in part, a function of the instructional sets they have provided. e

THE PRESENT STUDIES

Tv»fq very .different branches of psychology, clinical/personality psychology and
c.ogmuve science have converged on an important observation about the or, i)rlxiza
tion .of memory. When asked to recall autobiographical memories sub'ectgs. see -
to dxffer. along a continuum of specificity of memory recall rangi’ng f‘l"om bron;
summarized memories (“The whole time growing up I . . .’ ) to specific sin al
event rqemories (“I remember the day that 1. .. ”). Cognitive scientists argue tga‘i
these differences in memory narrative may reveal important informatioﬁuabout
the structure of memory, while clinical/personality psychologists suggest the
summax:y/single event distribution may reflect a defensive style or pla gag role i
depression. Since these are ambitious claims for the value of distiyn ishinn
Fx:twc?n §peciﬁc single event memories and summary memories, theg‘éurrcgt
investigation was designed to demonstrate that this distinction ca,n be ex :
mentally isolated and reliably scored in a large normative college-age sam lé)c v

Four experiments were conducted to determine mean percentages ofpsir; 1
event and summary memories in a non-clinical sample. Given Bruhn’s and olhe%s‘3
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proposal that summary memories may be more positive and defensive in affective
tone, subjects’ affective responses to single event and summary memories were
also recorded.

Keeping Brewer’s caution in mind [44], the effect that different instructional
sets might have upon percentages of single event and summary memories was also
evaluated. One conceptual point is important to add. Each of the researchers
discussed infers memory organization from analysis of subjects’ verbal protocols
(whether in written or spoken form). Barsalou has addressed this potential com-
plication explicitly [33, p. 217]:

It is important to bear in mind, however, that people may employ various
narrative styles -when describing events from their lives. These narrative
styles may in some cases be retrieval strategies that do not reflect under-
lying memory organization but instead reflect various cultural and linguistic
conventions.

For this reason, it would be more precise to talk about distinctions in single event
and summary memory narratives, as opposed (0 presuming the verbal product is
the memory itself. To the personality psychologist, how one presents a memory to
oneself or to others may be just as important as the actual form in which the
memory is stored. Yet, as Barsalou cautions, the presentation of this memory
narrative may be due to many extra-person factors (including the specific wording
of the memory request, the content of the memory itself, and the person to whom
the memory is being narrated). Three different sets of instructions for eliciting
autobiographical memories were employed, including a new technique, “the self-
defining memory task” [45]. This memory request was meant to be highly self-
involving and not unlike the kind of request for a memory one might cxperience
in a therapeutic encounter or in an intimate conversation. It was hypothesized that
this kind of self-descriptive task might cause subjects to generale a greater propor-
tion of summary memory narratives in an attempt to convey a “larger picture” of
themselves. Memory research might then stop at a more intermediate level of
analysis rather than continue to specific indexed events.

Finally, studies in memory organization have not directly investigated the effect
of writing down one’s memory compared to speaking one’s memory aloud. It was
possible that spoken narration of autobiographical memories might produce
different percentages of single event/summary memories compared 10 requests
for written memories.

EXPERIMENT 1

This first experiment tested the reliability of the memory organization scoring
system and examined the percentages of single event and summary memory
narratives generated when minimal instructions are given to subjects. In the
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expe‘rimcnts performed by Reiser et al. [37], requests for a “memory about a
specxﬁp time when you . . .” yielded a high number of single event memory
narratives compared to summary memory narratives. On the other hand,
Barsalou’s request that individuals recall events from their summer vacation
yielded on average 60 percent summarized events and 40 percent specific events
[33]. In this experiment, we attempted to avoid instructions that pointed either to
a specific event or called attention to a particular time period. Our only qualifica-
tion on the request was that the memory be from at least one year ago to insure that
we would not receive extremely recent or trivial memories.

Method

Subjects — Seventy-four Yale University undergraduates (29 males, 45
femal.es, mean age = 19.68) enrolled in a Personality class participated in a class
exercise.

Measures — Subjects received a memory request form. On one side, the form
asked subjects simply to “recall a memory from at least one year ago.” On the
other side, subjects gave 0-6 ratings of their current emotional responses to the
memory for 10 primary emotions—happy, sad, angry, fearful, surprised, ashamed
disgusted, guilty, contempt, and interested [46], plus pride and cmbarrassmemr
Subjects also rated the vividness of the memories and noted how many years ago
the memory took place.

Procedure — The experimenter was introduced to the subjects as a guest
lecturer at the beginning of a regularly scheduled class. Prior to delivering his
lecture, he explained he would like to conduct a brief study in which each
subjt.:ct wrote down a memory on the sheet he provided. Each subject
rcc?lvcd a consent form and a memory request form. Subjects wrote down
their memories on the front of the sheet in paragraph form. When they finished
vz/riling down the memory, they turned over the sheet and filled out their emo-
tion, vividness, and years ago ratings. After all the subjects had completed
the task, the experimenter collected the memory request forms. Subjects varied in
the length of time they took to complete the task, but all subjects were done within
15 minutes.

Scoring the memory narratives — Previous articles that invoked a single
event/summary distinction were consulted to determine appropriate criteria for
scoring the memory narratives. While Barsalou [33], Hanawalt and Gebhardt {28]
and Williams and Broadbent [30] all distinguished between these narrative lypcs’
they did not offer any standardized scoring guidelines for other researchers l(;
follow. Hanawalt and Gebhardt defined the difference simply by asking subjects
to recall a memory that happened only one time or repeatedly.

Williams and Broadbent timed subjects’ latencies to find a specific memory.
Their instructions were, “Can you think of a specific time—one particular



238 / SINGER AND MOFFITT

el;isodc”? (30, p. 144]. Since some subjects, even after these directions and
additional prompts, could not find a specific memory, the authors used two
independent judges to aliocate the memories to general/specific categories. While
the specific criteria for this decision are not stated, the subject’s ability to give
details about a date, day of week, or time of day was used as 2 guideline to
determine specificity [30, p- 145]}-

Barsalou (33] had raters divide subjects’ recollections of events from their
summer vacation into three calegories relevant to the current investigation
(33, p. 200}. The summarized event was a statement that blended two or
more events of the same kind, such as “going to beaches” or “playing golf.”
The specific event was a single event of no more than a day’s time. Extended
events were specific events that Jasted longer than a day, were not continuous,
and were of some significance to the subject (“I took a trip to Ttaly,” “I went
on a diet”).

In creating our scoring manual, we drew on these previous efforts to write
up a more formal and extcnsive definition of the single event and summary
memory narrative types. Relying upon scveral hundred memories collected
as pilot data, we also tried to develop some inductive distinctions between
the most common narrative types we observed. After writing up preliminary
criteria, the two co-authors tested them by scoring a set of pilot memories
independently. Percentage of agreement was evaluated and the scoring criteria
further modified to reduce disagreements. While several nuances of memory
narratives were intriguing and potentially meaningful, they could not be scored
with enough reliability to warrant inclusion in the final scoring manual. For
example, we attempted to score an extended episode distinction based upon
Barsalou’s extended event category, but ultimately found that most extended
events either contained enough specific detail to be scored as single event memory
narratives or so little detail that they were casily identifiable as summary memory
narratives.

Once the co-authors had reached a 90 percent or better level of agreement in
distinguishing single event and summary memories, (wo undergraduate psy-
chology students, naive to the hypotheses of the study, were asked to read and
apply the scoring guidelines. These two raters then worked with the same set of
pilot data and were evaluated for percentage agreement. Based upon observation
of their errors and their suggestions, the scoring guidelines wer.: further modified.
Once the raters reliably agreed at a better than 90 percent level, the scoring criteria
were no longer modified and the raters were presented with the actual data set of
seventy-four memories.

In each of the scoring systems used by the previously cited authors, only
interrater reliabilitics or percentage of agreement of raters were reported. Neither
of these statistics takes into account the base rate of actual cases that fall into 2
particular catcgory. If there is a high percentage of cases that fall into a given
category, this may inflate the rcliability of the raters’ judgment of that category.
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To correct for this, the Ka isti
, ppa statistic was employed to eval
beyond chance occurrence [47]. P vale reler agieement
Tab}e 1 p{escnts_thc definitions of the single event and summary memory
narratives with their scoring criteria. While both single event and summary
m:.mory narratives were divided into subtypes to help identify them, the
raters were not asked to make these fine-grained distinctions. In the sc;ring

manual, each definition was a ;
of memory. ccompanied by several samples of each type

Table 1. Excerpt from the Scoring Manual for Identifying Single- Event
and Summary Memory Narratives

Singie Event Memory Narrative — A sequencs of actions or images, ldentiflable

as an unique occurrence and | i i
ocated in a discrete mo ti
individual's life. ment of fime In an

Two years ago | got Into an awful fi i
5 ag ght with my father. | said | couldn't go to
g acolyte picnic because | had to study for exams and he said | just had tg go
. vlve fought . . . for about 1/2 hour until we both had forgotten about the;
picnic . . it became purely a power struggle. Finally | ran across the room
came within an inch of his face and cursed him . . . and he smacked me lll

didn’t hunt, just surprised me. He sat dow
s . n and began to cry, so did |
awful because | had driven him to do it and | knew it. i atand el

Summary Memory Narrative — The defining feature of a summary narrative is it
lack of a discrete connection to a particular moment in time. It locates ev . Is
larger time frames and/or blends unique events Into an‘.amal am m ot to
represent all of its constituent experiences. !f a single event is n%entlon::n:t tl:

mentioned only In passing, without speci ilori
, pecific detail or image i
a larger generalized narrative. gery. andis subsumedby

There are two major types of summary memory narratives — The “generic”

narrative:

V\'l:en { was very young, 4 or 5, my mom made me eat green beans. |
:ou " not stand to eatl them. So whenever | had to, | gave an extremely
orrible tantrum. Because of my reaction, my mom would rock me in the

rocking chair and feed
rodking me my green beans. Today, however, | love green

and the “eventless” narrative:

| broke up with my boytriend about 2 i
years ago—this was very influential |
my life because he was the first boyfriend | was really in love with. We dateg

for aimost a year and shared everythin
t - N
completely changed. rything together—when he left, my life
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Results and Discussion

Single event and summary memory narratives — The im'errater agreement for
the scoring of single event and summary memory narratives was 92 percent,
Kappa = .68. Single event memory narratives were employed 86 percent of the
time, while summary memory narratives comprised 14 percent of the responses.
The mean number of words in the memory narratives was 8723

Using a minimal cue for memory recall, the number of snx?gle event memory
narratives far outnumbered the summary memory narralives. Thls' finding
resembles the ratio of single event to summary mcmorie§ reported b).! Reiser et al.
[37] and is opposite to the high number of summarized memories founfl by
Barsalou [33]. Although our scoring system collapsed extended event and single
event memories into one category, this difference still would not a(fcoux.u for lh.e
much lower number of summarized memories produced by subjecl:s in l.hns experi-
ment. It is indeed possible that the omission of a request for a specific time period
from which the memory should be selected reduced subjegls’ le.ndency to blejnd
together activities into a summarized narrative. Such a finding raises the.qut?stlon
of how much instructional sets can affect the apparent “structural” organization of

memory systems.

Table 2. (Experiment 1)
Factor Analysis of the 12 “Emotion about Memory” Ratings

Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4
(Embarrassmen (Angry (Fearful
t) Contempt) (Positive) Surprise)
Variance (41%) (12%) (11%) (9%)
Happy 73
Sad
Angry .76
Fearful . 76
Surprised .78
Ashamed .85
Disgusted
Guilty .76
Interested .59
Embarrassed .86
Contemptful 87
Proud - .80
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Emotional quality of memories — The emotion ratings for the memories were
factor analyzed using a principal components method. Only factors with eigen-
values greater than 1 were retained. Items that loaded .40 or greater on one and
only one factor were combined and averaged for each factor lo create new
composite variables. Table 2 displays the loadings of the items and the names of
the new emotion variables.

Given that subjects’ instructions did not restrict them to certain numbers of
positive and negative memories, any means for a given emotion raling of a
memory would average memories of widely varied emotional content, producing
a value that would mask extremes of positive and negative emotions. Accordingly,
Table 3 presents the percentage of memories for each emotion factor that received
a rating of 3 (“a moderate amount”) or greater on the 0-6 rating’scale (some
memories were rated 3 or greater for more than one factor). In all, sixty-one of the
seventy-four memories (82%) received a rating of 3 or greater on at least one of
the four emotion factors with positive memories (55%) dominaling the other three
emotion factors. Sixty-four of the seventy-four memories (86%) were rated 4 or
above for vividness on the 0-6 scale. Despite minimal instructions, subjects were
able to recall memories of strong emotional value and vividness.

A MANOVA, comparing summary memories to single event memories on the
four emotion factors, vividness, and years ago, revealed no significant differences
(Wilks’s L = 0.91, F(6,67) = 1.15, ns).

EXPERIMENT 2

In contrast to Experiment 1’s minimal request, Experiment 2 looked at a more
specific memory request that created a more meaningful context for memory
recall. Given recent interest in personality as a “life story” [48] and the literature
of the self as a polent organizing influence on memory [49-53], we created the

Table 3. (Experiment 1)
Percentage of Memories with Ratings of 3 or Greater for
the Four Emotion Factors (0-6 scale)

Emotion Factors
Positive emotion (interested, proud, happy) 41/74 (55%)
Embarrassment (embarassment, shame, guilt) 6/74 (8%)
Angry contempt (angry, contempt) 13/74 (18%)
Fearful surprise (fearful, surprise) 16/74 (22%)

Note: Only items loading .4 on one and only one factor retained; Sad and Disgusted
tailed to moeet this criteria. Total Variance accounted for was 72 percent.

Mean Vividness — 4.66
Mean Years Ago — 4.11 (range 1-17)
(N=74)




242 | SINGER AND MOFFITT

“self-defining memory” request. It was predicted that since a request for
generalization is implicit in the self-defining memory task, there would be a
higher percentage of summary memory narratives than in the previous experi-
ment. It was also hypothesized that this more personally involving and evocative
memory request would produce memories of even greater emotional intensity and

personal importance.

Method

Subjects — 105 Connecticut College undergraduates from an Introductory
Psychology class participated (36 males, 69 females, mean age - 18.65).

Measures — Table 4 indicates the criteria used to describe a self-defining
memory to subjects. The same emotion, vividness, and years ago ratings were
included on the back of the self-defining memory request form.

Procedure — The sclf-defining memory request forms were distributed to
subjects in groups of twenty during their laboratory sections of Introductory
Psychology. Subjects again ranged widely in the time they took to finish writing

Table 4. (Experiment 2)
Instructions for the Self-Defining Memory Request (Excerpted)

A self-defining memory has the following attributes:

1. ltis at least one year old.
2. Itis a memory from your life that you remember very clearly and that still feels

important to you even as you think about it.

3. 1t is a memory that helps you to understand who you are as an individual and
might be the memory you would tell someone else If you wanted that person to
understand you in a more profound way.

4. It may be a memory that Is positive or negative, or both, in how it makes you
feel. The only important aspect is that it leads to strong feelings.

5. Itis a memory that you have thought about many times. it should be famiiiar to
you like a picture you have studied or a song (happy or sad) you have learned by

heart.

To understand best what a self-defining memory Is, Imagine you have just met :

someone you like very much and are going for a long walk together. Each of you
is very committed to helping the other get to know the “Real You™. . . In the course
of conversation, you describe a memory that you feel conveys powerfully how you
have come to be the person you currently are. It is precisely this memory that
constitutes a seif-defining memory.
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out the memories and co i jori i i
5 e mplete the rating scales, but the majority finished within

Results and Discussion

Single event and summary memories — The interrater agreement on single
cvent/summary' memory narratives was 93 percent, Kappa = .80. Single event
memo.ry narratives comprised 76 percent of the total, while summary memo
Zarms accounted for.24 percent (compared to 86% and 14% in experiment lr)).(
e mg;’SA b:g:vc:e 2gt::n r‘evcaled no significant differences in the emotion or
.’L Ry Areee ns.)‘c fmglc event and summary memory namatives (Wilks’

The self-deﬂping request did increase the proportion of summary to'sin le event
memory narratives, though not to the magnitude expected. In both ex cgrimentn
most §ubjccls, regardless of instructions, elected to use a single cvenI: g
narrative to describe their memories. e

Emo.uonal qualtty of memories — Table 5 displays the percentage of memori
for \.Vh.lCh ratings on the four emotion factors were 3 or greater. Contra fs
pl’CdlCllOl‘!S, subjects did not show more emotional intensity in rc; nse t(:y tho
sclf—defmmg request compared to the “recall a memory” task. chcﬁ? -seven ;
the 195 memories (73%) received ratings of 3 or greater on at least one ﬁf the fi .
;:[E?;(t):sfa:;tors. This f;gurc compares to 82 percent in experiment 1. As ’I‘abl::uSr

; » there was a slight shift toward less positive and mori i i
ratings cor.npared to experiment 1. ComparinIg) vividness of th: :1?;‘(;;:2)?:?
two cxp.erm?e'nts, subjects in experiment 2 rated 99/105 memories (94%) as 4 0e
g{«:filcr in vividness, while 86 percent did the same in experiment 1. The act ;
vividness means were 4.66 for experiment 1 and 5.12 for cxpcrimcm. 2 Sub?ez?s
also elected to write much longer memory narratives in cxperimcnt' 2 (r;]u:an

Table 5. (Experiment 2)
Percentage of Memorles with Ratings of 3 or Greater for
the Four Emotion Factors (0-6 scale)

Emotion Factors
Posltive emotion (interested, proud, happy) 47/105 (45%)
Embarrassment (embarassment, shame, guilt) 15/105 (14%)
Angry contempt (angry, contempt) 23/105 (22%)
Fearful surprise (fearful, surprise) 24/105 (23%,)

Mean Vividness — 5.12

Mean Years Ago — 4.50 (range 1-15)
(N =105)
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number of words = 118.76 vs. 87.23 in experiment 1). Overall, the emotion rating
results provided only mixed evidence that the self-defining request produced
significantly more emotional and intense personal memories than a simpler
request for “any memory.”

EXPERIMENT 3

It is possible that the change in percentages of single event and summary
memory narralives between experiment 1 and experiment 2 was due to factors
other than the self-defining memory request. In addition to asking for a personally
meaningful memory, the memory request in experiment 2 was more detailed and
specific. It may have created a set for subjects to find more complex and lengthy
memories, independent of the self-defining aspect of the task. It may also have
encouraged subjects to use more generalization or abstraction in them.

In experiment 3, an effort was made to creale an autobiographical memory task
that would match the self-defining memory request in detail and specificity.
However, the autobiographical memory task made no explicit request that the
memory retrieved have any particular emotional or personal significance. It was
hypothesized that the self-defining memory request would still lead to more
summary memory narratives than the autobiographical memory request. How-
ever, there should be no difference in the length of the memory narratives for the
two conditions.

Method

Subjects — Two-hundred-twenty-seven undergraduates (119 males, 103
females; 5 failed to specify sex) from an Introductory Psychology class at Yale
University participated. The mean age was 18.70 years. There were 109 subjects
(51 males, 56 females) in the Self-defining Memory condition and 118 subjects
(68 males, 47 females) in the Autobiographical Memory condition.

Measures — The self-defining memory request was repeated from Experiment
2. The criteria for the autobiographical memory request are listed in Table 6.
Attention was given to match the wording and format of the self-defining memory
request as closely as possible. Subjects filled out the s2me emotion, vividness, and
years ago ratings as in the previous experiments. Howevel, they were also asked
to ratc how important the memory was to them. This additional item was included
to determine if the self-defining memory request would evoke memories of
greater personal significance for the subjects.

Procedure — The experimenter randomly distributed the two types of memory
requests throughout the lecture hall and asked subjects to fill out their memories.
They were encouraged to remain silent and not discuss the task with their
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. Table 6. (Experiment 3)
i Instructions for the Autobiographical Memory Request

The autoblographical memory should have the following attributes:

1. Itis at least one year old.

2. It is not something you read about or heard about through the media. It should
be a memory that happened to you and that you actually recall, not a memory from
your life that a parent or older sibling may have described to you.

3. It may or may not be still important to you in your life.

4. It may be a memory that is positive or negative, or both, in how It makes you
feel.t hOn the other hand, you may have little feeling about the memory ‘one way or
another.

5. It may be a memory that you have thought about many times or rarely.

In order to find your autobiographical memory, just let your mind wander and

, choose the first memory that comes to mind. Do not spend a lot of time comparing

or rejecting different memories. Just choose one that you can describe on the
page provided.

classmates until all subjects were finished. Subjects recorded their memories and
completed their ratings within 15 minutes.

Results and Discussion

Single event and summary memory narratives — The interrater agrecment was
9;5 percent; Kappa was .76. The self-defining memory request yielded 73 percent
single event and 27 percent summary memories. The autobiographical memory
request produced 92 percent single event memory narratives and 8 percent sum-
mary memory narratives. As in the previous experiments, summary memory
narratives were much less frequently used, regardless of type of request. There
was no difference in the mean number of words for the memory narratives
generated to the self-defining (mean = 137.14) vs. the autobiographical request
(mean = 133.66), T(225) = 0.65, ns.

A MANOVA comparing single event vs. summary memory narratives
(across both memory request conditions) for emotion, vividness, importance, and
years ago was significant, Wilk’s L = 0.92, F(7, 219) = 2.82, p < .008. Univariate
analyses for memory narrative type found that summary memory narratives
f:vokcd less fearful surprise, F(1, 225) = 4.53, p < .03, but were rated more
!mp(?nant, F(1, 225) = 6.51, p < .01) (see Table 7). There was also a non-
significant trend, F(1, 225) = 3.04, p < .08 for summary memorics to be rated with
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Table 7. (Experiment 3) .
Means of the Emotion, Vividness, Importance, and Years Ago Ratings
for Single Event vs. Summary Memory Narratives

(N = 227)
Single Event Summary
Emotion Factor (N =189) (N =238)
Positive emotion 2.93 3.46
Embarrassment 1.19 1.33
Angry contempt 1.1 1.45
Feaful surprise 1.58* 0.99
Vividness . 4.98 511
Importance 4.48* 5.13
Years ago 443 3.74
*p < .05
"p < .01

more positive emotion than single memories. One should interpret this narrative
type analysis with some caution, however. Due to the unequal distribution of
narrative types for the two memory request conditions, and to the overall small
number of summary memory narratives, we chose to perform separate one-way
MANOVA'’s for memory request and narrative type. Any findings for narrative
type (c.g., the greater importance of summary memories) could also be a function
of there being more summary memories in the self-defining condition. The
unequal n and small cell size for summary memories also made it difficult to
evaluate any kind of covariate or partial correlation analysis.

Experiment 3 repeated the same tendency from experiments 1 and 2 for
summary memories to be slightly higher in positive feeling.

In a direct comparison of the sclf-defining memory request to a matched
memory request without an explicit reference to self-definition, we were able to
replicate the finding of experiment 2—a self-defining request led to an increase in
the percentage of summary memorics. Though the autobiographical memory
request included instructions of equal detail and specificity to the self-defin-
ing memory request and produced memory narratives of equal length, the self-
defining memory request yielded over three times as many summary memory
narratives. These results add to the evidence that the type of memory request will
influence relative proportions of summary and single event memory narratives.

EMOTIONAL QUALITY OF MEMORIES

Table 8 displays the percentage of memorics for which ratings on the four
emotion factors were three or greater, divided by self-defining vs. autobiographical
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Table 8. (Experiment 3)
Percentage of Memories with Ratings of 3 or Greater for
the Four Emotion Factors (0-6 scale)
(Self-Defining vs. Autobiographical Memory Request)

Self-Defining (N = 109)

Emotion Factors
Positive emotion (interested, proud, happy) 52/109 (45%)
Embarrassment (embarassment, shame, guilt) 22/109 (20%)
Angry contempt (angry, contempl) 22/109 (20%)
Fearful surprise (fearful, surprise) 16/109 (15%)

Mean Vividness — 5.08
Mean Importance — 4.99
Mean Years Ago — 4.15 (range 1-18)

Autobiographical (V = 118)

Emotion Factors
Posttive emotion (interested, proud, happy) 64/118 (54%)
Embarrassment (embarassment, shame, guilt) 19/118 (16%)
Angry contempt (angry, contempt) 20/118 (17%)
Feartul surprise (fearful, surprise) 24/118 (10%)

Mean Vividness — 4.93
Mean Importance — 4.21
Mean Years Ago — 4.43 (range 1-1 8)

memory request. Once again, both types of memory requests elicited memories of
strong emotional content with ratings of 3 or greater on the 0-6 scale (76% for
self-defining vs. 77% for the autobiographical memory request). Also similar to
Experiment 2, the self-defining request evoked slightly fewer positive memories
(45%) than the autobiographical request (54%) and slightly more negative
memories (20% vs. 16%, 20% vs. 17%, and 15% vs. 10% for embarrassment
angry contemplt, and fearful surprise, respectively). ,
A ?—Way Between-Subjects MANOVA for Sex and Type of Request (Self-
defining vs. Autobiographical Memory) was performed with the four emotion
factors, vividness, importance, and years ago as the dependent variables. There
was a significant main effect for Type of Request, Wilks’s L = 0.91, F(7,212) =
3.07, p < .005. There were no effects for Sex or for Sex by Type of Reque:st.
Examination of the univariate analyses revealed only one significant difference
accounting for the Type of Request effect. Subjects who received the self-defining
memory request rated their memories as more important to them (mean = 4.99 on
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a 0-6 scale) than subjects who received the autobiographical memory request
(mean = 4.21), F(1, 218) = 15.25, p < .001. Looking at the importance ratings in
more detail, only 11/109 (10%) memories in the Self-defining conditions were
given a rating of 3 (moderately important) or less on the 0-6 scale, compared o
37/119 (31%) in the Autobiographical Memory condition.

Based on a cursory coding of the memories for actual references to self-
discovery or self-understanding, 40 percent of the self-defining memories con-
tained explicit statements of these themes, while only 5% of the autobiographical
memories made explicit mention of self-discovery.

Once again, the self-defining memory request was nol markedly more effective
in producing more emotionally intense or vivid memory narratives, though it did
evoke slightly more important memories than the autobiographical memory
request. Of course, one cannot rule out the role of demand in this finding. Subjects
in the self-defining condition were explicitly asked to rccall a memory of great
personal importance. Yet, it is interesting to note that even in the autobiographical
memory request condition, when this demand was not explicit, subjects still
retrieved many emotional memories of strong personal significance.

EXPERIMENT 4

In the experiments presented thus far, subjects had received a request to wrile
down a memory. It is possible that the organization of memory narratives that we
have uncovered, with a roughly 80720 split in single event to summary memory
narratives, is a function of writing down a memory as opposed to describing it
aloud. The constraint of writing down a memory in a paragraph or two may force
subjects to leave out more specific details or (o stop with only a general descrip-
tion. The same subjecl, if allowed to talk about the memory, might elaborate the
memory, changing it from a summary memory narrative to a summary memory
narrative punctuated by a single event example.

This mode of recalling a memory would fit nicely with Reiser’s and Williams’
ideas about the hierarchical organization of memory and the flow of memory
retrieval from the general context to the specific indexed event. On the other hand,
if subjects, given the greater freedom of the spokcn memory request, still elected
on occasion to use a summary memory narrative without a single event specified,
it would suggest that the distribution between the narrative types is a genuine one
and not an artifact of the written requcst.

Method

Subjects — One hundred undergraduatcs (74 femalcs, 26 males, mean age =
19.07) from the Connecticut College Introductory Psychology pool participated.

Measures — The same self-defining and autobiographical memory request
forms were used. All emotion, vividness, importance, and years ago ratings were
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the same. The only variation was that the self-defining and autobiographical
memory requests were read aloud to the subject.

Procedure — The experimenter met with one subject at a time in a small room
within our laboratory. The subject sat face-to-face with the experimenter. The
experimenter explained the instructions regarding memory retrieval and gained
the subject’s consent to record the spoken memory. It was emphasized that the
tape-recorded memories would be kept anonymous and the transcribed memories
would be coded to avoid identification. Subjects received either the self-defining
or autobiographical memory request and then searched for a memory. Once a
memory was retrieved, they let the experimenter know and the tape recording
bcgan'. Subjects were allowed up to 3 minutes to describe the memory and the
experimenter made every effort to minimize any conversation with the subject.
thn there was 1 minute left, the experimenter would announce the time remain-
ing. After the subject finished recalling the memory, the emotion, vividness
importance, and years ago ratings were completed. The experimenter dcbricfeé
subjects and checked in with them if the memory seemed particularly distressing
or painful.

After the 100 memories were collected, a rcsearch assistant transcribed them
from tape so that raters could apply the scoring procedures to them.

Results and Discussion

Single vs. summary memory narratives — As predicted, the spoken memories
generated more memory narralives that blended a summarized memory narrative
with mention of a single event. The raters applied the same scoring criteria as
before, but noted where a mixed narrative type occurred. If a memory contained
both a summary narrative and mention of a specific single event, it was only
scorcq a summary memory narrative when the summary portion dominated the
narrative and the single event/specific detail was mentioned once in passing. To
make this distinction clearer, Table 9 presents a contrast between a pure summary
memory narrative and a mixed summary memory narrative from the transcribed
spoken memories. Both were scored as summary memory narratives of the
“eventless narrative” type, but the mixed vs. pure distinction was noted.

The raters achieved an interrater agreement of 94 percent, Kappa = .86. The

. sclf-defining request yielded 62 percent (31/50) single cvent and 38 percent

(19/50) summary memory narratives, while thc autobiographical request
produced 78 percent (39/50) single event and 22 percent (11/50) summary
mf:mory narratives. The request for spoken memorics appeared to encourage
slightly more summary memories for both types of memory retrieval instructions.

The two authors independently divided the summary memory narratives into
“purc” and “mixed” categories (see Table 9) with an interrater agreement of 97
percent. Of the thirty summary memory narratives, twenty-two (73%) were pure
summaries, with no mention of single events at all. The eight mixed summary
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Table 9. (Experiment 4)
Sample Pure Summary and Mixed Summary Memory Narratives

Pure Summary of the Eventless Narrative Type (Excerpted) — Coming home for
homecoming, back to my hometown, expecting to have a really good time with my
friends and seeing my girifriend in particular . . . Got home — the weekend started
off wonderfully. Saw my friends, saw my family, it was great to be back home. ..
Be away from campus life and all of it. it was a very interesting weekend, because
that time my giritriend decided that she wanted to break up, which | was not ready

for or expecting.

Mixed Summary of the Eventless Narrative Type (Excerpted) — It was the
summer before my senior year. | woke up In the morning and there was a note
trom my father that he had taken my mother to the hospital . . . | had known
that she wasn't feeling well and that she was going to the doctor, but then it turned
out that she was going to stay overnight and then that night turned into two
weeks and then a month and two months and she spent the whole summer there.
And she was O.K., but there were high points and low points, times when she
was in intensive care. But like | was an only child, so that summer my father and |
were running around all the time. My father was at work or in the hospital all
the time...

Note: Bold type indicates reason for narrative difference.

memory narratives were roughly equal between self-defining and autobio-
graphical requests (5 vs. 3, respectively).

A MANOVA comparing summary vs. single event memory narratives on the
emotion factors and other ratings was not significant, Wilks’ L = .88, F(7, 92) =
1.74, p < .11, though once again the univariate analysis indicated that summary
memory narratives were rated more important than single event memory nar-
ratives, F(1, 98) = 9.35, p < .003, (means = 5.60 vs. 4.89, respectively).

Emotional quality of the memories — Table 10 displays the percentage of
memories for which ratings on the four emotion factors were 3 or greater, broken
down by self-defining vs. autobiographical memory request. Both types of
memory requests elicited memories of relatively strong emotional content where
at least one emotion factor was equal to or greater than 3 on the 0-6 scale (73% for
self-defining vs. 70% for the autobiographical memory request). Unlike the pre-
vious experiments, the self-defining request evoked the same percentage of strong
positive memories, 24/50 (48%), as the autobiographical request. Negative
memorics were also similar (18% vs. 16%, 18% vs. 20%, and 14% vs. 6% for
angry contempt, fearful surprise, and embarrassment, respectively for self-
defining vs. autobiographical).
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Table 10. (Experiment 4)
Percentage of Memories with Ratings of 3 or Greater for
the Four Emotion Factors (0-6 scale)
(Selt-Defining vs. Autoblographical Memory Request)

(N = 100)
et Self-Defining (N = 50)
Emotion Factors
Positive emotion (interested, proud, happy) 24/50 (48%)
Embarrassment (embarassment, shame, guilt) 9/50 (18%)
Angry contempt (angry, contempt) i 9/50 (18%)
Fearful surprise (fearful, surprise) 7/50-(14%)

Mean Vividness — 5.34
-Mean Importance — 5.44
Mean Years Ago — 5.76 (range 1-16)

Autoblographical (N = 50)

Emotion Factors
Positive emotion (interested, proud, happy) 24/50 (48%)
Embarrassment (embarassment, shame, guilt) 8/50 (16%)
Angry contempt {(angry, contempt) 10/50 (20%)
Fearful surprise {fearful, surprise) 7/50 (14%)

Mean Vividness — 5.22
Mean Importance — 4.76
Mean Years Ago — 5.62 (range 1-16)

A One-Way Between-Subjects MANOVA for Type of Request (Self-defining
vs. Autobiographical Memory) was performed with the four emotion factors,
v.ividncss, importance, and years ago as the dependent variables. There was a
significant effect for Type of Request, Wilks’ L = 0.85, F(7, 92) = 2.26, p < .04.
Examinaltion of the univariate analyses revealed only one significant difference.
Subjects who received the self-defining memory request once again rated their

- memories as more important to them (mean = 5.44 on a 0-6 scale) than subjects

who received the autobiographical memory request (mean = 4.76, F(1, 98) =
10.17, p < .002. Looking at the importance ratings more closely, only 1/50 (2%)
of the memories in the Self-defining condition was given a rating of 3 (moderately
important) or less on the 0-6 scale, compared to 10/50 (20%) in the Autobio-
graphical Memory condition.

Speaking the memory aloud to the experimenter did not diminish the emotional
quality or the vividness of the memories. The memories (97%) were rated with a
4 or greater for vividness. The percentages of strong emotion ratings were highly
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similar to the previous experiments. The most immediate effect of the spoken
request was in the number of words used to describe the memory, mean = 313.90
words per memory vs. the roughly 100 words used in the previous experiments.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Over four experiments, a reliable scoring system for distinguishing between
summarized and spcciﬁc memory narratives was demonstrated. The average
interrater agreement across the four experiments was 93 percent with a mean
Kappa of .78. Based on our scoring criteria, the relative proportion of single event
10 summary memory narratives was fairly consistent with a mean percentage of 78
percent single event memory narratives and 22 percent summary memory narra-
tives across the four experiments. There was only weak support for the hypothesis
that summary memories would be more positive in affective tone than single event
memories.

While many pure examples of single event and summary memory narratives
were detected, it was also clear that some subjects produced memories that
merged the generalization of the summary and the specificity of the single event
memory narrative. Whether this combined memory represents a more integrated
and “complete” recollection than either the single event or summary narrative
alone would be an intriguing question for future research. These combined
memory narratives also offer support for Reiser’s view that an important way
subjects retrieve memories is through the generation of a general context, which is
then made particular by a specific instance of the more general category.

While single event memory narratives varied in how much generalization was
included in addition to the description of a specific event, summary memory
narratives could be broken down into two distinct subtypes—the “generic”
memory narrative and the “eventless” memory narrative. Key phrases that

signalled a generic memory narralive were, “We always used to . . . ,”
“Every summer we would . . .,” and “I can’t remember how many times 1,”
among others,

The eventless memory narrative strongly resembled Barsalou’s extended event
memory with the exception that it did not include any specific imagery or detailed
discussion of single incidents that happened within the time period of the extended
event. To the degree that an eventless narrative became specific and imagistic, it

was considered a single event narrative.

Instructional Sets and Memory Organization

Different instructions for the memory request do appear to have an effect on the
relative proportions of single event and summary memory narratives. At a most
basic level, the difference in percentages of generic summary memories between
Barsalou’s [33] 60 percent summary memories and the 30 percent found in
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experiment 4 reported here point to the effect of instructional sets when studying
memories. Barsalou asked for a series of spoken memories about subjects’
summer vacations. In experiment 4, we also asked for spoken memories, but only
one per subject and did not specify a time period. Evidently, a more specific
request .lo recount events from a particular time period pulls for much more
summarization than more open-ended requests for memories from at least a year
ago.

Given subjects’ overall tendency to provide single event memory narratives
across the four experiments, the self-defining request produced more summary
memory narratives relative to the two other sets of instructions. In retrieving a

' self-defining memory, subjects may be more likely to generate a representative

grouping of similar important personal events and then stop there rather than
scarch further for a specific instance of this grouping. They may read the
self-fleﬁning request as asking for “what is typical about me” and provide this
“typical” or “summary” memory as opposed to a unique event. Wahler and
Afton found a similar result when they asked mothers to provide descriptions
of their children with behavior problems [54]; the mothers had difficulty moving
beyond general descriptions that were “characterological” rather than specific
in detail.!

K Rcrsonalily and clinical researchers hope to study memory organization for
what it might reveal about individual differences in defensiveness or vulnerability
1o depression, it is clear that how they request their memories will have an effect
upon their results. Not only the instructions will play a role, but the general
context of their inquiries may affect the narratives produced. In Experiment 4
Yvhcrc. subjects provided memories in a format more analogous to a clinical'
mtc.mew, there was again a greater tendency toward summarized or “charactero-
logical” narratives. While experimental controls should not be sacrificed, where
{gaszible, ecologically valid approaches to memory requests need to be encouraged

In evaluating the future potential of the self-defining memory request, based on
the results of the three experiments that employed it here, one could say that the
method assures the experimenter of 1) a more varied distribution of single event
and Summary memory narratives; 2) a higher percentage of memories that are
cqnsndercd important to the subject; and 3) more memories concerned explicitly
wnl'h themes of self-discovery and understanding. However, claims for its ability
lo invoke more vivid or affective memories were not substantiated. It is possible
that any request to subjects in a psychology class to generate memories has

already built into it a fairly strong implicit demand that the memory be vivid and
affective.

1
We are indebled to J. M. G. Williams for this ible explanati i
] . G. th i
self-defining memory request conditions. poss prantion ofthe fesuls obiained in the




{ An informal examination of the content of the summary memory narratives
“ollected suggested another potential method for increasing the prf)ponion of
'Eummary memories. Many summary memory narratives were orgamzcc.i ar9und
ne’s “generic” experiences with another person (parent, boyfriend, girlfriend,
;;ibling, etc.). The request, “recall a memory about your mother, father, brother,
stc.,” might yield a higher percentage of summarized recollections.

I?Future Studies

1t is hoped that an experimental demonstration of reliable- differences in
; memory narrative types will encourage systematic investigation of per§onality
; differences in memory organization. Using the scoring system eslabhsh.ed 'm.thcsc
r experiments, one would be abie to test whether chronically depressed individuals
- produce less single event positive memory narratives and more summary memory
narratives in relation to a non-depressed population, as Williams and his col-
Jeagues have suggested. In research underway in our laboratory, we have collected
* multiple memories from the same subject, while also administering a battery
: of mood and personality scales, including measures of depression, anxiety, obses-
{ sional style, and repression. Applying the single event/summary memory distinc-
tion developed in this article, we will not only investigate Williams’ conten-
i tion that memory organization differs in depression, but also examine
i the possibility that this distinction is linked to characlerological defensive

styles.
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