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ABSTRACT
To date, the phenomenological and functional aspects of autobiographical memory have by
and large been studied separately. This is quite remarkable, given that both can inform each
other, and that investigating their interaction can add to the understanding of the
(in)adaptivity of certain memory characteristics for our well-being. In other words, examining
how particular features of autobiographical memory are adept or inept at serving specific
functions, could help us to better comprehend and explain relations between memory and
psychological well-being. We discuss previous attempts to integrate phenomenology with
functionality and formulate three main directions for future research based on the current
state of the art. The directions concern (1) focusing on functionality (adaptivity) and not
merely on the use of memories in phenomenological work, (2) attention for the
bidirectionality of the relation between phenomenology and functionality, and (3) the
addition of narrative constructs like coherence to the traditional range of phenomenological
features. We will illustrate our directions for the reintegration of phenomenology with
functionality through the social function of coherent autobiographical memories. This
framework could help to stimulate future empirical studies and pave the road for new
clinical interventions to improve psychological well-being.
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The autobiographical memory system is often thought
of as a distinct form of memory within the episodic
memory system (Brewer, 1986; Conway, 1990; de
Decker, 2001; Roediger & Marsh, 2003; Tulving, 2002).
Much like episodic memories more generally, autobio-
graphical memories include temporal, contextual, and
descriptive information about past personal experiences
(Fivush, 2011; Nelson, 1993; Tulving, 1972, 2002).
However, autobiographical memories move beyond the
mere factual representation of events, by connecting
significant experiences of the past, present and ima-
gined future, and integrating these with personal per-
spective, interpretation, and emotional evaluation to
often create meaningful narratives (Fivush et al., 2011;
Habermas & Bluck, 2000). Autobiographical memory
has been investigated from different perspectives,
including developmental (e.g., Fivush, 2011; Reese,
2002a), cognitive (e.g., Conway & Pleydell-Pearce, 2000;
Raes et al., 2006; Williams et al., 2007), clinical (Adler
et al., 2007; Pennebaker & Chung, 2011; White &

Epston, 1990), social (e.g., Fivush et al., 2011; Nelson &
Fivush, 2004; Pasupathi, 2001; Reese, 2002b), and per-
sonality psychology (McAdams, 2011; McAdams &
McLean, 2013; Waters & Fivush, 2015).

In spite of these separate perspectives, one large com-
monality has been a predominant focus on phenomenolo-
gical features or characteristics of autobiographical
memories, such as accuracy, detail, valence, emotion,
and specificity (e.g., Palombo et al., 2018; Sutin & Robins,
2007). The term “phenomenology” has been defined in
various ways. Literally, phenomenology is the study of
“phenomena”: the mere appearances of things. Initially, it
was conceptualised as the study of structures of experi-
ence, or consciousness, without the inclusion of causal
analyses or explanations (e.g., Heidegger, 1982; Husserl,
1963). Other authors suggest that phenomenology is
characterised by the first-person perspective and hence
can be defined as the investigation of things as they
appear in our own experience, the ways we experience
things, or the meanings things have in our experience
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(D’Argembeau et al., 2003; Johnson et al., 1988). In both
cases, memories are assessed without looking for possible
origins, mechanisms, or functions. For instance, D’Argem-
beau et al. (2003) showed that positive memories con-
tained more sensorial (visual, smell, taste) and contextual
(location, time) details than both negative and neutral
ones, whereas negative and neutral memories did not sig-
nificantly differ on most dimensions. Also, in a study by
Johnson et al. (1988), autobiographical memories for real
events contained more details than memories for ima-
gined events.

Since the outset of psychology, phenomenology has
been a central topic of research, with Wundt (1874) favour-
ing the approach of introspection to discover character-
istics of psychological processes and Freud (1905/1953)
suggesting memory features to be the way to discover
unconscious meaning. An important reason why there
has been and still is a great deal of attention for memory
phenomenology, has often to do with its suggested
relations to psychological well-being (both eudemonic
and hedonic aspects; Keyes & Magyar-Moe, 2003). It is
assumed and evidenced that the manner in which individ-
uals narrate about personal past experiences, can be
reflective of their well-being (e.g., Adler et al., 2016;
Baerger & McAdams, 1999; Frattaroli, 2006; Mitchell et al.,
2020; Waters & Fivush, 2015). For instance, it has been
shown that lower levels of memory specificity (i.e., over-
general autobiographical memory) are generally related
with higher levels of depression (e.g., Gibbs & Rude,
2004; Hermans et al., 2008; Williams et al., 2007).

Present study Aims

Unfortunately, in the phenomenological field, the idea that
autobiographical memory can be conceptualised as a
functionally adaptive system has not been thoroughly
incorporated. To date, the functional and phenomenologi-
cal aspects of memory have by and large been studied sep-
arately. That is not to say that researchers interested in
function are operating in a strictly separate world from
the phenomenologists, but rather that the functionality
of autobiographical memory is usually not taken into
account in the same studies that phenomenology is exam-
ined in. Possibly, investigating functionality is not deeply
engrained in the “default mode or core business” of the
traditionally more phenomenology- and intrapersonally-
oriented memory research. It could also be because the
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
(DSM-5; American Psychiatric Association, 2020) generally
conceptualises psychopathology as residing within the
individual (cf. intrapersonal traditional illness model). To
the contrary, the functional model also looks at factors
outside the individual which can contribute to psycho-
pathology, like the absence of social support. However,
these answers to the question of why phenomenology
and functionality have mainly been studied separately
remain speculative. Nonetheless, merely the observation

of this lack of integration is quite remarkable, given that
both approaches can inform each other, and that studying
their interaction can provide valuable psychological
insights (e.g., Alea et al., 2019; Barry et al., 2019; Beike
et al., 2016; Waters, 2014; Waters et al., 2014; Waters &
Fivush, 2015).

In this manuscript, we argue for an approach that inte-
grates phenomenological and functional autobiographi-
cal memory research in the hopes of gaining deeper
understanding of human memory functions in their
context. We suggest that examining how features of auto-
biographical memory are adept (or inept) at serving
specific functions, could help us to better understand
how and why memory and psychological well-being are
often found to be associated. We will illustrate this
approach through the social function of coherent auto-
biographical memories. More specifically, we will start
by explaining the functions of autobiographical remem-
bering and in particular the social function. Next, we
will elaborate on valuable previous attempts at integrat-
ing the functional approach with phenomenology.
Throughout, we will show how new insights of the past
decades of research can give rise to three directions for
future research. In particular, we will argue for (1) focus-
ing on functionality (adaptivity) and not merely the use
of memories in phenomenological work, (2) attention
for both directions of the relation between phenomenol-
ogy and functionality, and (3) the addition of narrative
constructs like coherence to the traditional phenomeno-
logical features. Our suggestions aim to direct future
hypothesis-driven research on the transactional relations
between narrative coherence and the social function of
autobiographical memory and, more broadly, the integra-
tive investigation of autobiographical memory phenom-
enology with functionality.

Memory functionality

Overview of the functions of autobiographical
memory

With his famous adagium: “But what the hell is it for?”, Bad-
deley (1988) was one of the first – together with others like
Bruce (1989) and Neisser (1978) – to encourage researchers
to study autobiographical memory from a functional per-
spective (see also Bluck et al., 2013). Ever since, various
researchers have been identifying and examining, in
studies that were rather separate from phenomenology-
focused studies, the functions that autobiographical
memory serves (e.g., Bluck, 2003; Bluck & Alea, 2002;
Bluck et al., 2005; Fivush et al., 2003; Hyman & Faries,
1992; Pillemer, 1992, 2001). As stated before, autobiogra-
phical memory is indeed not a passive storage space but
rather transcends a plain description of the past, by
serving specific functions that facilitate and preserve
certain outcomes, like psychological well-being.

Importantly, in our manuscript, we refer to the “func-
tionality” of autobiographical memory as the extent to
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which a certain function of autobiographical memory is
fulfilled (Bluck & Alea, 2010). Whilst previous research has
predominantly been investigating the “use” (which func-
tion is used) of memories, the focus in this manuscript is
on “adaptive use” or “adaptivity” (the extent to which
the function is served, how much of an effect is observed)
(Hyman & Faries, 1992; Pasupathi et al., 2002). In other
words, the term “functional” here means that a behaviour
is adaptive in serving an outcome, a goal or leading to
some preferred end state, like good psychological well-
being (see Figure 1; Bruce, 1989; see also Bluck & Alea,
2010). In the literature, the respective difference between
use and adaptivity is often illustrated by the distinction
between goals and goal achievement (e.g., Brandtstädter
& Renner, 1990). These functions, goals or outcomes can
be situated on an ontogenetic level (in the lifespan of
the individual), as well as on a phylogenetic level (survival
and reproduction of the species).

Different conceptualisations and taxonomies of the func-
tions of autobiographical memory have been suggested over
the years (e.g., Harris et al., 2013; Pasupathi, 2020; Webster,
1993). However, Pillemer’s (1992) threefold taxonomy of
the functions of autobiographical memory is the most com-
monly used and has received the most empirical evidence
until now (e.g., Bluck, 2003; Bluck et al., 2005; Bluck & Alea,
2002; Hyman & Faries, 1992). Pillemer and later authors
recognise three major functions of autobiographical
memory, being the development and maintenance of an
identity (self-function), directing future behaviour (directive
function), and establishing, maintaining and enhancing
social relationships (social function) (Bluck, 2003; Bluck
et al., 2005; Pillemer, 1992, 2001).

The self-function develops over time from childhood
into adolescence and serves the creation of a sense of
self throughout life, which promotes feelings of continuity
and purpose (Conway, 1996; Fivush, 1998; Neisser, 1988).
Using episodic knowledge of the self in the past, a stable
internalised representation of the self can be formed,
sometimes also referred to as a narrative identity (Bluck
& Alea, 2008; McAdams, 1985, 2011; McAdams & McLean,
2013; Wilson & Ross, 2003).

The directive function entails the guidance of future
behaviour, making plans or setting goals for the future,
and solving present problems, based on past experiences
(Kuwabara & Pillemer, 2010; Pillemer, 2003).

The social function of autobiographical memory serves
to develop, maintain or strengthen relationships (see
social functionality/adaptivity in Figure 1), through
evoking empathy, creating intimacy, teaching or inform-
ing, and establishing a shared reality of the personal
past (Alea & Bluck, 2007; Bluck et al., 2005; Fivush et al.,
2006; Waters & Fivush, 2015). For the purpose of organis-
ation, each function has been presented separately, but
in reality, autobiographical memories can serve multiple
functions at a given point in time and the functions
served by a specific memory can also change across
time (Camia et al., 2020).

The social function

Relevance
In this manuscript, we will focus on the social function of
autobiographical memory since it has been argued to be
fundamental (Bruce, 1989; Neisser, 1988; Pillemer, 1992).
Research has shown that the social sharing of past
emotional events does occur very frequently (e.g.,
Bohanek et al., 2009). Up to 80–95% of emotional events
are shared with members of our entourage, with
numbers as high as 60% for the sharing of events on the
same day as experiencing them (Gable & Reis, 2010;
Rimé, 2009; Rimé et al., 1992, 1998). This already demon-
strates the ubiquity of socially sharing autobiographical
memories. “Like all stories, life stories exist to be told or
performed in social contexts” (McAdams, 2006, p. 109).

Not only do we share memories with others very often,
sharing memories to bond with others is suggested to
have clear adaptive value. More precisely, it has been
argued that humans universally experience a need to
belong (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). According to
Maslow’s theory of human motivation (1943), feeling con-
nected and supported by a social network is seen as a
necessary condition for well-being. Thus, sharing mem-
ories seems to be one very frequently used manner in
which socially satisfying relationships can be built and
maintained (ontogenetic adaptation) and through which
associated health/survival benefits can occur (phyloge-
netic adaptation; Harandi et al., 2017; see also Figure 1).
Or to say it with Perel’s words: “The quality of your life ulti-
mately depends on the quality of your relationships”
(Perel, 2019). Indeed, a large body of research has demon-
strated that social support is robustly associated with and
predictive of good mental and physical health (Harandi
et al., 2017; Ozbay et al., 2007).

Subfunctions
The social function of autobiographical memory can actu-
ally be subdivided into three subfunctions (Alea & Bluck,
2003), thereby creating multiple ways through which
social relationships can be established/maintained and
associated health benefits can be obtained (Harandi
et al., 2017; Ozbay et al., 2007). These subfunctions are
also referred to as different ways of using memories with
the goal of building or maintaining social relationships
(see “use” in Figure 1).

According to Alea and Bluck’s conceptualisation (2003),
a first subfunction can be defined as teaching or informing.
This usually takes place to inform a person who was not
present during the recalled experience, referred to as bio-
graphical disclosure, or to give others advice based on
own past experiences. This subfunction is also thought
to particularly be of importance in the interaction
between parents and their children, in the context of
developing autobiographical remembering skills (Fivush
et al., 2003).
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A second subfunction concerns evoking or showing
empathy through sharing a memory. Memories are
shared with one another in order to reciprocate feelings
and (co-) construct a common understanding (Alea &
Bluck, 2003; Pasupathi et al., 2002).

A third subfunction involves the creation, maintenance
or enhancement of relationship intimacy. This subfunction
usually takes place when the listener was present at the
time of experiencing the event. For instance, in a study
of Alea and Bluck (2007), one partner of younger and
older couples participated in the study, and they felt
closer to the other partner (who was not present during
the study) after orally narrating about an autobiographical
relationship event, than after sharing fictional non-auto-
biographical relationship events from vignettes.

The categorisation in subfunctions is predominantly
theoretical. It is a non-exhaustive list to organise important
phenomena that can occur when remembering for social
purposes. These subfunctions are not mutually exclusive,
but they do demonstrate the broad array of effects, as
well as the adaptive nature of the social function for
psychological well-being in various ways. Furthermore,
not only in the taxonomy of Pillemer (1992; followed up
by Alea & Bluck, 2003), but also in other taxonomies, it
becomes clear that social functions of remembering are
quite broad. For instance, in Webster’s Reminiscence

Functions Scale (1993, 1997), also a multitude of social sub-
functions/uses can be identified (e.g., functions of conver-
sation, teaching/inform and intimacy maintenance). A later
study by Cappeliez and O’Rourke (2006) further investi-
gated Webster’s model in relation to health. They indi-
cated that prosocial functions (reminiscence for
conversation, and to teach–inform others) may affect
health by means of their role in emotional regulation,
which demonstrates that memories can serve relevant out-
comes (adaptivity) via a multitude of ways (uses).

Relatedly, different uses of memory can depend on the
(social) context in which remembering occurs. For
instance, in a recent study by Demiray et al. (2019), a
more naturalistic observation approach to reminiscence
was employed to study healthy older adults’ social reminis-
cence behaviour in everyday life. The results showed that
the social context in which participants were situated in,
related to the specific use of the memory. For instance,
when with their children and strangers, participants’ remi-
niscence was more focused towards teaching/informing.
Reminiscing for conversation happened predominantly
when participants were together with their partner and
friends.

In addition, the social function of autobiographical
memory does not necessarily have to occur in collabora-
tive remembering, defined as the remembering in the

Figure 1. The integration of memory phenomenology and functionality in a dynamic transactional relationship.
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presence of an audience, with or without active inter-
action/contribution of (a) listener(s) (Meade et al., 2018).
Social bonding can also be obtained through solitary
remembering or reminiscing since thinking about an
event experienced with someone else who is not there
with you at the time of reminiscing, can increase feelings
of intimacy to the person in mind (Alea & Bluck, 2007;
Waters, 2014). For instance, Webster (1995) indicated
that people often remember experiences with loved
ones who have passed away, in order to keep a sense of
closeness. However, for the remainder of this manuscript,
we will predominantly refer to the social function of auto-
biographical memory in an interpersonal context, so in the
form of collaborative remembering.

Origin
Autobiographical narratives develop and evolve in a social
context and trough social interaction (Fivush, 2011). Auto-
biographical memory is thus inherently social, and it is
important to consider this social origin of autobiographical
memory since the parental reminiscing style has an endur-
ing impact on children’s memory phenomenology (for a
meta-analysis see Waters et al., 2019).

Research taking a developmental perspective has
thoroughly investigated the ways in which memory is
shaped over time, as well as variables that can impact
both content and style of autobiographical remembering
(for reviews, see Fivush et al., 2006; Waters et al., 2019).
Through parent–child reminiscing, children can learn to
construct narratives about their experiences and commu-
nicate it to their parents and others (Reese & Fivush,
1993, 2008). Children of parents who are highly elaborative
(i.e., have sufficiently long and detailed conversations with
their children and ask open-ended questions) demonstrate
better autobiographical memory in terms of detail and are
able to narrate more coherently about their own personal
experiences, have greater vocabulary, and perform better
on the theory of mind tasks (Fivush, 2001, 2007, 2008;
Fivush & Haden, 2005; Reese, 2002a, 2020b; Waters et al.,
2019). Long-term longitudinal data suggest that these
results are robust and enduring, even into adulthood
(Fivush, 2007; Fivush et al., 2006; Reese, 2002a, 2002b).

At the core, the social outcomes which parents provide
for their children (like love, attention, follow-up questions)
can thus shape their memory phenomenology in an
ongoing way, which consequently will affect its functional-
ity again in a process of dynamic interaction over time (see
also Figure 1).

Further development
Moreover, not only in childhood, but during the entire life-
span, memory is shaped by the socio-cultural context in
which the individual’s life takes place (Fivush & Nelson,
2004). Grysman and Mansfield (2017, p. 110) go as far as
saying that “the notion of isolating a pure and individua-
lised memory narrative distinct from the social sphere

may be methodologically impossible and fundamentally
inaccurate”.

Memory’s phenomenology and memory’s social func-
tionality are inseparably linked through an ongoing or
dynamic process of reinforcement learning, also called
operant conditioning (Skinner, 1953, 1957). In Figure 1,
this ongoing bidirectional process is illustrated. If some-
thing in the phenomenology of memory changes, the
functionality will be affected over time. Inversely, if some-
thing in the reinforcement/functionality changes, then the
phenomenology will change accordingly over time. There-
fore, we can say that memory phenomenology and func-
tionality are bidirectionally related over time, also
referred to as a “transactional relationship”. This term
means that a relation that goes in both ways, whilst
encompassing a certain time span (see Figure 1). For
instance, certain phenomenological characteristics (e.g.,:
specificity, coherence: Barry et al., 2019; Vanaken et al.,
2020) will evoke positive social responses, which will
reinforce the used phenomenology and cause this behav-
iour to take place more often or intensify it. Thereby, more
positive social reactions will be evoked over time. This will
cause the social function of autobiographical memory to
become fulfilled better for the speaker and outcomes of
well-being to be reached more adequately.

Thus, it is important to consider this ongoing inter-
action between phenomenology and functionality
because we might come to understand why certain phe-
nomenological characteristics are related to psychological
well-being issues, by looking at the level of underlying
mechanisms in terms of the functions of memory. For
example, one of the reasons that this person feels
depressed might involve other people drawing away
from them when they narrates incoherently, upon which
a loss of social support and increased feelings of loneliness
might fuel more depressive symptoms (cf. Interpersonal
theory of depression, Coyne, 1976a, 1976b).

Note that even when remembering occurs in solitude,
memories are in essence still social since a large number of
social and contextual variables are unconsciously interna-
lised via social learning or socialisation (e.g., individualis-
tic/collectivistic norms, gender typical norms, etc.
Altunnar & Habermas, 2018; Bandura, 1971; Clausen,
1968; Fivush & Haden, 2003; Fivush & Nelson, 2004;
Mead, 1934; Wang & Ross, 2007). An individual will thus
recall his/her experiences in a way that aligns with his/
her social learning history.

Memory phenomenology and functionality
integrated

Previous integration attempts

Until now, only a small body of previous work has looked
at reconciling the phenomenological and (social-)func-
tional approaches. One of the first theoretical attempts
for integration stems from almost 20 years ago. In 2003,
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Alea and Bluck developed a conceptual model of the social
function of autobiographical memory, in which they deli-
neated a range of different variables and elements, like
the lifespan context, memory phenomenology (e.g.,
detail, emotion), characteristics of the speaker (e.g., age,
gender, personality), the listener (e.g., familiarity, simi-
larity), their relationship (e.g., quality, length), and
aspects of the sharing process (e.g., responsiveness), that
are of significant impact in the process of socially sharing
and constructing autobiographical narratives. This model
aimed to stimulate empirical work on the interaction
between the social function and the delineated variables.
Since the development of the model in 2003, empirical evi-
dence for the interaction of memory phenomenology and
functionality has been increasing. We present a short over-
view of the literature and provide directions for future
research.

Use
First, much of the previous work that has attempted to
reconcile phenomenology with functionality has actually
investigated “function” in the sense of “use” (which func-
tion) and not in the sense of “adaptive use” or “adaptivity”
(to what extent is the function fulfilled). For instance,
McLean and Lilgendahl (2008) observed in a sample of
emerging and older US adults that high points narratives
(memories with positive valence) were more often used
for the functions of identity, teaching/informing, and con-
versation than low point narratives (memories with nega-
tive valence). Similarly, in a group of Danish folk high
school students, Rasmussen and Berntsen (2009) indicated
that directive narratives were dominated by negative
emotion, whereas self- and social narratives were domi-
nated by positive emotion. Also, Alea et al. (2013) found
in a sample of younger, middle-aged, and older adults
from different cultures, that memories used for the direc-
tive function were the most negative, and memories
used for the social function were the most positive.
Finally, also Wolf and Demiray (2019) investigated
valence in interaction with functions of memories, in a
group of German middle-aged and older adults. They
observed that emotional valence was positively associated
with mood-enhancement and social functions, whereas
negatively associated with self and directive functions. In
sum, research proposes that positive autobiographical
memories are, in comparison to negative ones, more fre-
quently used for social purposes.

Clearly, it is not the actual interaction between phe-
nomenology and functionality that has been measured
in aforementioned studies, but rather the interaction
between phenomenology and use. This may in part have
to do with the adopted methodology. A large part of the
“functional” (use) work that has been done until now,
has predominantly been using a self-report questionnaire
approach (e.g., Bluck et al., 2005), in which individuals indi-
cate how often (frequency) memories are used for specific
functions. This can be problematic since research indicates

that individuals are seldom aware of the functions that
their memories are serving (e.g., Kuwabara & Pillemer,
2010; Pillemer, 2009). For instance, when a memory is
retrieved and shared because you intend to bond with
others, you give it a high rating on the social function.
However, research usually does not take into account
how close the bond is to another person who listens to
your autobiographical narrative. In other words, although
memories may be endorsed by the participant as serving
a certain use, they can in practice still fail to serve that
function, for instance due to missing/inadequate phenom-
enological characteristics. In line with some recent sugges-
tions by Waters and colleagues (2014; Waters & Fivush,
2015), future research may benefit from less reliance on
self-report questionnaire measures when studying
memory in its functional social context to truly capture
adaptivity. We thus argue for a more ecologically valid
approach, in which the actual fulfilment of the function
is measured.

Unidirectional research
Second, the majority of studies that have been conducted
thus far have largely focused unidirectionally on the
impact of or the direction from the social context onto
memory phenomenology. In these studies, the social
aspect is measured as an antecedent (social context
before remembering) of behaviour (remembering), rather
than as a consequent (social responses after remember-
ing). It should be noted here that the social function is a
broader term that can be fulfilled by receiving adequate
social responses (e.g., social support), but is also depen-
dent on the specifics of the social context (e.g., solitary
vs collaborative remembering). However, in a social
world, there is often a behavioural chain, in which the con-
sequents of one narrative/act of remembering can serve as
the antecedents of a new one, thereby making it hard to
distinguish between different social terms.

Hyman (1994) for instance, found that higher familiarity
and similarity of listeners increases the number of
affective-evaluative elements in speakers’ narrations. Fur-
thermore, Pasupathi and colleagues have demonstrated
the active role of listeners in collaborative remembering
in a large body of research (Pasupathi, 2001; Pasupathi &
Billiteri, 2015; Pasupathi & Carstensen, 2003; Pasupathi &
Hoyt, 2010; Pasupathi et al., 1998; Pasupathi & Rich,
2005). More specifically, they indicated that listeners’
responsiveness and specifically their attention for, rather
than their agreement with the speaker, can shape both
the content and the form of what is disclosed in autobio-
graphical remembering, a process referred to as co-narra-
tion or co-construction of the personal past (see Figure 1;
Pasupathi, 2001; Pasupathi & Billitteri, 2015; Pasupathi
et al., 1998; Pasupathi & Rich, 2005). In addition, Bavelas
et al. (2000) point to a crucial role of the listener, by indi-
cating that moment-to-moment collaboration through
generic and specific listener responses can substantially
impact the narrators’ autobiographical storyline. Whilst
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all very valuable research, it is nonetheless remarkable that
the functional approach that Baddeley (1988) called for,
and that was theoretically developed and applied to the
social function of autobiographical memory by Alea and
Bluck (2003), has pretty much only unidirectionally perme-
ated the domain of phenomenological research, namely
from the social context onto memory phenomenology.
The investigation of the impact of or direction from
memory phenomenology onto social responses has
largely remained untouched and would benefit from
further research.

Phenomenological characteristics
Third, it is in some regards quite striking that the scope of
phenomenological characteristics that has been taken into
account in relation to memory functionality has generally
been confined to single-dimension qualities of memories,
like valence, specificity, detail, emotion, and accuracy (cf.
aforemenetioned studies: Alea et al., 2013; McLean & Lil-
gendahl, 2008; Rasmussen & Berntsen, 2009; etc.). Also
Alea and Bluck (2003) focused in their model primarily,
although not exclusively, on characteristics of detail and
emotion. They refer to research of Tannen (1990), who
showed that memories rich in detail and emotion are
better at serving an intimacy function since they signal
caring and confidentiality, rather than neutral emotions
which mark emotional detachment. Similarly, Alea and
Bluck (2003) argue that including details and emotions
during the retrieval of memories in a social context,
enables listeners to relate to the experience and empathise
with the narrator, thus enhancing the empathy function of
memories (Schank & Abelson, 1995). Since the underlying
idea here is valuable, we suggest it would be useful to
broaden the range of phenomenological characteristics
of memories to include other narrative constructs as
well, thereby reconciling traditionally phenomenology-
orientated views on memory with broader narrative litera-
tures. In se, memory and narrative can indeed be seen as
two sides of the same coin, one being the underlying cog-
nitive construct, the other being the operationalisation.

Directions for future research

Given the current state of the art, we propose directions
for future research in order to drive new empirical work.
We hope to guide further research that integrates phe-
nomenology with functionality, with attention not only
for the direction of the social context towards the
memory phenomenology, but also on how specific fea-
tures of the memory, including coherence, can affect
social responses (i.e., social function), and thereby also
more broadly well-being (see Figure 1).

Adaptivity
It is quite remarkable that a true integration of phenomen-
ology and functionality (in the sense of adaptivity) has not
been given more attention in the past, despite their

common emphasis on the link between autobiographical
narrative and psychological adjustment. Nonetheless, it is
important to not merely investigate use, but also adaptiv-
ity of memories, because of the suggested links between
functionality and psychological well-being. When mem-
ories are capable of successfully serving certain outcomes
(e.g., developing social relationships), this holds impli-
cations for our well-being.

Only quite recently, some work has come out that has
investigated phenomenology in interaction with function-
ality. For instance, a recent study of Alea et al. (2019) inves-
tigated the valence of memories in relation to social
functionality in a sample of undergraduates from various
cultures. Their results showed that participants liked a
stranger more after receiving a positive autobiographical
story, but they felt more empathy toward her after the
negative autobiographical story.

Relatedly, Beike et al. (2016) investigated phenomenol-
ogy in relation to functionality. They examined whether
sharing memories of specific discrete events creates and
maintains relationship intimacy, compared to sharing
more general self-related information. However, they did
not find evidence for this hypothesis. Discussing specific
autobiographical memories led to greater closeness
among unacquainted conversation partners than discuss-
ing non self-related topics, but no greater closeness than
discussing other, more general self-related information.
In addition, they observed that the relation between
specificity and the social function was manifested in the
opposite direction. Namely, experiencing a social context
of relationship closeness increased the number of
specific memories shared.

Nonetheless, Barry et al. (2019), in a sample of university
students, did observe evidence in a longitudinal study that
lower levels of memory specificity were associated with
lower social support given by friends and romantic part-
ners, and that this was in turn associated with elevated
general distress at timepoint 2, even when accounting
for social support and general distress at timepoint 1.
This research shows that we can better understand why
certain phenomenology (high specificity) is linked to
better psychological well-being, when investigating its
functionality. We recommend for future research to take
not only use but also functionality into account when
investigating phenomenological characteristics of mem-
ories, given the importance of successful function fulfil-
ment for psychological well-being. Thereby, we can keep
autobiographical memory research clinically relevant,
and inspire the road for possible clinical interventions (cf.
infra).

Bidirectionality
Whilst most of the research has focused unidirectionally on
how the social context can shape memory phenomenol-
ogy, it is important not to forget that the initial work
linking phenomenology with functionality was bidirec-
tional (Alea & Bluck, 2003). In that sense, it was already
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hypothesised that memory phenomenology can also
affect social responses and thereby the social function of
autobiographical memory, but empirical evidence has
been lacking. Moreover, it was suggested that memory
characteristics not only influence the specific subtype of
social function that is served (use: teaching/informing,
evoking empathy, enhancing closeness/intimacy), but
also the extent to which the function is successfully
served (adaptivity: the specific social function targeted to
become actually fulfilled: information is taught, empathy
is evoked, intimacy is enhanced). In other words, it is pro-
posed that certain phenomenological features of mem-
ories can enhance or hinder the degree to which the
social function is successfully served. Studying this side
of the relationship (i.e., the adaptivity of remembering)
would be crucial in order to shed light on social and
psychological difficulties that can arise when a behaviour
(remembering) fails to serve its function (social bonding).
Furthermore, studying the reciprocal relationships
between memory features and social responses in longi-
tudinal studies with cross-lagged designs would be
necessary to uncover bidirectionality.

Coherence
There are many other features of memories/narratives
that may be less often investigated in the traditional phe-
nomenological literature on memory since they stem
from the related narrative identity domain that has a
broader view on narratives as a whole. These narrative
constructs are often more complex or less clearly
defined, which may make them less attractive to take
into account in traditional memory research. However,
we argue that it can be illuminating to investigate these
concepts nonetheless. In this manuscript, we will demon-
strate the benefits thereof by including the concept of
narrative coherence.

Coherence is thought of as a multidimensional con-
struct, which has been defined and used across a variety
of disciplines in slightly distinct manners (Adler et al.,
2018). In broad terms, two main forms of coherence can
be outlined, coined global and local coherence.1 Global
coherence refers to the coherence of full life narratives
(Baerger & McAdams, 1999; Bohn & Berntsen, 2008; Haber-
mas & Bluck, 2000; Habermas & de Silveira, 2008;
McAdams, 1985; Waters & Köber, 2018). It has its roots in
personality psychology, in which the coherence of the nar-
rative identity, or the coherence of full life narratives/life
stories, is thought to be a crucial aspect of individual differ-
ences (McAdams, 2011; McAdams & McLean, 2013). By
contrast, local coherence is the coherence of single-
event narratives and stems from cognitive-developmental
psychology (Reese et al., 2011). In this manuscript, the
focus is on local coherence. According to this perspective,
coherence is defined as a cognitive skill, needed to struc-
ture single-event narratives about high-impact positive
and negative memories, that develops over time and in
relation to event-processing (Fivush et al., 2017; Reese

et al., 2011; Waters et al., 2019). Reese and colleagues
developed a coding system to score for local coherence,
called the “Narrative Coherence Coding Scheme” (NaCCS)
(Baker-Ward et al., 2007; Reese et al., 2011), which consists
of three dimensions: context, chronology and theme. In
other words, three elements indicate coherence in a narra-
tive: (1) the context of the described event is defined, con-
sisting of specific time and place indications, (2) the event
is structured in a logical and chronological order using
time indication words (e.g., thereafter, next,…), and last
but not least (3) the event is elaborated on not merely fac-
tually, but also emotionally, and includes a resolution,
closure, a link to other important events, or to the self
(Reese et al., 2011).

First, we argue that coherence is not merely a narrative
construct but can also be conceptualised as a phenomen-
ological characteristic of autobiographical memories.
Although coherence is traditionally regarded as a narrative
construct, stemming from the narrative identity literature,
it fits just as well with the definitions of a phenomenologi-
cal quality. In line with the first definition (cf. supra), coher-
ence fits the idea that it can be studied descriptively
(coded in narratives), without having to investigate the
causes or consequences of it. Also, in line with the
second definition proposed earlier, the coherence of a per-
sonal narrative can also define the memory for the experi-
encer since it contains a thematic dimension that includes
personal information like the emotional evaluation or the
meaning of the event (e.g., I felt really happy, it taught
me a lot about the value of family). Even the more “struc-
tural” dimensions of coherence in personal narratives can
let us know that the memory is ours, that we have experi-
enced the event ourselves. For instance, remembering the
specific partial actions that made up the total event are
different for every individual (e.g., first I ate breakfast,
then I went for a run… : chronology). Also the place and
time where the event happened are specific to the individ-
ual (e.g., on my 18th birthday… .: context).

Furthermore, coherence has been suggested to be
important with regards to the social function of autobio-
graphical memory. Already in 1970, Labov referred to
coherence in his seminal essay on sociolinguistics, called
“The study of Language in its Social Context”, as the funda-
mental cornerstone for communication. This idea was later
on reiterated by McAdams (2006, p. 111), who said that “In
the most basic sense, the problem of narrative coherence
is the problem of being understood in a social context”.
Nonetheless, coherence has yet to be incorporated in
the study of memory’s social function. Coherence has pre-
viously been referred to as “the necessary feature of a
high-quality narrative” (Reese et al., 2011, p. 425), and
“the fundamental story criterion” (Adler et al., 2007,
p. 1193). As briefly introduced above, generally defined,
coherence refers to the extent to which a narrative is logi-
cally structured and meaningfully elaborated upon. In
other words, a coherent personal narrative is “one that
makes sense to a naïve listener” (Reese et al., 2011, p. 425).
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Finally, coherence may be a particularly interesting
concept to work with since research has shown that it
can be reflective of important psychological well-being
outcomes. Particularly over the last two decades, research
that investigates coherence in relation to psychological
well-being has been increasing, showing generally positive
relations to psychological well-being and negative
relations to psychopathology (e.g., Adler et al., 2012,
2013, 2016; Baerger & McAdams, 1999; Booker et al.,
2020, 2021; Chen et al., 2012; Habermas & Bluck, 200;
Lysaker et al., 2002; Reese et al., 2011; McLean et al.,
2020; Mitchell et al., 2020; Tuval-Mashiach et al., 2004; Van-
derveren et al., 2019; Waters & Fivush, 2015).

Empirical evidence for the relation between
coherence and the social function correlational
research

As of yet, only a couple of studies have indeed investigated
narrative coherence in relation to social functioning.
Additionally, most of the work is correlational, and corre-
lations are only a first step in uncovering causes of possible
effects. For instance, Waters and Fivush (2015) showed in a
sample of undergraduate students that the coherence of
written narratives of significant nuclear life episodes, as
measured with Reese’s system (2011), was not only posi-
tively related to psychological well-being, but also to the
quality of social relationships, which is in line with the
social function of autobiographical memory. Moreover,
Burnell and colleagues (2010) found that veterans who
were able to communicate in a coherent manner about
their war experiences reported that communication with
friends and family was more satisfying, and societal
opinions seemed more positive, in comparison to those
who narrated incoherently. Relatedly, Oppenheim et al.
(1996) found that couples whose co-constructed narratives
of their child’s birth were more coherent, rated with their
own coding system, had higher concurrent and longitudi-
nal marital satisfaction. Vanaken et al. (2021) also showed
in a student sample that higher local coherence of written
narratives, especially of high point memories, measured
with the three-dimensional NaCCS (Reese et al., 2011),
was associated with more positive social interactions 2
years later. These studies support the idea that the more
coherent an autobiographical memory is, the more posi-
tive the social responses are and thus the better the
memory serves a social function. Or more generally put,
that memory phenomenology is indeed important for
the extent to which the functions of remembering are
adaptively fulfilled.

Experimental research

Nearly all studies that did focus on the relation between
coherence and social function fulfilment have used corre-
lational designs, which do not allow causal inference.
Nonetheless, recent experimental work is providing

promising results by trying to respond to the aforemen-
tioned limitation that the effect of coherence on the
social function has been understudied. For instance,
Vanaken and colleagues (2020) conducted a within-sub-
jects experimental study, in which 96 university under-
graduates listened to pre-recorded audio clips in which
an unfamiliar speaker narrated about a low or high point
autobiographical experience, in either a coherent or an
incoherent manner, according to Reese’s three-dimen-
sional local coherence system (2011). Results were in line
with hypotheses deduced from the presented model. Par-
ticipants showed more willingness to interact, more instru-
mental support, more positive feelings, more empathy and
more trust towards those narrators who talked in a coher-
ent manner about their autobiographical memories, as
compared to towards those that talked in an incoherent
manner. A follow-up study by Vanaken and Hermans
(2020) replicated these results and extended them, using
similar procedures. Specifically, they investigated the mul-
tidimensional impact of local narrative coherence in high
and low points, on listeners’ social responses. Chronologi-
cal and thematic coherence were observed to be the major
factors in impacting social responses of listeners, but only
when the memories concerned high points in life. For
negative narratives, coherence did not have an impact
on listeners’ social responses. Furthermore, an additive
effect of the dimensions in positive narratives was found,
indicating that the more incoherent the story became,
the more negative social responses turned out.

Mechanisms of the relation between coherence
and social responses

Up to now, two candidate mechanisms for the impact of
coherence on social responses have been suggested,
each related to a particular dimension of coherence
(Vanaken et al., 2020; see also Figure 1). The first candidate
mechanism concerns a reduction of an attraction effect
when meeting a person. This occurs when effortful proces-
sing, also referred to as attentional effort, is augmented
(Tsuzuki et al., 2019). It is suggested that particularly
chronological incoherence might set in motion increased
effortful processing. In fact, research has demonstrated
that this increased allocation of cognitive resources
reduces the initial social attraction effect (Tsuzuki et al.,
2019). The more attentional effort it takes to process infor-
mation, the lower attraction will be. Narratives that are
chronologically incoherent, give the listener a hard time
following the flow of thought of the narrator, hence requir-
ing a great deal of cognitive resources to process and
order the events. This might result in reduced attraction
towards the narrator, more negative social feedback, and
consequently less social bonding (i.e., worse fulfilment of
the social function, see also Figure 1).

The second candidate mechanism stems from semiotic
psychology and involves the idea that coherence might be
a necessary condition to establish credibility in
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communication (Elleström, 2018). In cognitive psychology,
this idea has been studied as well. Conway for instance,
suggested that memories scoring low on internal coher-
ence and low on external correspondence are often cate-
gorised by outsiders as confabulated memories (Conway,
2005; Conway et al., 2004). Therefore, it is proposed that
an incoherent narrator could come across as less credible,
which increases distrust in the relationship and decreases
the willingness for future interactions or social support.
Particularly, narratives scoring low on thematic coherence,
which lack emotional elaborations and personal interpret-
ations, could give the listener the impression that the nar-
rator is making up the story, as if they did not in fact
experience the narrated event him-/herself (see also
Figure 1).

Of course, the two suggested mechanisms above are
not mutually exclusive, neither do they rule out other
possible pathways of the relation between narrative
coherence and social responses. Future experimental
research is recommended to investigate these and
other candidate mechanisms. Relatedly, it would be
interesting to relate these mechanisms that are
suggested to be of particular importance for certain
dimension of coherence (attraction effect for chrono-
logical coherence, credibility for thematic coherence)
to the different uses/subfunctions of the social function
of autobiographical memory. For instance, the initial
social attraction effect might possibly be more relevant
when developing new relationships. The telling of a
narrative by a new person might thus leave us with a
first impression depending on the chronological coher-
ence of the story. To give another example, with
respect to credibility, this could be particularly interest-
ing in terms of teaching and informing others. This
would imply that informing others should happen fore-
most in a thematically coherent manner, for it to be
highly adaptive (reaching the desired outcome).
However, note that these relations are merely speculat-
ive until now and need to still be empirically evidenced
by future research.

Discussion

The aim of this paper concerned demonstrating how the
reconciliation of phenomenological and functional
approaches to the investigation of autobiographical
memory can add towards a deeper understanding and
explanation of the relation between memory and psycho-
logical well-being. Following from the three topics that
were put on the research agenda, we argue that this inte-
grative framework could help to stimulate future empirical
studies. More specifically, more experimental research is
needed to investigate (1) the adaptivity and not merely
the use of socially sharing autobiographical memories.
This could, for instance, take the form of a social exper-
iment in which the actual social support given by the lis-
tener towards an (in)coherent narrator is measured.

Additionally, in order to (2) examine both directions of
the relation between phenomenology and functionality,
longitudinal work with cross-lagged designs over time
and experimental work from both starting points is necess-
ary. This could allow us to investigate transactional associ-
ations and causal effects in both directions. Finally, we
argue for (3) the integration of narrative identity literatures
and more phenomenology-oriented literatures. Future
research would be benefitted by also taking more
complex and multi-dimensional narrative constructs like
coherence into account to investigate their relation to
psychological well-being, and the possible mediation
through the functions of autobiographical memory. To
examine candidate mechanisms of the relation between
coherence and psychological well-being, both in terms
of social mediators (i.e., social function), as well as
different mediators that might be related to the other
functions of autobiographical memory (e.g., identity, direc-
tion), more experimental research would be needed. The
model should also stimulate new empirical work that
measures coherence as an active, real-time construct
that can develop in social interaction, in addition to only
using written measures of coherence. Of course, finding
a balance between internal and external validity will be
an ongoing task here. In addition, future research should
examine the proposed model with attention for relation-
ship dynamics (e.g., stranger vs familiar person), and in
subgroups that could vary in terms of coherence (e.g.,
different educational levels, different cultures, different
age groups, etc.).

Furthermore, the proposed framework could pave the
road for new clinical interventions to improve well-being.
In that sense, one interesting route would be to develop
an experimental form of training to investigate whether
coherence can be improved, and if so, whether this
improvement brings about better social relationships (a
better fulfilment of the social function) and higher levels
of well-being. In this training, we could use the context/
consequences in order to change phenomenological
characteristics that are not adaptive (e.g., incoherence)
for the individual, by bringing more adaptive phenomen-
ology (e.g., coherence) under operant control (for a
related idea with memory specificity, see Debeer et al.,
2014). The idea of training people has already been trans-
lated to clinical practice and has inspired the development
of a clinical intervention called Memory Specificity Train-
ing, a treatment that has its theoretical roots in operant
learning and that has proven to make people more
specific in practice (Barry et al., 2019; Raes et al., 2009).
Moreover, it would be important to take into account mul-
tiple phenomenological characteristics in order to have an
ecologically valid approach to often quite complex, multi-
layered autobiographical narratives, and an equally
complex social world. A coherence training would, for
instance, not only concern the narration of difficult or
negative events, but also of positive events, since our
research has shown that social responses are more
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negative when particularly positive stories are told in an
incoherent manner (Vanaken et al., 2020). Learning to
narrate coherently about all types of events, the positive
ones included, could help to “broaden and build” (cf. Fre-
drickson, 2004) a supportive social network and strong
social relationships, which are crucial with regards to pro-
tecting and maintaining our psychological well-being
(Harandi et al., 2017). Of course, caution is needed when
translating experimental findings to clinical practice,
hence the future of narrative coherence in clinical work
is yet to be determined.

Conclusion

In sum, the phenomenology and the functionality of auto-
biographical memory have, at least for a considerable part,
been studied too independently in the past. Throughout
this manuscript, we have discussed prior attempts to
reconcile phenomenology with functionality. Three
remarks were made, which can provide guidance for a
future research agenda. We argued that future research
would benefit from (1) the inclusion of functionality and
not merely use of memories in phenomenological work,
(2) research attention for both directions of the relation
between phenomenology and functionality, and (3) the
addition of narrative constructs like coherence to the tra-
ditional phenomenological features. We have illustrated
our directions for this integration of phenomenology
with functionality through the social function of coherent
autobiographical memories. We have proposed that
coherent narration and positive social responses or
socio-contextual variables are connected through a
dynamic transactional relation, reinforcing each other
over time, and thereby fulfilling the social function of auto-
biographical memory. In turn, this dynamic circular
process adds to the development, maintenance and
enhancement of strong social relationships, consequently
improving psychological well-being. The first studies
testing the presented framework are already providing
promising results, by indicating that narrative coherence
has a beneficial effect on social responses. Nonetheless,
more empirical studies are needed to investigate phenom-
enology in relation to functionality. This can inspire the
road to the development of experimental forms of training
or clinical interventions to stimulate adaptive phenomen-
ological qualities of autobiographical memory which
could enhance psychological well-being.

Note

1. Note that this is a non-exhaustive list and other conceptualiz-
ations and measures of coherence – or similar concepts – have
been described. For instance, conversational coherence in
clinical psychology (Lysaker et al., 2002) is usually only investi-
gated in clinical samples. The number of causal and insight
words of narratives obtained through expressive writing (Pen-
nebaker & Beal, 1986) does not capture the multidimensional-
ity of coherence; on top of this, neither the phenomenology

nor the functionality of shared narratives is measured in this
approach. Hence, these and other forms of coherence fall
outside the scope of this manuscript.
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