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Abstract
Individuals may take a self-narrative focus on the meaning of personal events in their life story, rather than viewing the events in
isolation. Using the Centrality of Event Scale (CES; Berntsen & Rubin in Behaviour Research and Therapy, 44, 219–231, 2006)
as our measure, we investigated self-narrative focus as an individual differences variable in addition to its established role as a
measure of individual events. Three studies, with 169, 182, and 190 participants had 11, 10, and 11 different events varied across
the dimensions of remembered past versus imagined future, distance from the present, and valence. Imagined future events,
events more distant from the present, and positive events all had increased self-narrative focus, in agreement with published
theories and findings. Nonetheless, CES ratings for individual events correlated positively with each other within individuals (r ~
.30) and supported a single factor solution. These results are consistent with a stable individual differences tendency toward self-
narrative focus that transcends single events. Thus, self-narrative focus is both a response whereby people relate individual events
to their life story and identity and an individual differences variable that is stable over a range of events. The findings are
discussed in relation to narrative measures of autobiographical reasoning.

Keywords Autobiographical memory . Individual differences . Episodic future thinking . Centrality of Event Scale .

Self-continuity

Human beings spend a substantial amount of time mentally
traveling away from the present, contemplating their past and
future (e.g., Tulving, 1985, 2002). Such mental time travel
involves the ability to construct and reexperience or
Bpreexperience^ autobiographical events, including their sen-
sory components, spatial setting, and emotional tone. Over the
past two decades, researchers have shown that the behavioral
and neural structures involved in these constructive processes
are highly similar for remembering past events and imagining
future events, although some important differences have been

identified (see D’Argembeau, 2012; Rubin, 2014; Schacter et
al., 2012; Szpunar, 2010).

Past and future events are not constructed in isolation from
other events in an individual’s life. During the process of
remembering or imagining events, we each consider the im-
plications of each event for other life events, the opening or
closing of opportunities, and the importance of the event for
our own life story and self-understanding (e.g., Berntsen &
Bohn, 2010; Boucher & Scoboria, 2014; Conway, Singer, &
Tagini, 2004; Libby & Eibach, 2011; Singer, Blagov, Berry, &
Oost, 2013). This aspect of the construction of past and future
events has been conceptualized as a coherence focus, during
which a person steps back and views the event in the context
of their overall life story (Boucher & Scoboria, 2014; Conway
et al., 2004; Libby & Eibach, 2011). Here, we label it self-
narrative focus to underscore that this aspect deals with the
broader significance of events in relation to our overall life
(e.g., Libby & Eibach, 2011, p. 720) and not simply the inter-
nal coherence of the events as isolated event narratives
(Berntsen & Bohn, 2010; Rubin et al., 2016).

Prior research demonstrates that a self-narrative focus can
be induced experimentally, and that such induction changes
the qualities of the constructed events (Boucher & Scoboria,
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2014; Libby & Eibach, 2011). These findings are important
because they demonstrate that a self-narrative focus is not
simply determined by the content of the remembered (or
imagined) event. Rather, the self-narrative focus can be
employed to various degrees by the individual during the pro-
cess of constructing the event. Accordingly, individuals may
differ as to their general inclination to employ such a focus
when remembering their past or imagining their future. That
is, some people may often consider the role of the event in
relation to their life story and identity, whereas others may do
so less often. We describe three studies that analyze how a
self-narrative focus differs among categories of mental events
and whether reliable correlations indicating individual differ-
ences nonetheless exist across them.

We use the Centrality of Event Scale (CES; Berntsen &
Rubin, 2006) as a measure of self-narrative focus associated
with individual autobiographical events. The CES is widely
used. It is cited about 500 times, with about 100 studies
reporting results using the scale. We show that, averaged over
individuals, self-narrative focus varies systematically with the
emotional valence of the remembered or imagined events,
regardless of whether the events are contextualized in the past
versus future or their temporal distance from the present.
Importantly, we also show robust individual differences in
the tendency to employ a self-narrative focus, with some in-
dividuals more likely to do so than others, irrespective of the
type of event. In the following, we first review prior findings
on variations in self-narrative focus as a function of other
characteristics of the remembered or imagined events. We
next review the scarce literature on individual differences in
self-narrative focus, viewed as a more general psychometric
disposition.

Self-narrative focus and event characteristics

Several studies have found higher ratings on dimensions
equivalent to, or strongly related to, the present conceptuali-
zation of self-narrative focus for imagined future events com-
pared with memories of past events. For example, Berntsen
and Bohn (2010) asked participants to generate five memories
and five future events in response to word cues and to a re-
quest for important events. The combination of participants’
ratings of two items from the CES and global importance
ratings were used to generate an aggregate score for a dimen-
sion labelled as self-narrative. For both types of cueing, this
measure was higher for future than for past events, which is
consistent with other studies showing higher ratings of the
personal importance of future compared with past events
(e.g., Addis, Wong, & Schacter, 2008; Boucher & Scoboria,
2014; D’Argembeau & Van der Linden, 2004; Newby-Clark
& Ross, 2003) and studies showing higher CES scores for
future than for past events (Boucher & Scoboria, 2014;

Özbek, Bohn, & Berntsen, 2017; Rasmussen & Berntsen,
2013; Rubin, 2014). In addition, Berntsen and Bohn (2010)
found that the self-narrative scores for all types of events in-
creased systematically with distance in time, consistent with
other studies finding higher importance ratings for temporally
distant, compared with temporally closer, past and future
events (e.g., Addis et al. 2008, D’Argembeau & Van der
Linden, 2004; Özbek et al., 2017).

In addition, a number of studies have compared self-
narrative focus, as measured by the CES, for emotionally pos-
itive versus negative autobiographical events and found
higher ratings for emotionally positive events (Berntsen,
Rubin, & Siegler, 2011; Rasmussen & Berntsen, 2013;
Rubin, 2014), consistent with the literature on positive self-
enhancement (e.g., Ross & Wilson, 2002). This advantage of
positive events has also been found across cultures (Zaragoza
Scherman, Salgado, Shao, & Berntsen, 2015), but is reduced,
or abolished, in populations with high symptom levels of
posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) or depression
(Berntsen et al., 2011; Zaragoza Scherman et al., 2015).

Individual differences in self-narrative focus

Whether or not people adopt a coherence focus in the con-
struction of future and past events is variable. Moreover, it can
be manipulated experimentally (Boucher & Scoboria, 2014;
Libby & Eibach, 2011). This suggests that a self-narrative
focus may not be simply a reflection of characteristics of the
remembered or imagined event (e.g., whether it is positive or
negative). It may also vary as a function of individual dispo-
sitions, with some individuals being more likely to use a self-
narrative focus than others.

Several studies have examined individual differences in the
styles people adopt when telling about their life experiences
(see Adler, Lodi-Smith, Philippe, & Houle, 2016, for a re-
view). However, surprisingly few studies have examined in-
dividual differences in the general processing of autobio-
graphical events using a psychometric measurement ap-
proach. One exception is Rubin, Schrauf, and Greenberg
(2004), who asked undergraduates to nominate and provide
a brief title for 20 distinctive autobiographical memories that
could be recalled later from their titles. During the recall
phase, participants rated the memories on 17 scales commonly
used in autobiographical memory studies, including measures
of reliving, belief, emotions, narrative, and sensory systems,
as well as ratings of overgeneral memories and the age of the
memories. The procedure was repeated at two sessions sepa-
rated by 2 weeks. The median correlation of the individuals’
average rating on each of the 17 scales was.90. One reason for
the high correlation could be that Rubin et al. (2004) used the
same event at both times, not that people have a general ten-
dency to construct different memories in the same way. To
ensure that this was not the case, they correlated the mean of
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10 of the memories with the mean of the other 10 memories.
The values, corrected to be comparable with the full set of 20
memories, had a median correlation of.91. Thus, there was
considerable stability in the individuals’ average ratings on
each scale, in which stable individual differences in cognitive
style are important (Rubin, 2006).

In a later study, 75 participants diagnosed with PTSD and
45 controls rated word-cued, important, positive, and negative
memories (Rubin, Dennis, & Beckham, 2011). For all four
types of memories, patients with PTSD rated self-narrative
focus, as measured by ratings of centrality to the life story,
higher than did controls. A study with undergraduates who
varied in their PTSD symptom severity produced similar re-
sults with smaller effects (Rubin, Boals, & Berntsen, 2008).
Relatedly, Berntsen et al. (2011) found a weak positive corre-
lation between the CES as answered for participants’ most
positive and most traumatic memory, despite substantial
mean differences in the ratings of the two types of events.
Rubin (2014) reported similar correlations for CES scores
for future and past events.

These findings suggest that in addition to the variability
explained by the content and types of events (e.g., remember-
ing graduation is likely associated with a greater self-narrative
focus than remembering buying strawberries in the grocery
store yesterday), additional variability is associated with indi-
vidual dispositions. That is, some individuals are more prone
to adopt a self-narrative focus when thinking of events in their
past and future. We designed the present study to examine this
issue.

Overview of the present studies

We use the CES to measure the degree to which the construc-
tion of an event involves a self-narrative focus. The CES was
devised to measure the integration of a single event, especially
a single negatively stressful or traumatic event, into a person’s
identity and life story (Berntsen & Rubin, 2006). However, by
addressing the extent to which a memory forms a central com-
ponent of personal identity, a turning point in the life story,
and a reference point for everyday inferences (Berntsen &
Rubin, 2006), the CES appears highly suitable for measuring
the degree to which people have a self-narrative focus when
remembering past and imagining future events. This is
consistent with Boucher and Scoboria (2014) who found that
an instruction to focus on the broader significance of the event
in the person’s life led to increased CES scores for the events.

To investigate individual differences in the tendency to
employ a self-narrative focus during event construction, we
examined the correlations among the CES scores from a range
of different events. In Study 1, we examined correlations be-
tween the CES for negative events cued by five topics (e.g.,
relationships among friends or family) and for positive and
negative events cued by three timeframes (e.g., during high

school). We also examined the stability across sessions of the
CES for a single negative event. In Study 2, we extended the
emotional valence manipulation in Study 1, by employing a
balanced number of positive and negative events. In Study 3,
we examined the CES for past and future events that represent
similar themes and different lengths of time from the present.
The goal of all three studies was to examine how the CES
differs among these different event categories and whether
reliable correlations indicating individual differences nonethe-
less exist in people remembering these different categories,.

Consistent with the literature, we expected the CES to be
higher for positive than for negative events, and higher for
future compared with past events (Berntsen, et al., 2011;
Rasmussen & Berntsen, 2013; Rubin, 2014). We also expected
the CES scores to increase as the distance of the events from the
present increases. In addition to these differences between
events, we expected individual differences in the tendency to
adopt a self-narrative focus, so that stable correlations in the
CES scores would be found across different event categories.

The statistical approach we used to ensure the reliability of
our results was replication. We designed three studies, each
with about 180 participants and 10 events. We tested under-
graduates in two studies and Amazon Mechanical Turk
(MTurk) workers in one. Over the three studies, we used dif-
ferent events to cover either a variety of periods in the partic-
ipants’ lives, or different domains (e.g., school, work, family),
or emotional valence, or past versus future events. We chose
the number of participants and events with two goals in mind.
First, we expected our choice to provide a stable individual
difference estimate of self-narrative focus measured by the
correlation of CES calculated over the different kinds of
events each participant recalled. To foreshadow, we succeeded
in this, as the median correlation in the three studies were
similar (rs of .30, .32, and .28). Second, we wanted to have
significant differences in the mean ratings of the CES across
the dimensions we varied (e.g., emotional valence, past vs.
future) to be generally consistent with expectations from the
literature. Differences in the mean values of the CES for dif-
ferent kinds of events were needed both to demonstrate that
existing theories of the CES were empirically sound and to
show that the individual differences stability would occur
even when the CES ratings of events varied in important
ways. The correlations reported serve as their own effect sizes,
and effect sizes were provided for the mean differences tested
to ensure a fair evaluation that was independent of the number
of participants.

Study 1: Correlations across events and time

We examined negative and positive events chosen from dif-
ferent domains and time frames to measure the degree of self-
narrative focus. We also examined whether such a focus
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would correlate with the CES and a measure of PTSD symp-
tom severity for a specific traumatic event measured about 3
weeks earlier. For some participants, the specific traumatic
event happened to appear as one of their eight negative events,
and for others it did not. By using these two subgroups, we
could measure the longer-term stability in the CES, and thus
self-narrative focus, for the same traumatic event and its gen-
eral effects on a different traumatic event.

Method

Participants A total of 169 Duke University undergraduates
(121 female, mean age = 18.82 years, SD = 1.01, range: 18–22
years) enrolled in the Department of Psychology and
Neuroscience subject pool completed the study.

MaterialsWe used two standardized tests, the seven-item CES
(Berntsen & Rubin, 2004) and the Posttraumatic Stress
Disorder Checklist for DSM-5 (PCL-5; Weathers et al.,
2013). The CES (Berntsen&Rubin, 2006) measures the extent
to which a memory forms a central component of personal
identity, a turning point in the life story, and a reference point
for everyday inferences. Among its seven items are: BI feel that
this event has become part of my identity.^ BThis event has
become a reference point for the way I understand myself and
the world.^ and BThis event was a turning point in my life.^
The PCL-5 has 20 items that match the 20 PTSD symptoms
described by the DSM-5 (American Psychiatric Association,
2013). Each item is rated on a 0 to 4 scale of not at all, a little
bit,moderately, quite a bit, and extremely, producing a range of
0 to 80. Among its 20 measures of symptoms are: repeated,
disturbing, and unwantedmemories of the stressful experience;
avoidingmemories, thoughts, or feelings related to the stressful
experience; loss of interest in activities that you used to enjoy;
and having difficulty concentrating.

Procedure At the beginning of each semester, web-based test-
ing is used to screen students for later experiments in the
Department of Psychology and Neuroscience subject pool.
We included a request for a brief description and dating of
the negative event Bthat bothers you the most,^ along with
the PCL-5 and the CES for that event. We invited all under-
graduates who completed our items to participate in the main
part of the study, which was also web based.

In all three studies, we fixed the order of the cues to avoid
additional error variance from randomization in an individual
differences study and to end with positive events to minimize
anymood induction that would last beyond the study. In Study
1, we provided cues for participants to generate five negative
events based on earlier work with the same population (Rubin,
2014). These were followed by three negative events and three
positive events cued by the same timeframes. The resulting 11
cues, in order, were: (1) a negative event related to academics

in high school that still affects you a lot, (2) a negative event
related to academics at Duke that affects you a lot, (3) a neg-
ative event related to death or illness that affects you a lot, (4) a
negative event related to relationships among friends or family
that affects you a lot, (5) a negative event related to a phone
call or message you received that affects you a lot, (6) a neg-
ative event that was not already mentioned that occurred be-
fore high school that still affects you a lot, (7) a negative event
that was not already mentioned that occurred in high school
that still affects you a lot, (8) a negative event that was not
already mentioned that occurred after high school that affects
you a lot, (9) a positive event that occurred before high school
that still affects you a lot, (10) a positive event that occurred in
high school that still affects you a lot, and (11) a positive event
that occurred after high school that affects you a lot.

For each event, participants provided a brief description
with an approximate date and completed the CES. The partic-
ipants then selected without any restriction from among the
eight negative memories Bthe memory that bothers you the
most now^ and completed the PCL-5 for that memory.
Because we had a brief description and the approximate date
for the events that bothered the participant the most from both
sessions, we could identify those events that were highly like-
ly to be the same or different in both sessions. A research
assistant decided whether the screen matched one of the eight
negative events. A second scorer helped to decide ambiguous
cases. Five participants had descriptions that could not be
classified, and one participant failed to complete the PCL-5
in the main session. Of the 169 possible matches, 66 partici-
pants chose the same trauma and 98 chose different traumas,
including 45 who selected the event used in the screen for one
of their events, but not as the event that bothered them the
most at the second session. A rescoring of 10% of the partic-
ipants by a third scorer produced a 94% agreement in the
original judgments.

Results

The means, standard deviations, and reliabilities for all mea-
sures are shown in Table 1. The reliabilities of the individual
tests are all high, ranging from.90 to.96. There was an average
of 23.42 days (SD = 5.93, range: 12–38) between the web-
based screen given at the beginning of the semester and the
main session—a delay chosen to minimize the effect of the
screen on the main session.

Mean differences by event type The means for the CES are
shown in Tables 1 and 2. The means for the three negative
time-frame events were different and higher than those for
the five negative topic events, F(1, 168) = 52.58, p <
.0001, ηp

2 = .24. The mean of each of the three positive
events was numerically higher than that of each of the eight
negative events. To provide a comparison that varied only
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valence, for the next analysis we restricted our compari-
sons to the cues matched by timeframe.

To examine valence and time frame, we used a 2 (positive
vs, negative) × 3 (timeframe) repeated-measures ANOVA. It
revealed a significant effect of valence, F(1, 168) = 122.18, p
< .0001, ηp

2 = .42, time frame, F(2, 336) = 6.61, p < .005, ηp
2

= .04, and their interaction, F(2, 336) = 9.94, p < .0001, ηp
2 =

.06. As shown in Table 1, and consistent with published stud-
ies (e.g., Berntsen et al., 2011), each of the CES scores was
higher for the three positive than for the three negative events
from the same categories. The main effect of time frame and
the interaction appears to be driven by the pre–high school
positive event having a lower mean CES score than the other
two positive events, whereas all three negative events had
nearly identical mean CES scores.

Correlations among events There are 55 correlations among
the CES scores for our 11 events (i.e., the 11 multiplied by 10/

2 values in their lower triangular correlation matrix) which are
not shown in full but are analyzed in Table 2. All 55 correla-
tions were positive, which is an unlikely chance occurrence.
The median correlation was .30. As this correlation was based
on 169 participants, it was significant (p < .0001). Except for a
.03 and a.08 correlation, the minimum correlation was .14.
The median correlation for the CES scores for the three indi-
vidual negative events and the individual three positive events
is.29 (p < .001). The similarities among the values for the
correlations shown in Table 2 supports the claim that the
CES can be viewed as a general tendency for individuals to
rate events in similar ways. This holds despite substantial dif-
ferences in the mean value of the CES for individual cues and
for groups of cues.

To examine the claim that a single individual differences
scale of self-narrative focus could account for the pattern of
correlations among the events, the 11 CES scores from each of
our 169 participants were analyzed using an exploratory prin-
cipal factor analysis with squared multiple correlations for the
prior communality estimates. If the variables that affected the
means shown in Table 1, or other variables that we might be
able to discern from examining the factor structure were also
important for the correlations among the events, we would
expect more than one factor in the analysis. The first five
eigenvalues were 3.32, 0.47, 0.18, 0.09, and 0.07, supporting
a single factor. Given the clear inflection between the first and
the remaining eigenvalues, which were all well below 1.00, no
rotations were attempted.

Comparisons with the most negative event from the screen
For the 65 participants who reported the same trauma bothered
them the most at the screen and during the study, the correla-
tion between their PCL-5 scores was .59 and the correlation
between their CES scores was .75 (ps < .0001). Thus, both the
CES and PCL-5 were highly correlated over a few weeks
when the same event was nominated both times. For the 98
who used different traumas, the correlation between their
PCL-5 scores was .66 and the correlation between their CES
scores was.44 (ps < .0001). The CES for different events

Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and reliabilities for individual
events from Study 1

Variable Valence Mean SD α

CES event 1, early academics Negative 1.80 0.84 .91

CES event 2, later academics Negative 1.96 0.86 .90

CES event 3, death, illness Negative 3.05 1.14 .94

CES event 4, relationship Negative 2.92 1.10 .94

CES event 5, message Negative 2.45 1.13 .94

CES event 6, pre-high school Negative 2.85 1.27 .96

CES event 7, high school Negative 2.80 1.19 .95

CES event 8, post-high school Negative 2.80 1.16 .94

CES event 9, pre-high school Positive 3.20 1.16 .94

CES event 10, high school Positive 3.73 1.01 .93

CES event 11, post-high school Positive 3.67 1.04 .93

PCL-5 from most negative of 1 – 8 Negative 18.03 16.47 .95

CES from screen Negative 2.50 1.21 .94

PCL-5 from screen Negative 11.16 12.02 .93

Note. n =169, except for PCL-5, which is n = 168

Table 2. CES means and correlations from groups of individual events from Study 1

Group Valence Mean SD rs among events

Median Min. Max.

All 11 events Both 2.84 0.61 .30 .03 .45

5 negative topic events Negative 2.44 0.69 .31 .26 .45

3 negative timeframe events Negative 2.81 0.92 .39 .32 .40

5 × 3 negative events Negative 2.58 0.46 .34 .26 .43

3 positive timeframe events Positive 3.53 0.79 .30 .25 .37

3 positive × 3 negative events Both 3.17 0.44 .29 .14 .36

Note. n =169
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correlated within the range of negative events shown in Table
2. The CES correlation was significantly lower when the com-
parison was to two different events (z = 3.04, p < .005), where-
as the PCL-5 correlation was not (z = −0.64, p = .52).
Additional study is needed to draw any firm conclusion, but
the results are consistent with the view that for extremely
negative events, the PCL-5 may be more independent of the
particular event being judged than is the CES. The correlations
of the time between sessions and the difference in the PCL-5
and CES, as well as the correlations of time with their absolute
differences, were not significant (all ps > .29). Thus, variations
in the length of the delays we had between the two sessions
did not affect the basic results.

The PCL had correlations between participants over a 3-
week interval that were of the same magnitude as those of the
CES, but unlike the CES they were not affected by whether
the same or a different negative event was rated. Also in con-
trast to the CES, the PCL was much higher the second time it
was taken. For the first event, participants were simply
asked to think of the event that bothered them the most.
For the second event, they were asked to generate eight
negative events and then to choose from among them the
one that bothered them the most. In both cases, events that
bothered the participant, not events that were central to
their identity, were selected. While this difference did not
have a significant effect on the CES, searching for negative
memories in eight categories and deciding which was the
most troubling may have been the cause of a greater effect
on PCL-5 items, which measure troubling reactions to
events. Nonetheless, given the speculative nature of this
explanation and the large difference in the PCL-5 in the
absence of one in the CES, this difference is worth pursu-
ing more systematically in future studies.

Discussion

We found support for two of our three hypotheses. First, as
expected from the literature, the results supported our hypoth-
esis that the CES would be higher for positive than for nega-
tive events. Second, althoughwe expected that the CESwould
increase as the distance of the events from the present in-
creased, the effect of distance from the present did not occur.
However, we did not have a simple manipulation of temporal
distance but rather confounded temporal distance with content
category (e.g., high school). We return to this issue in Study 3.
Third, we expected individual differences in the tendency to
adopt a self-narrative focus as measured by correlations in the
CES scores across different event categories. The 55 correla-
tions among the 11 CES scores had a median of.30 with no
clear pattern in the correlations among the various subsets of
cues. This finding suggests that rather than needing several
measures in addition to self-narrative focus to account for the
pattern of correlation, self-narrative focus on its own would

suffice, a conclusion supported by finding a single factor in
our factor analysis.

The reliabilities for the CES for the individual 11 events
were much higher than these correlations, with a range fromα
= .91 to.96. Thus, the general tendency of the CES from one
event to predict another accounted for about 10% of the reli-
able variance in the CES and did not depend on differences in
the valence of the events. In addition, when the same negative
event was chosen in the screen and 3 weeks later in the main
study, the CES from the two different time points correlat-
ed.74, indicating considerable stability for the same event.
When two different events were chosen, the correlation
was.44, which is lower and within the range of the correlations
of the five negative topic events.

Study 2

We attempt to replicate the basic findings of Study 1 by ex-
amining the effects of event valence more directly, using dif-
ferent events and participants drawn from a different and more
varied population.

Method

Participants We paid 200 Amazon MTurk participants $1.00
each. We excluded eight participants for not providing de-
scriptions for all events, six for using fewer than a total of
300 characters to describe all events, and four for taking less
than 8 minutes to complete the task, resulting in 182 partici-
pants (130 female, mean age = 35.61, SD = 12.07, median age
= 32.5, range: 18–69). One reported their education as some
high school, 16 as a high school diploma or GED, 54 as some
college, 14 as an associate’s degree, 71 as a bachelor’s degree,
16 as a master’s degree, and 10 as a doctorate.

Materials We created 10 event cues by preceding the five
event categories either by the phrase Ban event that is still very
emotionally negative related to^ or by the phrase Ban event
that is still very emotionally positive related to.^ For each
event category, the negative cue always immediately preceded
the corresponding positive cue. The five event categories in-
cluded were (1) Bschool^; (2) Bwork^; (3) Bsports, entertain-
ment, or hobbies^ (labeled here as leisure); (4) Ba relationship
with a family member^ (family); (5) Ba relationship with
someone you know well but who is not a family member^
(nonfamily). In addition, in Study 1, all the negative events
preceded all the positive events. To ensure that this was not a
major factor in our results, in Study 2, we alternated negative
and positive events.

Procedure Participants first provided demographic informa-
tion. After each event cue, they gave a brief description of
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an event, completed the seven-item CES, and provided their
age at the time of the event.

Results

The means, standard deviations, and reliabilities for the CES
scores are shown in Table 3. The reliabilities of the 10 CES
tests for individual events are all high, ranging from.91 to.95.

Mean differences by event type As shown in Table 3, and
consistent with the published literature and Study 1, the CES
scores tended to be higher for the five positive than for the five
negative events, which is a replication of Study 1. A 2 (posi-
tive vs. negative) × five (event category) repeated-measures
ANOVA revealed a significant effect of valence, F(1, 181) =
49.50, ηp

2 = .21, event category, F(4, 724) = 38.45, ηp
2 = .18,

and their interaction, F(4, 724) = 8.44, ηp
2 = .04 (all ps <

.0001). As shown in Table 3, the effect of event category
and the interaction appears to arise from the CES for the neg-
ative family and negative nonfamily being higher than the
negative school, work, and leisure categories.

Correlations among events As summarized in Table 4, there
are consistent correlations among the 10 mean CES scores for
the individual events, supporting the claim that self-narrative
focus as measured by the CES can be viewed as an individual
differences variable. All 45 correlations (10 × 9/2) are posi-
tive. Except for one, they are greater than.191, which, given
the sample size, means all but one are significant at the.01
level. As shown in Table 4, the median correlation among
all 10 CES scores is.32. This is similar for the correlations
among the five negative scores and the five negative event
scores correlated with the five positive event scores. The cor-
relation among the five positive event scores is numerically
higher at.41, though this was not true in Study 1. The age of
the participants, their gender, their approximate years of

education, and the time taken to complete the task did not
correlate significantly with the average CES scores for either
the five negative, five positive, or all 10 combined events
(maximum correlation of.09).

To examine the claim that a single individual differences
scale of self-narrative focus could account for the pattern of
the correlations among the events, the 10 CES scores from
each of our 182 participants were analyzed using a principal
factor analysis as was done in Study 1. The first five eigen-
values were 3.32, 0.33, 0.28, 0.17, and 0.07, replicating the
support found for a single factor in Study 1.

Discussion

We found support for our two hypotheses. First, as predicted
and in congruence with Study 1, the CES was higher for
positive than for negative events. Second, we expected indi-
vidual differences in the tendency to adopt a self-narrative
focus, as measured by correlations in the CES scores across
different event categories. The reliabilities for the CES for the
individual 10 events ranged from α = .91 to .95. The 45
correlations among the 10 CES scores had a median of.32.
These findings replicate the findings from Study 1, where
the range of αs was .91 to.96 and the median correlation of
all 11 events was.30. Thus, as in Study 1, the general tendency
of the CES from one event to predict another accounted for
about 10% of the reliable variance in the CES. However, un-
like Study 1, the correlation depended on differences in the
valence of the events. Nonetheless, as in Study 1, the correla-
tions produced a single factor solution supporting a single
underlying dimension of self-narrative focus.

Study 3

We include imagined future events because future events are
less constrained by actual occurrences and thus might give a
clearer description of the tendency to adopt a self-narrative
focus. We used time-frame cues for both past and future
events, instead of the topic cues of Study 2. This provided

Table 3. Means, standard deviations, and reliabilities for individual
events from Study 2

Variable Valence Mean SD α

Event 1, school Negative 2.67 1.09 .91

Event 2, school Positive 3.32 1.10 .93

Event 3, work Negative 2.83 1.07 .91

Event 4, work Positive 3.31 1.15 .94

Event 5, leisure Negative 2.52 1.15 .94

Event 6, leisure Positive 2.92 1.14 .94

Event 7, family Negative 3.55 1.18 .94

Event 8, family Positive 3.58 1.19 .95

Event 9, nonfamily Negative 3.26 1.11 .93

Event 10, nonfamily Positive 3.45 1.17 .94

Note. n = 182

Table 4 CES means and correlations from groups of individual events
from Study 2

Group Valence Mean SD rs among events

Median Min. Max.

All 10 events Both 3.14 0.71 .32 .12 .50

5 negative events Negative 2.96 0.75 .32 .23 .39

5 positive events Positive 3.32 0.82 .41 .20 .50

5 negative × 5 positive Both 3.14 0.71 .31 .12 .47

Note. n = 182
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more neutral cues in terms of content, emphasized time into
the future and past, and allowed us to use existing studies with
this temporal dimension in interpreting our results (e.g.,
Berntsen & Bohn, 2010; D’Argembeau & Van der Linden,
2004; Spreng & Levine, 2006; Szpunar & McDermott,
2008). After these cues, we asked for an extremely negative
and an extremely positive event to attempt a replication of the
valence effects found in the earlier studies.

Method

Participants We paid 200 Amazon MTurk participants $2.00
each and prevented individuals who had taken part in Study 2
from participating based on their MTurk IDs. We removed 10
participants for not completing the study or for completing it
in less than 8 minutes, resulting in 190 participants (83 female,
mean age = 35.46, SD = 10.91, median age = 33, range: 19–
75). Seventeen reported their education level as a high school
diploma or GED, 40 as some college, 23 as an associate’s
degree, 72 as a bachelor’s degree, 32 as a master’s degree,
and seven as a doctorate.

Materials We created four event cues by using the phrase
Bplease think of an event you remember that occurred^
followed by one of the following four timeframes: (1) Bwithin
the last week, but not today^; (2) Bbetween a week and a
month ago^; (3) Bbetween a month and a year ago^; and (4)
Bmore than 1 year ago.^ These preceded four more event cues
that we created by using the phrase Bplease think of an event
that might occur^ followed by the same periods but with mi-
nor adjustments to indicate the future. Each of these eight had
a CES. Next, there was a CES and PCL-5 for Bthe event that
currently bothers you the most^ (referred to as the negative
event). Finally, there was a CES for Ban event for which you
are happy, proud, or thankful^ (referred to as the positive
event).

Procedure Participants provided a brief description for all
events after reading the event cues before they proceeded to
the rest of the study. For the past and future events longer than
1 year and the negative and the positive event, participants
indicated their age at the event. For the past and future events
only, participants next completed a valence measure that be-
gan Bwhile remembering the event, my emotions are^ and
used a scale ranging from extremely negative (−3) to extreme-
ly positive (3). After providing these ratings, participants com-
pleted the CES for each event. At the end of the study, they
provided demographic information.

Results

The means, standard deviations, and reliabilities for the CES
scores are shown in Table 5. The reliabilities of the individual

tests are all high, ranging from.92 to.95. The age of the par-
ticipants, their gender, their approximate years of education,
and the time taken to complete the task correlated in sporadic
ways with the average CES scores. We report these for com-
pleteness, but as correlations with these four variables were
not significant in Study 2, we cannot claim they would occur
in a replication. For the 10 event types, three correlations were
significant at the p < .05 level, uncorrected for multiple com-
parisons. Age and the CES for the positive event correlated
.15; gender and the CES for the event that occurred within the
last week correlated −.19, indicating that women had lower
scores; and time taken and the CES for the event that occurred
in the last month correlated.17.

Mean differences by event type We analyzed both the CES
scores and the emotional valence in a 2 (past vs. future) × 4
(time frame) repeated-measures ANOVA. For the CES, there
were main effects of past versus future, F(1, 189) = 5.60, p <
.05, ηp

2 = .03, and time frame, F(3, 567) = 201.75, p < .0001,
ηp

2 = .52, but not their interaction,F(3, 567) = 1.21, p = .3058,
ηp

2 = .01. As can be seen in the means in Table 5, the CES
means for the future are always numerically greater than the
means from the past, and in both the past and the future there
is a monotonic increase in means as the time from the present
increases into either the future or the past. To investigate these
effects further, we divided the responses from the more-than-

Table 5 Means, standard deviations, and reliabilities for individual
events from Study 3

Variable Past/
Future

Mean SD α

CES within week Past 2.58 1.11 .93

CES within month Past 2.80 1.22 .94

CES within year Past 3.56 1.13 .93

CES over a year Past 3.99 0.96 .92

CES within week Future 2.60 1.24 .95

CES within month Future 2.86 1.23 .95

CES within year Future 3.75 1.08 .94

CES over a year Future 4.19 0.93 .94

CES negative event Past 3.66 0.99 .92

CES positive event Past 4.13 0.95 .95

PCL negative event Past 1.90 0.84 .95

Valence within week Past 1.10 1.97

Valence within month Past 1.12 2.07

Valence within year Past 1.11 2.20

Valence more than a year Past 0.83 2.26

Valence within week Future 1.46 1.68

Valence within month Future 1.61 1.58

Valence within year Future 1.97 1.46

Valence more than a year Future 2.17 1.46

Note. n = 190
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a-year-cue category into three divisions that provided a nearly
equal number of responses in each category: within the first
year, within the second and third year, and more than 3 years
ago. For the past, the means were 3.70, 3.91, and 4.24, F(1,
188) = 9.98, p < .005, ηp

2 = .05. For the future, the means were
3.89, 4.36, and 4.30, F(1, 188) = 6.28, p < .05, ηp

2 = .03. As
shown in Fig. 1, both the past and the future continued the
trend shown for the cued categories in Table 5.

For emotional valance, there was a main effect of past
versus future, F(1, 189) = 47.95, p < .0001, ηp

2 = .20, but
not for time frame, F(3, 567) = 2.02, p = .1098, ηp

2 = .01; the
interaction was significant, F(3, 567) = 7.12, p < .0001, ηp

2 =
.04. As can be seen in the means of emotional valence in Table
5, the means for the future are always more positive than the
means from the past. This is a standard finding for events
requested without specific details about content (Berntsen &
Bohn, 2010; D’Argembeau & Van der Linden, 2006;
Finnbogadóttir & Berntsen, 2013; Newby-Clark & Ross,
2003; Rubin, 2014). The interaction appears to arise from
the difference between the past and the future valence, with
the future but not the past monotonically increasing, produc-
ing mean differences of.36, .49, .86, and 1.34 as the temporal
distance from the present increases (Grysman, Prabhakar,
Anglin, & Hudson, 2013).

In addition to the comparison of past and future memories,
we cued one negative and one positive event. As shown in
Table 5, and, consistent with the literature and the two previ-
ous studies, the positive memories had a higher CES score
than the negative one (4.13 vs. 3.66), F(1, 189) = 25.53, p <
.0001, ηp

2 = .12.

Correlations among events As shown in Table 6, there are
reasonable correlations among the mean CES scores for the
four past, four future, negative, and positive events,
supporting the claim that the tendency to adopt a self-
narrative focus varies across individuals. All 45 correlations
among the 10 CES measures are positive. For the 28

correlations among the past and future events, all except for
two are greater than.21, which, given the sample size, means
all but two are significant at the p < .01 level. The median
correlations for all 10 CES scores was .28. For just the eight
past and future events the median correlations was .36. The
correlation between the single positive and negative event
was.14, p < .05, which is at the low end of the range observed
in the first two studies for correlations of individual positive
and negative events.

To examine the claim that a single individual differences
scale of self-narrative focus could account for the correlations
among the events, the 10 CES scores from each of our 190
participants were analyzed using a principal factor analysis as
was done in Studies 1 and 2. The first five eigenvalues were
2.85, 0.51, 0.16, 0.13, and 0.06, supporting a single factor and
replicating Studies 1 and 2.

Discussion

All four hypotheses were supported. First, the CESwas higher
for positive than for negative events. Second, the CES was
higher for future than past events. Third, the CES increased as
the distance of the events from the present increased. Fourth,
we found individual differences in the tendency to adopt a
self-narrative focus as measured by correlations in the CES
scores across different event categories.

The reliabilities for the CES for the individual 10 events
ranged from α = .92 to.95. The 45 correlations among the 10
CES scores had a median of.28. These findings replicate the
findings from Studies 1 and 2 in terms of the range of αs and
the median correlation among all events, and the valence ef-
fect on the mean CES scores. As in those studies, the general
tendency of the CES from one event to predict another
accounted for about 10% of the reliable variance. Moreover,
the correlations among the CES did not vary systematically
with whether the events were in the past or future, producing a
single factor solution.

The increase in self-narrative focus as time increases into
either the future or the past is a replication of past findings, but

Fig. 1 Mean value of the CES as a function of time from the present.
Error bars are standard errors

Table 6 CES Means and correlations from groups of individual events
from Study 3.

Group Mean SD rs among events

Median Min. Max.

All 10 events 3.41 0.63 .28 .00 .50

All 8 past and future events 3.29 0.73 .36 .08 .50

4 past events 3.23 0.80 .35 .21 .50

4 future events 3.35 0.81 .37 .24 .44

Past × Future events 3.29 0.97 .34 .08 .45

Note. n = 190
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it is also an extension. In the same study, the increase holds
both for experimenter-selected cued time frames and for mem-
ories from the same cue that were grouped into time frames
based on the dates given by the participants. This eliminates
two possible explanations of the effect that holds only for the
cued timeframes. The first is that the request for times in the
distant past and future implies to the participants that the
events should be more important to them and therefore higher
on the CES. The second is that the increasing size of the cued
timeframes from a week to all the participants’ past and
expected future life that is greater than a year from the
present allows for events more important to the participants
to be retrieved. See Berntsen and Bohn (2010) for similar
findings for freely generated future and past events.

General discussion

When remembering or imagining a personal event, individ-
uals can have a self-narrative focus for the event. That is, they
can focus on the role of the event in their life story and identity
rather than on the event viewed in isolation (e.g., Berntsen &
Bohn, 2010; Boucher & Scoboria, 2014; Conway et al., 2004;
Libby & Eibach, 2011; Prebble, Addis, & Tippett, 2013). We
used the Centrality of Event Scale (CES) to measure self-
narrative focus across systematically varied types of remem-
bered and imagined events. Across three studies, the tendency
spontaneously to adopt a self-narrative focus when construct-
ing personal events varied systematically with the emotional
valence of the events, their temporal distance from the present,
and whether the events were in the past or future. These find-
ings replicated and extended earlier findings on ways in which
the properties of events affect the degree of self-narrative fo-
cus as measured by the CES. In addition, across these different
categories of events, we also demonstrated robust individual
differences in the tendency to adopt a self-narrative focus,
with some individuals doing so to a greater extent than others.
These positive correlations between the CES ratings across
event categories suggest that some of the variance in this mea-
sure reflects stable individual dispositions. Thus, the extent to
which a self-narrative focus is adopted depends on two
interacting factors: characteristics of the remembered or imag-
ined event and dispositions of the individual. In the following,
we discuss these findings in greater detail.

Studies 1 and 2 demonstrated that emotionally positive
events were associated with higher levels of self-narrative fo-
cus. This is consistent with previous work showing that pos-
itive events are generally viewed as more central to one’s life
story and identity compared with negative events. For
example, Rasmussen and Berntsen (2013) had students gen-
erate positive and negative personal events that were dated in
either their past or their future and then rate the events on the
CES. Across both temporal directions, participants rated

positive events as more central than negative events.
Berntsen et al. (2011) reported similar findings in a large sam-
ple of older adults who completed the CES for memories of
past events identified as either highly stressful or highly pos-
itive. The participants viewed positive memories as markedly
more central to life story and identity compared with the
memories of the stressful events, except in individuals with
high levels of PTSD symptoms, for whom the centrality of the
stressful events approached, and in some cases exceeded, the
centrality level of the positive events. Similar findings were
reported by Zaragoza Scherman et al. (2015) across four dif-
ferent cultures.

The fact that individuals in general are more inclined to
adopt a self-narrative focus for positive events than for nega-
tive events may reflect a positive self-enhancement bias, akin
to the self-enhancement biases in memory observed by social
psychologists (Ross & Wilson, 2002; Sedikides & Gregg,
2008; Wilson & Ross, 2001). For example, people feel tem-
porally closer to events viewed as favorable to their present
self-image, compared with past events that may hold negative
implications for their current self-view (Ross & Wilson,
2002). In the same way, viewing positive events as central to
one’s life story and identity may serve to support a positive
view of oneself. Relatedly, the fact that the intensity of posi-
tive events generally fades more slowly over time than the
intensity of negative events (i.e., the fading affect bias: see
Ritchie et al., 2006, for a review) may be associated with an
enhanced self-narrative focus of positive events, for example,
by increasing the sense of self-continuity associated with emo-
tionally positive events (Ritchie, Sedikides, & Skowronski,
2015). In addition, culturally shared norms predict positive
life events to be part of the life story (Berntsen & Rubin,
2004), which also is likely to contribute to the enhanced
self-narrative focus of positive life events (see Berntsen et
al., 2011, for further discussions).

Study 3 showed that future events were associated with a
greater self-narrative focus than were past events. This is con-
sistent with previous studies in which participants rated the
CES, or parts of it, for both types of mental events (Berntsen
& Bohn, 2010; Ottsen & Berntsen, 2015; Özbek et al., 2017;
Rasmussen & Berntsen, 2013; Rubin, 2014). Exceptions are
studies involving involuntarily generated memories/images of
past and future events, which do not find a higher self-
narrative focus for future, relative to past, events (Berntsen
& Jacobsen, 2008; Cole, Staugaard, & Berntsen, 2016;
Finnbogadóttir & Berntsen, 2011). This may be because these
studies examined mental events generated with little involve-
ment of the top-down and schema-based construction that
may be responsible for the differences between past and future
events observed in other studies that used voluntary retrieval
in response to generic cues (Berntsen & Bohn, 2010; Rubin,
2014). Study 3 also showed a steady increase in a self-
narrative focus with increasing distance from the present for
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both past and future events, replicating and extending previ-
ous work (Berntsen & Bohn, 2010; Özbek et al., 2017). This
finding is consistent with temporal construal theory (Trope &
Liberman, 2003), according to which people form more ab-
stract representations (high-level construals) of temporally
distant events and more concrete representations (low-level
construals) of temporally close events. Since self-narrative
focus is concerned with the role of the event in the context
of the life story, it likely involves the high-level construal of
extracting the essential information about an event (e.g., hav-
ing a child) in contrast to low-level construal including con-
crete, contextual, and accidental details (e.g., changing dia-
pers). It therefore makes sense that the likelihood of adopting
a self-narrative focus increases with temporal distance from
the present (e.g., Berntsen & Bohn, 2010).

In this research, we measured each individual’s self-
narrative focus by averaging the scores of the seven-item
CES for events intended to sample autobiographical memory.
Another technique for future research would be to choose
events that are especially relevant to the research question
being pursued, such as a larger set of extremely negative and
positive events (e.g., Berntsen et al., 2011), as past research
has often only used one or a few events of each type. Future
research might also examine individual differences in self-
narrative focus as a function of the narrative themes of the
events, such as agency versus communion and redemption
versus contamination (e.g., Adler et al., 2016).

In spite of these highly systematic differences between
events in the degree to which they were associated with a
self-narrative focus, we found robust positive correlations be-
tween the ratings across different events, which produced a
single factor solution in all three studies. This suggests indi-
vidual differences in autobiographical remembering and
imagining style with some individuals showing a greater ten-
dency for self-narrative focus irrespective of types of autobio-
graphical events. This can be seen as consistent with studies
showing robust individual differences in the ways individuals
construe narratives about experiences in their life (see Adler et
al., 2016, for a review). Because self-narrative focus, as de-
fined here, measures the extent to which individuals perceive
personal events as central to their life story and identity, it may
be seen as a psychometric measure of a tendency to engage in
autobiographical reasoning—that is, a Bdimension of narra-
tive focused on the subjective impact of the event on the self^
(McLean, Pasupathi, Greenhot, & Fivush, 2017, p. 57; see
Habermas & Bluck, 2000). In other words, the consistent in-
dividual differences in self-narrative focus we have demon-
strated here may be related to individual differences in auto-
biographical reasoning as observed in narratives, such as in-
dividual differences in the tendency to make statements about
the impact of life experiences on the sense of self when telling
personal-event stories (McLean et al., 2017). Recent research
has shown that such meaning-making statements are a central

component of narrative coherence (e.g., Adler, Waters, Poh, &
Seitz, 2018). Future research should explore the relation be-
tween self-narrative focus as operationalized here and narra-
tive measures of meaning making. More broadly, future re-
search should resolve how individual differences in self-
narrative focus correlate with other individual dispositions,
such as measures of personality traits.

Examining individual differences in self-narrative focus is
also relevant to understanding clinical disorders. For example,
with respect to mechanisms underlying PTSD, Boucher and
Scoboria (2014) demonstrated experimentally that adopting a
self-narrative focus is associated with perceiving more psy-
chological and material impact of the event (relative to taking
an experiential-oriented focus). Speculatively, this might sug-
gest that a general tendency to adopt such a focus is a vulner-
ability factor for developing PTSD after exposure to negative,
stressful events, since such focus would amplify the impor-
tance of the event and thus likely work against disengagement
and inhibition of negative thoughts related to the event. This
suggestion agrees with Rubin et al. (2011) who compared
PTSD patients and controls and found that a single measure
of life story relatedness was rated higher in the PTSD group
for a range of different autobiographical events, including, but
not limited to, the primary traumatic event.

Taking a self-narrative focus requires an ability to make
connections between the self and individual events. One as-
pect of impaired self-continuity is difficulties with making
such connections. However, although schizophrenia is a dis-
order associated with impoverished self-continuity, Allé et al.
(2016) found no differences between patients with
schizophrenia and controls when they were asked to rate the
CES for personally important memories and imagined future
events. Holm, Thomsen, and Bliksted (2016) reported similar
findings, using a single item measure of centrality in patients
with schizophrenia versus controls. Yet, within the patient
group, Holm et al. (2016) reported a negative correlation be-
tween centrality ratings of life-story chapters and positive
symptoms of schizophrenia, suggesting that patients with
more severe symptom levels were less likely to adopt a self-
narrative focus in relation to autobiographical events.
However, these findings should be interpreted with caution
due to a small sample size. More research is needed to under-
stand self-narrative focus in relation to symptoms of
schizophrenia.

In conclusion, a self-narrative focus as measured by the
CES varies systematically as a function of characteristics of
remembered or imagined events, with positive events, events
dated in the personal future, and events distant to the present
more strongly associated with such a focus. In addition to
these systematic event-related differences, we found robust
positive correlations between CES ratings across event cate-
gories, showing that some individuals are more inclined than
others to adopt a self-narrative focus, irrespective of
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characteristics of the remembered or imagined event. Future
research should examine how this tendency correlates with
measures of other individual dispositions, such as measures
of well-being and rumination, and individual differences in
autobiographical reasoning.
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