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Abstract Recent work has revealed links between memory,
imagination, and problem solving, and suggests that increas-
ing access to detailed memories can lead to improved imagi-
nation and problem-solving performance. Depression is often
associated with overgeneral memory and imagination, along
with problem-solving deficits. In this study, we tested the hy-
pothesis that an interview designed to elicit detailed recollec-
tions would enhance imagination and problem solving among
both depressed and nondepressed participants. In a within-
subjects design, participants completed a control interview
or an episodic specificity induction prior to completing mem-
ory, imagination, and problem-solving tasks. Results revealed
that compared to the control interview, the episodic specificity
induction fostered increased detail generation in memory and
imagination and more relevant steps on the problem-solving
task among depressed and nondepressed participants. This
study builds on previous work by demonstrating that a brief
interview can enhance problem solving among individuals
with depression and supports the notion that episodic memory
plays a key role in problem solving. It should be noted, how-
ever, that the results of the interview are relatively short-lived.
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Recent findings in psychological and cognitive neuroscience
research have begun to illuminate the relations between mem-
ory and imagination. According to the constructive episodic
simulation hypothesis (Schacter & Addis, 2007), episodic
memory and imagination both involve the retrieval of specific,
detailed information about past experiences and thus rely on
similar cognitive processes. In line with these ideas, episodic
memory and imagination have been shown to recruit many of
the same neural structures (Schacter, Addis, & Buckner, 2008;
Szpunar, 2010). These findings have contributed to theorizing
that memory, in its most adaptive application, is future orient-
ed (Klein, 2013). Furthermore, the links between memory and
imagination raise the possibility that memory may play a role
in a broad range of cognitive activities (Schacter, 2012).

The majority of research investigating the role that memory
plays in other forms of cognition has focused on episodic
memory, which is defined as memory for personally experi-
enced past events that incorporate information pertaining to a
specific time and place (Tulving, 1983, 1985). Semantic mem-
ory, on the other hand, can be defined as one’s fund of knowl-
edge that is derived from past experiences and includes factual
information and vocabulary, as well as conceptual information
about oneself (Klein & Gangi, 2010). Although recent re-
search has revealed that semantic memory plays a key role
in other forms of cognition, including imagination
(Abraham, 2014; Irish & Piquet, 2013; Klein, 2013), the pres-
ent article focuses on episodic memory.

Problem solving is one cognitive task that appears to rely
upon the flexible, adaptive use of memory. Specifically,
problem-solving tasks that involve open-ended or poorly de-
fined problems involve the retrieval of episodic details from
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memory while at the same time requiring a future-directed
orientation (see Abraham, 2014, for discussion of semantic
memory contributions to similar cognitive processes). Like
imagining, successful problem solving often requires making
reference to one’s past experiences (e.g., past successes or
failures) and integrating the episodic details of those experi-
ences in a way that leads to the development of novel, alter-
native solutions to a current problem. Support for this comes
from studies showing a positive correlation between the num-
ber of relevant steps (defined as a step that could reasonably
move a person toward problem solution) that older adults
generate on a social problem-solving task and the number of
details they recall about past personal events (Sheldon,
McAndrews, & Moscovitch, 2011). Similar findings have
been reported among healthy young adults (Vandermorris,
Sheldon, Winocur, & Moscovitch, 2013). This research hints
at fascinating possibilities for cognitive rehabilitation, includ-
ing the potential of improving complex cognitive processes,
such as problem solving, by enhancing access to episodic
details in memory and imagination.

Further supporting the rehabilitation potential of this re-
search, Madore and Schacter (2014) reported improved prob-
lem solving among healthy young and older adults following a
brief intervention aimed at increasing details for recalled and
imagined events. Participants completed two sessions during
which they viewed one of two brief videos of common kitchen
activities and were subsequently asked questions about the
videos. In one session, participants were asked to provide their
general impressions of the video. In the other session, partici-
pants were asked detailed questions about the video (e.g., what
actions were performed, what objects were present) in an at-
tempt to facilitate increased recall. Following the interviews,
participants completed the Means-Ends Problem Solving task
(MEPS; Platt & Spivak, 1975), a social problem-solving task in
which participants are presented with hypothetical problems
and solutions to those problems, and are asked to generate steps
that could lead the individual from problem onset to its solu-
tion. Participants were then presented a series of pictures and
were asked to recall autobiographical memories or to imagine
future scenarios related to the pictures. Young and older adults
produced more relevant steps in the MEPS task after the de-
tailed compared to the control interview. Additionally, both
young and older adults produced significantly more details in
the memory and imagination tasks following the intervention
compared to the control interview, suggesting that increased
access to details in recalled and imagined events may contribute
to improved problem solving.

The effect that enhancing memory and imagination can
have on problem solving may be especially important for in-
dividuals with depression. In addition to affective symptoms,
depression is characterized by cognitive deficits, including
reduced generation of details when recalling one’s personal
past (Hach, Tippett, & Addis, 2014; Söderlund et al., 2014;

Williams et al., 2007) and imagining one’s future (Holmes,
Lange, Moulds, & Steele, 2008). Moreover, recent research
by Addis, Hach, and Tippett (2016) indicates that depression
may differentially impact the generation of detailed future
events relative to the recall of past events. Depression is also
associated with problem-solving deficits, which have been
linked to a reduced ability to generate specific details for past
autobiographical events (Goddard, Dritschel, & Burton, 1996;
Raes et al., 2005;Williams et al., 2007), and may contribute to
hopelessness (Cannon et al., 1999) and suicidal ideation
(Williams, Barnhofer, Crane, & Duggan, 2006). Improving
problem solving among individuals with depression may lead
to the development of alternative solutions to current prob-
lems, which in addition to reducing hopelessness and suicidal
ideation may also contribute to an earlier resolution of a de-
pressive episode or reduce the likelihood of recurrent depres-
sive episodes. Given the links between depression and prob-
lem solving, and problem solving and suicidal ideation
(Linda, Marroquín, & Miranda, 2012), it is critical that effec-
tive interventions be identified.

The present study examined the possibility of improving
problem solving among depressed individuals and used an
intervention developed by Madore, Gaesser, and Schacter
(2014) to facilitate detail generation in memory and imagina-
tion. Given previous findings of enhanced problem solving
among healthy undergraduates and normally aging older
adults, we predicted that individuals with depression would
generate more details for recalled and imagined personal
events following an episodic specificity induction compared
to a general impressions interview. Most critically, we hypoth-
esized that people with depression would evidence improved
problem-solving performance following the episodic specific-
ity induction.

Method

Participants

Forty-seven adults (ages18–50 years, M = 23.84, SD = 8.75)
participated in this study. Participants were recruited via ad-
vertisements placed at the campus health center and psychol-
ogy training clinic of a large Northwestern university, and via
advertisements placed throughout the local community. The
depressed group consisted of 23 participants (13 female; 10
male) whomet DSM-IV criteria for a current major depressive
episode. One depressed participant did not return for the sec-
ond session, resulting in a total of 22 depressed participants.
The nondepressed group consisted of 24 participants (16 fe-
male; seven male; one gender fluid) who endorsed few or no
symptoms of depression. Two participants in the nonde-
pressed group failed to follow instructions and were excluded
from the analyses, resulting in a total of 22 nondepressed
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participants. Groups did not differ with regard to age or edu-
cation (ps > .83). Participants were paid for participating in the
study. Ethical approval was obtained from the Internal Review
Board.

Experimental design

Participants completed two sessions, approximately 1 week
apart. To determine depression status, trained master’s-level
clinical psychology graduate students administered the mood
module of the Structured Clinical Interview for DSM-IV-TR
Axis-I Disorders (SCID-I; First, Spitzer, Gibbons, &
Williams, 2002) at the beginning of Session 1. Following this,
in both sessions, participants (1) watched a brief video
depicting two adults performing mundane kitchen activities,
(2) answered questions about the videos in either a general
impressions interview or an episodic specificity induction,
(3) completed the MEPS (Platt & Spivack, 1975), and (4)
completed memory and imagination tasks. Different but sim-
ilar experimental stimuli were used in each session (e.g.,
videos, problem-solving tasks, memory and imagination
cues). The order of interview format (general impressions
vs. episodic specificity induction) was counterbalanced across
participants to control for possible order effects. The experi-
mental design used in this study was taken from Madore and
colleagues (Madore, Gaesser, & Schacter, 2014; Madore &
Schacter, 2014), who provided all experimental materials used
in this study (including videos, interview formats, and photo-
graphs). A power analysis based on the average effect sizes
reported in Madore and Schacter (2014) revealed that a sam-
ple of 18 participants per group would be required to detect
effects with power >.80 (two-tailed, α = .05, d = 0.71).

Materials and procedure

Interviews A general impressions interview served as the con-
trol condition. In this interview, participants were first asked to
report their overall impressions of the video and then to answer
a series of questions about their impressions or thoughts about
the people, objects, or actions presented in the video. Finally,
participants were asked whether the video reminded them of
anything and when they thought the video was made.

Consistent with previous research (Madore & Schacter,
2014), prior to the start of the episodic specificity induction,
participants were told that they were an expert about the video
they just watched, and were asked to recall, in as much detail as
possible, details about the people, objects, and actions depicted
in the video. Specific probing questions required participants to
describe the appearance of the people and what they were wear-
ing, the objects that were present and how they were arranged,
and the actions that the people completed, in chronological
order. This detailed retrieval was intended to foster the genera-
tion of more detailed personal memories and imagined events

with the aim of investigating the role that those increased details
may play in problem-solving performance. Both interviews
required that participants think about the video. However, the
episodic specificity induction required the participants to re-
trieve and discuss specific episodic details about the video rath-
er than share general impressions of it.

Means-Ends Problem-Solving task (MEPS) After watching
the video and completing the interview, participants complet-
ed the MEPS. All participants were presented with four dif-
ferent problems in each session. All problems include the
statement of a problem (e.g., BMs. P realizes that she has lost
her watch.^) and a successful resolution of that problem (e.g.,
BMs. P is relieved to have found her watch.^). Participants
were asked to generate as many Bideal^ steps to move from
the statement of the problem to its successful solution.
Participants were asked to type their responses on a computer
and to generate as many steps as possible in as much detail as
possible. Participants were allowed 5 minutes to generate
steps for each problem in as much detail as possible.
Participants completed the MEPS without any feedback or
probing questions from the experimenter.

Memory and imagination tasks After completing the
MEPS, participants completed the memory and imagination
tasks. Participants were presented with eight pictures of ge-
neric scenes (e.g., airport, beach, carnival) and were asked to
recall a personal experience (four pictures) and imagine a
plausible future event (four pictures) related to the pictures.
Participants were instructed to recall or imagine, from their
own perspective, a specific, one-time event or day, rather than
a frequently repeated or more extended event. Memories for a
specific or one-time event are referred to as event-specific
knowledge (Conway & Pleydell-Pearce, 2000) and represent
the level of memory at which depressed individuals generate
fewer details than their nondepressed counterparts.
Participants were asked to describe events that happenedwith-
in the past 3 years or could occur within the next 3 years. As
with the MEPS, participants were asked to type their re-
sponses and to include as much detail as possible, including
information about people, objects, and actions. Participants
were allowed 3 minutes to generate details for each recalled
or imagined event. Pictures were blocked by task, and the
order of tasks was counterbalanced across participants.
Pictures were also randomized across tasks and participants.
Participants completed the memory and imagination tasks
without any feedback from the experimenter.

Coding

MEPS Typed responses to the MEPS were coded as relevant
step, irrelevant step, or no step, in accordance with the scoring
protocol described by Platt and Spivack (1975). A relevant
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step was one that could reasonably be expected to move the
protagonist toward the problem solution. An irrelevant step is
a step that moves the protagonist toward the solution of an
unrelated problem. Finally, no step does not move the protag-
onist toward any goal or solution but often consists of com-
mentary on the emotional state of the protagonist. In the
MEPS example provided above, in which Ms. P lost her
watch, a relevant step may be Bshe returned to her office to
see if she had left it there.^ An example of an irrelevant step is
BMs. P purchased a new watch online.^ A no step could have
been BMs. P cried because of the sentimental value of the
watch.^ For analytic purposes, we collapsed irrelevant steps
and no steps into other steps, consistent with Madore and
Schacter (2014).

Memory and imagination tasks Typed responses to the
memory and imagination tasks were coded for internal and
external details (Levine et al., 2002). Internal details are epi-
sodic information pertaining to a focal memory or imagined
event and include details about people, objects, actions, feel-
ings, thoughts, location, and time, among others. External
details include semantic information (e.g., BI always loved
going to the beach.^), reference to repeated events rather than
a single episode (e.g., BWe went to the beach every Saturday
during the summer.^) or script-like information (e.g., BFirst,
we would pack a cooler, then put on sunscreen, and finally,
find a good spot to catch some rays.^).

Coding of the MEPS and memory and imagination tasks
was completed by one of three trained raters. Prior to coding
participant responses, raters practiced with a set of 15 re-
sponses, and high interrater reliability was achieved (standard-
ized Chronbach’s alpha = .94 for steps, .92 for internal details,
and .95 for external details). All raters were naïve to study
hypotheses and were blind to diagnosis as well as to which
interview had been conducted.

Results

We conducted a series of mixed-factorial analyses of variance
(ANOVAs), with the between-subjects factor of depression
status (depressed vs. nondepressed) and the within-subjects
factors of interview type (control vs. detailed), step type (rel-
evant vs. other), and detail type (internal vs. external).
Subsequent post hoc tests were conducted to determine the
nature of observed effects and interactions.

Step generation for problem-solving task

The results of a mixed-factorial ANOVA revealed a significant
Interview Type × Step Type interaction, F(1, 42) = 11.03, p <
.005, ηp

2 = .21. Depression status did not interact with inter-
view type or step type (Fs < 2, ps > .19). Critically, depressed

participants benefitted from the intervention and generated
significantly more relevant steps following the episodic spec-
ificity induction (M = 12.4; SD = 4.0) than following the
general impressions interview (M = 8.6; SD = 2.5), t(21) = -
4.68, p < .001, 95% CI [-5.51, -2.12], d = 1.14. Consistent
with previous work, post hoc analyses indicated that nonde-
pressed participants also generated significantly more relevant
steps after completing the episodic specificity induction (M =
13.9; SD = 4.1) compared to the general impressions interview
(M = 10.2; SD = 3.7), t(21) = -3.96, p = .001, 95% CI [-5.68, -
1.77], d = .95. These results are depicted in Fig. 1. Groups did
not differ in the number of other steps following the episodic
specificity induction (p > .4). Additionally, there was no dif-
ference in either group in the number of other steps generated
in response to either interview type, ps > .3. Data regarding
other steps are depicted in Fig. 2. Participants spent more time
discussing videos following the encoding specificity induc-
tion (M = 9 mins, 58 s; SD = 3 min, 35 s) compared to the
general impressions interview (M = 7 mins, 49 s; SD = 3 mins,
13 s), t(43) = 3.77, p < .001, d = 0.57. However, including the
difference in time spent between interview formats as a covar-
iate in the above and subsequent analyses did not significantly
modify results.

Detail generation for memory and imagination tasks

Analysis of the memory task revealed a significant Interview
Type × Detail Type interaction, F(1,42) = 30.85, p < .001, ηp

2=
.42. Depression status did not interact with either interview type
or detail type (Fs < 2, ps > .22). Critical to the present study,
depressed participants generated significantly more internal
memory details following the episodic specificity induction
(M = 23.0; SD = 10.4) compared to the general impressions
interview (M = 13.6; SD = 6.01), t(21) = -5.66, p < .001, 95%
CI [-12.93, -4.98], d = 1.11. Also, as expected, post hoc anal-
yses revealed that nondepressed participants generated signifi-
cantly more internal details for the memory task following the
episodic specificity induction (M = 21.8; SD = 8.8) compared to
the general impressions interview (M = 17.0; SD = 4.2), t(21) =
-2.98, p < .01, 95% CI [-8.10, -1.45], d = .70. These data are
presented in Fig. 1. Groups did not differ in the number of
external details for the memory task following either interview
type (ps > .70), the data for which are presented in Fig. 2.

Analysis of the imagination task also revealed a significant
Interview Type × Detail Type interaction, F(1,42) = 37.87, p <
.001, ηp

2 = .47. Depression status did not interact with either
interview type or detail type (Fs < 1). Post hoc analyses re-
vealed that depressed participants generated significantly
more internal details following the episodic specificity induc-
tion (M = 21.9; SD = 8.8) compared to the general impressions
interview (M = 17.3; SD = 7.8), t(21) = -4.15, p < .001, 95%
CI [-6.90, -2.30], d = .55. Nondepressed participants also gen-
erated significantly more internal details following the
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episodic specificity induction (M = 21.6; SD = 5.19) compared
to the general impressions interview (M = 15.9; SD = 4.9),
t(21) = -5.05, p < .001, 95% CI [-8.02, -3.34], d = 1.13. These
data are presented in Fig. 1.There was no difference in the
number of external details generated by either group following
the episodic specificity induction (p > .19). However, fewer
external details were produced following the episodic speci-
ficity induction for both the depressed group, t(21) = 2.38, p <
.05, and the nondepressed group, t(21) = 3.59, p < .005.
External detail data are presented in Fig. 2.

Correlational analyses of problem solving and memory
and imagination performance

To understand the relations between problem solving, memory,
and imagination, we computed averages for relevant steps on
the problem-solving task and internal and external details for
the memory and imagination tasks. The results of correlational
analyses for the depressed group following the episodic speci-
ficity induction are presented in Table 1. As depicted in Table 1,
the significant positive correlations between internal details and
relevant steps, and the lack of an association between external
details and relevant steps provide additional support for the
involvement of episodic processes in the problem-solving task.
However, we do not see such a clear pattern regarding external
details and other steps, contrary to previous studies (Madore
et al., 2014; Madore & Schacter, 2014; Sheldon et al., 2015).

No significant correlations between these variables were ob-
served among depressed participants following the general im-
pressions interview. Among nondepressed participants, signif-
icant correlations were observed between external details for
memory and imagination tasks and other steps. No correlations
between relevant steps and any other measures reached signif-
icance. Because the same basic pattern was observed when
analyzed separately by interview type, we collapsed across in-
terview type. The data for the nondepressed participants are
presented in Table 2.

Discussion

Identifying novel methods of improving problem solving
among individuals with depression and incorporating them
into existing therapeutic approaches has the potential to ad-
vance treatment by reducing problematic symptoms and pos-
sibly limiting the duration and frequency of depressive epi-
sodes. In the present study, we examined whether an interven-
tion designed to increase access to details in memory (i.e., an
episodic specificity induction about a recently watched video;
Madore, et al., 2014; Madore & Schacter, 2014) would lead
depressed and nondepressed individuals to access more de-
tailed representations of recalled past and imagined future
scenarios and generate significantly more relevant steps on a
problem-solving task. As hypothesized, both depressed and

Fig. 1 Mean relevant steps (a) and internal details for memory (b) and imagination (b) tasks as a function of interview type and depression status. Error
bars represent SE

Fig. 2 Mean other steps (a) and external details for memory (b) and imagination (c) tasks as a function of interview type and depression status. Error
bars represent SE
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nondepressed participants generated more internal details
when recalling past personal events and imagining future sce-
narios following the episodic specificity induction as com-
pared to the control interview. Critically, all participants also
generated more relevant steps on the problem-solving task
following the episodic specificity induction, which is indica-
tive of improved problem-solving ability. These results sug-
gest that by increasing access to detailed representations of
past and future events, it is possible to augment problem solv-
ing abilities among people with depression.

The present findings replicate and extend the work of
Madore and colleagues (Madore et al., 2014; Madore &
Schacter, 2014) and lend partial support to the constructive
episodic simulation hypothesis (Schacter & Addis, 2007),
which posits, among other things, that imagined future sce-
narios are developed by retrieving and reorganizing informa-
tion from memory. The flexible use of memories and imag-
ined events can then be applied to the execution of
nonmemory tasks, such as the MEPS task used in this study.
In support of this notion, our analyses of the performance of
depressed participants following the episodic specificity in-
duction revealed a strong positive correlation between the
generation of internal details on the memory task and relevant
steps and a trend between internal details on the imagination
task and relevant steps. These results support our hypothesis
that increased episodic detail generation might contribute to
enhanced problem solving among individuals with depression

and are consistent with the results of previous studies (Madore
et al., 2014; Madore & Schacter, 2014; Sheldon et al., 2015).

Two additional findings are also worth noting. First, it is
not obvious what might have contributed to the depressed
participants intact ability to generate details for imagined fu-
ture scenarios, particularly given findings that suggest imag-
ining future scenarios may bemore difficult than recalling past
events among individuals with depression (Addis et al., 2016).
Also, we did not observe the anticipated significant correla-
tions between internal details for the memory and imagination
tasks and relevant steps among nondepressed participants. We
did, however, observe the expected correlations between ex-
ternal details for memory and imagination tasks and other
steps, consistent with previous work. Our results, therefore,
diverge somewhat from those of Madore and Schacter (2014),
who found internal details for both memory and imagination
to be positively correlated with relevant steps among healthy
young adults. It is not entirely clear why that relation did not
emerge in this study. One possibility is that the nondepressed
participants in our study generated numerically fewer internal
details on the memory and imagination tasks than participants
in the Madore and Schacter study, resulting in a restricted
range, which might have limited our ability to detect a relation
between these variables. The lack of a correlation between
these variables, notwithstanding, the critical finding of this
study is that depressed participants demonstrated improved
problem solving following the episodic specificity induction,
a finding that could have clinical implications.

The mechanism underlying the positive effect of the episod-
ic specificity induction on memory, imagination, and problem
solving appears to be that the specificity induction recruits ep-
isodic processes that can then support non-memory activities.
The episodic specificity induction includes probing questions
that encourage participants to adopt a very detail-oriented ap-
proach to retrieval. This is in contrast to the control interview,
which does not encourage access to specific details, but rather
the generation of general thematic information (e.g., people
engaged in Bkitchen activities^). The results of this and previ-
ous research (Madore et al., 2014; Madore & Schacter, 2014)
suggest that the detail-oriented probing questions place partic-
ipants in a retrieval mode that is biased toward the extraction of
more fine-grained information. That high-fidelity retrieval
mode is subsequently retained and contributes to improved
performance on the memory, imagination, and problem-
solving tasks. Thus, the increased access to episodic details
engendered by the episodic specificity induction may have
allowed for the development of broader, more nuanced per-
spectives of the scenarios depicted in the problem-solving task,
resulting in enhanced availability of or access to relevant steps.
This notion that the improved problem-solving performance
following the episodic specificity induction hinges upon the
retrieval of episodic details is partially supported by the positive
correlations observed among depressed participants. Although

Table 1 Correlations between step types and detail types for depressed
participants following the episodic specificity induction

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Relevant steps -

2. Memory internal details .60** -

3. Imagination internal details .40+ .68*** -

4. Other steps .01 .45* .37 -

5. Memory external details -.09 -.01 .04 -.38 -

6. Imagination external details .11 .16 -.19 .33 .11 -

Note. + p = .06; *p < .05; **p < .005; ***p < .001

Table 2 Correlations between step types and detail types for
nondepressed participants collapsed across interview type

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Relevant steps -

2. Memory internal details .28 -

3. Imagination internal details .20 .42* -

4. Other steps .01 .15 .34 -

5. Memory external details -.13 -.51* .10 .44* -

6. Imagination external details -.09 -.22 -.34 .55** .48* -

Note. *p < .05; ** p < .01
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access to semantic memory can often contribute to the execu-
tion of complex cognitive tasks (Abraham, 2014; Klein, 2013),
the episodic specificity induction employed here does not ap-
pear to tap into semantic processing. Nor does the episodic
specificity induction simply encourage a more elaborative nar-
rative style, as evidenced in previous studies (Madore et al.,
2014; Madore & Schacter, 2014; Schacter & Madore, 2016).
Further support for this interpretation comes from a recent im-
aging study that revealed that the episodic specificity induction
recruits core networks that are typically associated with episod-
ic processes (Madore, Szpunar, Addis, & Schacter, 2016).

The intervention used in this study is particularly relevant to
depression, which has been linked to deficits in memory (Hach
et al., 2014; Söderlund et al., 2014; Williams et al., 2007), imag-
ination (Addis, Hach, & Tippett, 2016; Holmes, Lange, et al.,
2008), and problem solving (Goddard et al., 1996; Raes et al.,
2005; Williams et al., 2007). Cognitive deficits in the context of
depression appear to be driven, at least in part, by reduced cog-
nitive control (Gotlib & Joormann, 2010). A related idea is that
depressed individuals have difficulty spontaneously engaging in
or recruiting strategic search processes (Hertel, 2004), particular-
ly when in open-ended or unstructured circumstances (e.g., the
general impressions interview in this study, the MEPS task), and
may contribute to reduced access to details of recalled and imag-
ined events (Holmes, Lang, et al., 2008). The structured retrieval
mode encouraged by the episodic specificity induction may cir-
cumvent the cognitive control difficulties that depressed partici-
pants often experience, allowing them to strategically retrieve
relevant information, thereby leading to increased generation of
episodic details. This interpretation is consistent with recent
work by Addis et al. (2016), who reported that diminished stra-
tegic retrieval processes in the context of depression contribute to
less detailed simulations of future events.

The present findings hint at several potential clinical impli-
cations of the episodic specificity induction. Enhancing access
to details of personal past events among individuals with de-
pression may contribute to the retrieval of more positive details
and attributes and may begin to counteract the negative inter-
pretation bias that is common in depression (Butler &
Mathews, 1983), and therefore lead to a reduction in the expe-
rience of depressive symptoms (Neshat-Doost et al. 2013).
Similarly, increasing the amount of details that depressed indi-
viduals can generate when imagining future scenarios may con-
tribute to increased positive affect (Holmes, Coughtrey, &
Connor, 2008), which may in turn lead to increased behavioral
activation and goal pursuit (Libby, Shaeffer, Eibach, &
Slemmer, 2007). Interestingly, recent work suggests that a re-
duced ability to imagine future scenarios may underlie the de-
velopment of depressive symptoms and serve to maintain a
depressive state once it is established (Roepke & Seligman,
2016). Thus, increasing access to detailed representations of
future events may serve as a protective factor against the devel-
opment of subsequent depressive episodes. Finally, improving

problem-solving performance may limit the duration of depres-
sive episodes and reduce the frequency of suicidal ideation by
enhancing the identification and initiation of cognitions and
behaviors that may contribute to emotional well-being.

Limitations of the current study include a relatively small
sample size. It is possible that the sample size in this study
precluded the identification of previously reported correlations
between detail generation inmemory and imagination tasks and
step generation on the problem-solving task (Madore et al.,
2014; Madore & Schacter, 2014; Sheldon et al., 2015).
However, the anticipated pattern of correlations was recently
obtained in a smaller sample than that of the current study
(Sheldon et al., 2015), calling this interpretation into question.
Additionally, although Anderson, Goddard, and Powell (2011)
revealed that MEPS performance was a significant predictor of
future depressive symptoms, the ecological validity of the
MEPS has been questioned (Anderson, Goddard, & Powell,
2009). Finally, the inclusion of a measure of fluency may have
been informative to further clarify, in this particular study, the
role of strategic retrieval efforts.

Limitations notwithstanding, the results of the current
study reveal that a brief episodic specificity induction can lead
to improved social problem solving among individuals with
depression. The simplicity and brevity of this intervention
may make it a versatile therapeutic tool that could be applied
in a wide range of clinical settings. A number of future
directions for research are worthy of pursuit. First, it will be
important to identify ways of increasing the duration of this
effect, as Jing, Madore, and Schacter (2016) recently reported
that the effect is short-lived. One way to extend the effect may
be to engage individuals in brief, intermittent sessions in
which individuals are asked to complete simulation exercises.
Once a means of extending the effect has been established,
longer-term intervention studies could investigate the feasibil-
ity and therapeutic impact of incorporating brief, self-directed
exercises into a daily routine. Future work could also begin to
investigate the effectiveness of this intervention when applied
to personally relevant, emotion-laden problems such as those
often encountered in the context of depression, similar to the
work of Jing et al. (2016) in the context of worry.
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