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Recalling important episodic memories influences mood, notably through their level of need satisfaction. More-
over, as those memories are repeatedly recalled, their repetitive impact onmood should lead to changes in well-
being over time. Thus, need satisfaction in memories with the greatest impact on mood when recalled should
have the greatest impact on well-being over time. Participants rated their mood and general well-being, and
were assigned to describe a positive or negativememory. They rated theirmemory valence and need satisfaction,
and reevaluated their mood. Three months later, participants reassessed their well-being. In both conditions,
memory need satisfaction predicted an increase in positive mood after the memory description and an increase
in well-being over time. However, the greater the increase in positive mood upon the recall, the more need sat-
isfaction led to increases inwell-being.Whenmooddecreased, need satisfaction did not predict increases inwell-
being. These results suggest that need satisfaction in memories that lead to significant increases in mood when
recalled facilitates well-being.

© 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

Important episodic memories are mostly about significant and emo-
tionally charged past events (Philippe, Koestner, Beaulieu-Pelletier,
Lecours, and Lekes, 2012; Tulving, 2002). In addition, whenever they
are recalled, they lead to a re-experience in the here and nowof their as-
sociated experiential components (i.e., emotional charge, motivational
properties) (Conway and Pleydell-Pearce, 2000; LeDoux, 1992;
Schwartz, Weinberger, and Singer, 1981). Past research has shown
that this re-experience can affect situational well-being and current
mood (Josephson, Singer, and Salovey, 1996; Philippe et al., 2012). Fur-
thermore, episodicmemories have been found to influence people's sta-
ble sense of well-being over time (Milyavskaya, Philippe, and Koestner,
2013; Philippe et al., 2012; Sutin and Robins, 2005). A growing amount
of studies have been reported on howmemories can influence people's
mood, but little has been done in regard to the processes throughwhich
memories can influence well-being over time. The purpose of the pres-
ent research was to investigate if memories that have the greatest im-
pact on mood upon recall are the ones that affect the most well-being
over time.

1.1. Episodic memories and mood

Episodic memories can be activated and recalled in everyday life
through different processes. They can be consciously and deliberately
recalled: for example, a person can intentionally decide to remember
a specificmemory and describe it to someone. However, episodicmem-
ories are also often activated by external cues in the environment. This
occurs when certain characteristics of the environment match the
memory of an event presenting similar characteristics, such as a same
location or a same person (e.g., Ferguson and Bargh, 2004). When a
memory is activated by external cues, it does not necessarily lead to
an experience of conscious reminiscence (Conway and Pleydell-
Pearce, 2000). Memory activation can be automatic and unconscious,
but it will nevertheless influence the person in the situation that trig-
gered that memory.

The deliberate recall of an episodic memory, as well as its uncon-
scious activation, have been found to alter mood. A well-knownmemo-
ry component that can greatly influence mood upon memory
recollection is the valence of the memory. Indeed, past research has
shown that positive memories can be recalled, deliberately or automat-
ically, as a way to repair negative mood (Josephson et al., 1996;
Joormann, Siemer, and Gotlib, 2007; Parrott and Sabini, 1990).
Gillihan, Kessler, and Farah (2007) showed that participants (n =
326) whowere randomly assigned to recall positive episodic memories
reported a significantly greater mood after memory recollection than
participants who were randomly assigned to recall negative memories.
In another study (Baker and Guttfreund, 1993), 80 community college
students rated their negative mood, were randomly assigned to think

Personality and Individual Differences 105 (2017) 194–199

⁎ Corresponding author at: Department of Psychology, University of Quebec at
Montreal, P.O Box 8888, Station Centre-Ville, Montreal, Quebec, Canada, H3C 3P8

E-mail address: houle.iliane@courrier.uqam.ca (I. Houle).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2016.09.059
0191-8869/© 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Personality and Individual Differences

j ourna l homepage: www.e lsev ie r .com/ locate /pa id

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.paid.2016.09.059&domain=pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2016.09.059
mailto:houle.iliane@courrier.uqam.ca
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2016.09.059
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/
www.elsevier.com/locate/paid


of two positive or two negative memories, and finally rated their nega-
tivemood again. Participants who recalled negative memories reported
an increase in their negative mood after the recall, whereas participants
who recalled positive memories reported a negative mood decrease.
Thus, the recall of amemory can lead individuals to experience a change
in their mood, as a function of the valence characterizing this memory.

1.2. Need satisfaction in episodic memories

Past research (e.g., Philippe, Koestner, Beaulieu-Pelletier & Lecours,
2011b) has also found that another important basic experiential compo-
nent of episodic memories, that is also triggered when the memory is
activated, is the level of psychological need satisfaction experienced
during the initial event of the memory. Self-determination theory
(Deci and Ryan, 2000) posits that people continually seek to fulfill
three basic psychological needs in their everyday life, which are needs
for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Autonomy is the need to
feel free and authentic in one's choices and actions, competence is the
need to feel efficient and effective, and relatedness is the need to feel
connected and to care for others, as well as being cared for by others.
Many studies have confirmed the fundamental nature of these three
needs across diverse domains and cultures (Deci et al., 2001; Sheldon,
Elliot, Kim, and Kasser, 2001; Tay and Diener, 2011). Moreover, the sat-
isfaction of the needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness in life
is positively associated with diverse dimensions of well-being, such as
psychological growth, life satisfaction, and purpose in life (Reis,
Sheldon, Gable, Roscoe, and Ryan, 2000; Sheldon, Ryan, and Reis,
1996; Tay and Diener, 2011).

Because of its fundamental importance, the level of need satisfaction
characterizing a memory should affect, upon its activation, people's
mood and well-being accordingly (Philippe et al., 2011b; Philippe,
Koestner, Lecours, Beaulieu-Pelletier, and Bois, 2011a; Philippe et al.,
2012). Indeed, the recall of a need-satisfyingmemory should signal pos-
sibilities for psychological growth and opportunities to build and ex-
pand the self (Deci and Ryan, 2000; Hodgins and Knee, 2002), and
thus should lead to greater positive mood and well-being. Conversely,
the recall of a need-thwarting memory should signal a potential threat
to the person's self and integrity (Deci and Ryan, 2000; Hodgins and
Knee, 2002), which should be conducive to a lower positive mood and
lower well-being.

However, one could argue that the level of need satisfaction charac-
terizing an episodic memory and the valence of this memory represent
basically the same memory component, and that a negative memory
should be characterized by need thwarting, whereas a positive memory
should be characterized by need satisfaction. In this regard, investigat-
ing the impact of memory need satisfaction on mood would be the
same as investigating the impact of memory valence. However, past re-
searchhas refuted this assumption and has shown that need satisfaction
and valence are relatively independent aspects of memories. Indeed, a
certain level of need satisfaction can be experienced in a negativemem-
ory (Philippe et al., 2011b, 2011a; Philippe et al., 2012). For example,
someone can report the memory of a negative event, in which he/she
felt supported by another person after having failed at an important
task. In this generally negative situation, this person's need of related-
ness would have been satisfied, whereas his/her need of competence
would have been thwarted. Thus, in negative memories as well as in
positive ones, the level of need satisfaction experienced can be variable
and affect the person accordingly, over and above the effect of the gen-
eral memory valence.

Empirical evidence also supports this assertion. In a study (Philippe
et al., 2012, Study 3), 151 undergraduates described a significant mem-
ory and were implicitly primed with this memory two weeks later. Re-
sults showed that priming memories characterized by need satisfaction
led to an immediate increase in participants' positive mood, whereas
priming need-thwarting memories led to a decrease in positive mood.
In addition, these results held after controlling for memory valence.

Need satisfaction in memories thus seems to be a predictor of mood
that is independent of the valence of memories.

1.3. Episodic memories and well-being over time

It has been recently shown that need satisfaction in episodic memo-
ries can not only affect people'smood upon recall, but that it can also in-
duce enduring changes in well-being over time. Indeed, the level of
need satisfaction characterizing an important memory has been found
to predict increases in well-being over a 1-month period (Milyavskaya
et al., 2013, Study 3), as well as over a 1-year period (Philippe et al.,
2012, Study 4). In a recent study, Philippe and Bernard-Desrosiers (in
press, Study 2) contacted 275 university students before theWinter hol-
iday period andmeasured their well-being. Participants were contacted
again after the holidays: their well-being was measured again and they
were asked to describe the memory of an event that happened during
their holidays. Subsequently, participants' well-being was measured
eachmonth, for threemonths. Results showed that the need satisfaction
in the holiday memory predicted increases in well-being directly after
the holiday period, and continued to predict further increases over the
next two months, thus having a cumulative impact on well-being over
time. In sum, there is empirical evidence supporting the idea that mem-
ories' need satisfaction can influence people's well-being over time.
However, the underlying processes through which this occurs remain
unclear.

One theoretical explanation for this phenomenon is that episodic
memories are frequently and repetitively activated across diverse situa-
tions, through conscious recalls, as well as through automatic activation
by external cues. As the activation of a significant memory can lead to
changes in mood, we can expect that frequent activations of this mem-
ory over time will lead to repetitive changes in mood, and thus to con-
solidations and stable changes in well-being over time. For instance,
the frequent activations of a need-satisfying memory should lead to re-
peated situational increases in positive mood, and over these repeated
activations, this need-satisfying memory should positively affect one's
stable sense of well-being (Adler, Lodi-Smith, Philippe, and Houle,
2016; Philippe et al., 2012). Following this reasoning, memories charac-
terized by the greatest level of need satisfaction should lead to the
greatest immediate increase in positive mood upon recall. In addition,
supposedly through their frequent activations over time, need satisfac-
tion in memories with the greatest impact on mood upon recall should
predict the greatest increases in well-being over time.

1.4. Purpose of the present study

The purpose of the present researchwas to assess the impact of need
satisfaction in a frequently activated memory on situational mood and
well-being over time. Moreover, we investigated if the prospective rela-
tionship between need satisfaction and well-being was function of the
strength of the effect of the memory on situational mood.

In this study, participants rated their current positive mood and
completed a measure of general well-being. Next, they were randomly
assigned to describe a positive or a negative self-defining memory.
Self-definingmemories represent an especially important and frequent-
ly recalled type of episodic memory (Singer and Salovey, 1993). Partic-
ipants rated their memory valence and need satisfaction, and
reevaluated their positive mood. Three months later, they responded
to the same measure of general well-being again.

In line with past findings (e.g., Baker and Guttfreund, 1993), it was
hypothesized that describing a positive memory would lead to an in-
crease in positivemood right after thememory description,whereas de-
scribing a negative memory would lead to a decrease in positive mood
(Hypothesis 1). Additionally, we hypothesized that need satisfaction
characterizing the memory would predict mood change in both condi-
tions (positive or negative memory description), such that greater
need satisfaction would predict increases in positive mood, whereas
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