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Reconstruction of things past: Why do some memories feel so close and others
so far away?
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a b s t r a c t

The vast majority of work in construal level theory focuses prospectively on the future. Through a ser-
ies of studies controlling for knowledge about an event, we look retrospectively at the past and dem-
onstrate that construal mindsets can materially influence how a past event is reconstructed in
memory. Specifically, an event recalled in a more concrete mindset feels subjectively closer than
when recalled in an abstract mindset (Studies 1–3). We present evidence suggesting this is because
a concrete mindset actually makes people feel as though they know more, even if they were initially
exposed to the same set of information—perceived information accessibility mediates the effect of
construal level on temporal distance (Study 2). The effect of construal level on memory reconstruction
extends to judgments of blame, where judgments of greater temporal distance drive a greater propen-
sity to blame parties for negative events and temporal distance mediates these judgments (Study 3).
Together, these studies are the first to demonstrate that the mindset employed when recalling an
event shapes its remembrance.

� 2009 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

‘‘When to the sessions of sweet thought, I summon up remem-
brance of things past. . .” – Shakespeare

In his 30th sonnet, William Shakespeare sorrowfully laments
the long-ago death of a friend. He writes of transcending the past
and feeling the pain of the loss anew. Tulving (2002) noted that hu-
man beings are unique in their capacity to engage in mental time
travel to the past although time ticks continuously towards the fu-
ture. Yet on these excursions through time, the same event can
sometimes feel close and at others quite distant, and these subjec-
tive temporal judgments can in turn influence other judgments
such as those of culpability and blame (Frank & Gilovich, 1989;
Wilson & Ross, 2003).

Past research on memory for time has a focused on how infer-
ences about the age of a memory (distance-based theories), its
placement in general temporal patterns (location-based theories)
or relative to other events (order-based theories) can influence
temporal judgments (Friedman, 1993; Friedman & Lyon, 2005).
We investigate how underlying mindsets—specifically, concrete
versus abstract construal mindsets—can influence how close to or
far from we feel from past events.

Work in fuzzy-trace theory (Brainerd & Reyna, 1995) demon-
strates that information can be encoded along a ‘‘gist” to ‘‘verbatim”
continuum. Thus abstract versus concrete mindsets might influence
temporal judgments by making different types of information more
accessible in memory. Previous work illustrates that when thinking
about the future, relative to temporally proximal events, distant ones
are represented more abstractly, with a greater propensity to make
moral, dispositional attributions and underweight situational con-
straints (Eyal, Liberman, & Trope, 2008; Nussbaum, Trope, & Liber-
man, 2003). Conversely, people believe that events described by
more superordinate ‘‘whys” were more likely to take place in the dis-
tant future than those described by more superordinate ‘‘hows”
(Liberman, Trope, McCrea, & Sherman, 2007).

In contrast, our work focuses on the past and is the first to dem-
onstrate that construal mindset can influence subjective temporal
distance from an event in memory and, in turn, judgments of
blame. Through three studies, controlling for knowledge about
events and objective temporal distance, we demonstrate that peo-
ple feel subjectively closer to an event when recalling it in a con-
crete mindset versus an abstract one (Studies 1–3). Furthermore,
we find evidence that the relationship between construal level
and temporal distance is mediated by differential knowledge made
accessible by different mindsets: when recalling an event in a con-
crete mindset, people actually felt they knew more about it and be-
lieved it occurred more recently (Study 2). Finally, we illustrate
that subjective temporal distance mediates the effect of construal
level on the extent to which people blame responsible parties in
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a negative event—when recalling an event in an abstract mindset,
people not only felt further from it, but also placed more blame on
culpable parties (Study 3). Together, these studies demonstrate
that construal mindsets can materially influence the nature of
remembrance.

Study 1

First, we test whether an event feels subjectively closer when
recalled in a concrete versus abstract mindset.

Method

Forty-six students participated in a one-hour session encom-
passing several studies. As the penultimate study (about 55 min
into the session), participants completed the Freitas, Gollwitzer,
and Trope (2004) priming procedure; in the context of the goal
‘‘improve and maintain good heath,” participants responded to
three ‘‘why?” questions in the abstract condition, promoting
increasingly high-level thinking, and three ‘‘how?” questions in
the concrete condition, promoting increasingly low-level thinking.
In the final study, participants responded to the main dependent
measure, ‘‘How long ago do you feel this experiment session
began” (1 = feels like it just started, 7 = feels like it started a while
ago). The actual minutes between participants’ session start time
and this study were used as a covariate to control for objective
time duration.

Results

As predicted, participants recalling the start of the session in a
concrete mindset felt closer to it (M = 5.20) than those in an ab-
stract mindset (M = 6.05, F(1,44) = 4.06, p < .05). The effect of con-
strual level is independent of any prior knowledge since all
participants had the same knowledge about the experiment
session.

Study 2

Next, we replicate the effect of construal mindsets on temporal
judgments for memories consolidated over time, employing a two-
part study with a fabricated news event to control for prior knowl-
edge. We also examine the effect of construal level on perceived
information accessibility.

Method

Study part 1
Thirty-nine students read an article for 2 min describing a com-

pany in a foreign country that produced infant formula lacking B1,
resulting in infant hospitalizations and deaths. The articled stated
that party names had been disguised and that the event had just
occurred. To control for knowledge, only males who had never
fed an infant participated in this study. Participants confirmed they
had never heard of the event.

Study part 2
Two weeks later, participants completed the construal mindset

manipulation—a 30-word variation of the task used by Fujita,
Trope, Liberman, and Levin-Sagi (2006). They were presented with
30 words (e.g., pasta). For each, those in the abstract condition
were asked ‘‘_______ is an example of what,” generating superordi-
nate categories, and those in the concrete condition were asked ‘‘an
example of _______ is what,” generating subordinate exemplars.

In an ‘‘unrelated” study, participants indicated when they felt
the incident occurred (1 = very recently, 10 = not very recently).
As a measure of information accessibility, participants answered
‘‘true,” ‘‘false” or ‘‘don’t know” to four quiz statements (e.g., pri-
mary problem with the formula was that it caused stomach problems).
‘‘True” and ‘‘false” answers were scored as 1 and ‘‘don’t know” as 0
and summed as an aggregate measure of knowledge participants
felt they accessible in memory—not its accuracy. Finally, they rated
how vivid and emotional they found the event in memory (1 = not
at all, 9 = very much).

Results

Participants that recalled the event in a concrete mindset felt it
occurred more recently (M = 5.72 versus M = 7.38, F(1,37) = 4.17,
p < .05) and scored more highly on the perceived information
accessibility quiz (M = 3.67 versus M = 2.95, F(1,37) = 4.53,
p < .05) than those in an abstract mindset.

Using the bootstrapping approach, we have evidence that infor-
mation accessibility mediates the effect of construal level on tem-
poral judgments1 (mediation effect parameter p < .05, two-tailed).
Construal level predicts temporal judgments (b = .82, t(1,36) = 2.04,
p < .05) and the mediator, information accessibility (b = �.36,
t(1,36) = �2.17, p < .05). Information accessibility predicts temporal
judgments, controlling for construal level (b = �.91, t(1,36) = �2.37,
p < .05). Construal level does not predict temporal distance when
including information accessibility as a mediator (b = .51,
t(1,36) = 1.24, p > .20). When recalling the event in a concrete mind-
set, participants actually felt they knew more information about it,
and this perceived information accessibility drives subjective tempo-
ral judgments. The experience of recall did not differ in terms of viv-
idness or emotionality by construal level and does account for the
differential temporal judgments (Table 1, (4 and 5)).

Study 3

Greater temporal distance is associated with greater propensity
to make dispositional attributions more and take situational fac-
tors into account less (Frank & Gilovich, 1989; Nussbaum et al.,
2003). Concrete mindsets might also promote a more complex,
verbatim representation (Reyna & Brainerd, 1995) that includes
both dispositional and situational factors. Thus, an abstract mind-
set might drive both judgments of greater temporal distance and a
gist-driven representation of the event less-likely to include situa-
tional factors not already included in the general schema for the
event. Both factors can lead to a greater propensity to blame
responsible parties. We next test this relationship between con-
strual mindsets and attribution-related judgments in addition to
temporal ones.

Method

Study part 1
Forty-three students read an article for 3 min that described a

company (WaterCo.) that produced bottled water contaminated
with benzene. The contamination was from solvents used to clean
the plant, and did not result in any illnesses or hospitalizations, but
did lead to a product recall that cost the company millions of dol-
lars. The article was again described as an event that had just oc-
curred in a foreign country with disguised party names.
Participants confirmed they had never heard of this event.

1 Using Preacher and Hayes’ (2004) SPSS macro (5000 iterations, 95% confidence
interval).
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